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Among the developing countries being monitored for their progress towards the EFA goal for adult literacy, Mexico is recognized as a “fast performer” with a high probability of reaching targeted adult literacy rates (UNESCO, 2006, p. 71).  While Mexico’s primary governmental agency for overseeing adult literacy policymaking and implementation is the National Institute of Adult Education (INEA), the country also has a highly developed civil society sector that has contributed to innovations in literacy programming and the reduction of illiteracy rates.  This paper will focus on the work of one civil society organization in particular, Centro de Educación en Apoyo a la Producción y al Medio-Ambiente-Parras (Center of Education in Support of Production and the Environment or CEP-Parras), to highlight efforts being undertaken to construct sustainable, effective educational programs that emphasize highly-situated applications of literacy in order to improve local economic and social conditions.
Background and conceptual framework

CEP-Parras is based in the northern desert of Mexico, a region marked by industrialization in urban areas along with high urban and rural poverty rates.  The founders of CEP-Parras have been working in the region since the early 1980s, first as part of the liberation theology movement, and then later as literacy teachers with INEA.  In 1993, they formed their own non-governmental organization in order to implement youth and adult literacy programs that addressed the everyday concerns of participants, with an emphasis on literacy learning combined with small-scale economic development for women.  The conceptual underpinnings of their programs are Freirean in orientation, where literacy is understood as reading, writing, and oral competencies aimed towards deliberate action to improve social and economic conditions at the community level.
Federal-local partnership: The Mothers’ School

One clear illustration of CEP-Parras’ highly-situated approach to literacy education can be seen in its Escuela de Madres (Mothers’ School) program, a women’s education program funded under a municipal-federal partnership known as the Habitat Program, which is aimed at reducing urban poverty.  Under Habitat, CEP-Parras oversaw the development and implementation of intensive 14-week Mothers’ School programs in 90 urban colonias (communities) over a three-year period (2003-2006), reaching approximately 1,800 women.  The three principal objectives of the Mother’s School included the development of teaching materials based on participants’ lived experiences; an increase in women’s literacy tied to meeting basic material needs; and an increase in organization and economic development among women through small savings groups, where women meet weekly to make savings deposits and discuss community concerns (Alvarez-Serna, 2005).   

Curriculum and pedagogy 

The 14-week Mothers’ School curriculum centered on themes related to health, economic development, and civic participation.  Class sessions led by veteran CEP-Parras educators involved a recursive process of reading, writing, and discussion about key issues based on locally-generated texts and the women’s own writing.  These processes, in turn, served as a basis for specific actions, such as the creation of domestic products (generic versions of Vasoline and VicsVaporRub among them) and the organization of community events where these products (among others) could be bought and sold.  Within the classes, women’s literacy levels varied greatly, and the CEP-Parras educators dealt with the differences in at least three ways: by not stigmatizing or drawing attention to participants’ different literacy levels; by providing targeted instruction in reading and writing within the context of class activities; and by treating reading and writing as socially-negotiated activities where the uses of literacy-in-context were privileged over the acquisition of isolated literacy skills.  Reading and writing, then, were seamlessly integrated into the adult learning process implemented by CEP-Parras, where the overarching goals were to increase women’s quality of life by increasing economic self-reliance and civic participation at the local level.  
Program evaluation and outcomes
Program evaluation of the Mothers’ School was both formative and summative.  Formative evaluation was aimed towards the ongoing improvement of program effectiveness and was based on the continuous collection of data, including class observations/note-taking, attendance information, and student work.  CEP-Parras educators used this data as a basis for ongoing analysis and reflection on their programs, a process referred to as sistematización (systematization), in order to improve learning materials and pedagogy.  Summative evaluation occurred at the end of each Mothers’ School cycle via a comprehensive sistematización workshop, where participants gathered to discuss what had been achieved and reflect on how the program could be improved.  
All of the data gathered at the summative sistematización workshops was compiled into a written document, which was published into a book meant for wider dissemination in practitioner networks, including the Red-Norte, made up of formal and non-formal educators in northern Mexico, and the Latin American Council of Adult Education (CEAAL), which is comprised of nearly 200 adult education organizations throughout Latin America.  Program evaluation of the Mothers’ School, then, was an intensive, participatory process aimed towards not only increasing program effectiveness at the local level but also disseminating program results to larger audiences.
Examples of achievements included not only the publication of a teaching manual called …demand your rights (Hernandez-Soto et al., 2006) but also the start-up of at least 40 small savings groups, where women continued their engagement in literacy, numeracy, and oral communication during and after the 14-week Mothers’ School.  Savings groups operated in 3-6 month cycles, with women saving on average between $200-$1,500 pesos during each cycle.  Women used their savings for a variety of purposes ranging from much-needed medical services to gifts for family members. In addition to the material benefits, participation in savings groups often led to women’s increased decision-making over household finances (an area traditionally dominated by men) as well as increased self-confidence, as revealed in interviews with savings groups members themselves.

Moving towards Education for All
The curriculum, evaluation, and dissemination advances made by CEP-Parras are just one example of civil society efforts aimed at reaching the Education for All goal of reducing illiteracy, and these examples are replicated by other organizations throughout Mexico and Latin America, as seen in the work of CEAAL.  While these organizations are engaged in innovative approaches to adult literacy, they are still subject to the whims of policymaking and politics.  In the case of CEP-Parras, the Mothers’ School program ended abruptly in 2006 due to changes in the municipal administration.  Because of the persistence of CEP educators, the work still continues in different locales of northern Mexico, though on a smaller scale and more meager budget.  This scaling-back of CEP-Parras’ work, however, is just one illustration of the need for a more sustained policy focus on adult literacy in Mexico in order to provide sufficient funding and support to civil society organizations towards meeting the goal of reducing illiteracy by 50% by the year 2012. 
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