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Essay #1:  Browning Family Literacy Crisis

Can you imagine a world in which written print is meaningless? Walking down a street you would see signs but not understand the words on them. Instead, you would remember the color and shape of the signs in order to help you find the places again. Now, if I told you that there is a whole family that lives that way, would you believe me? Well it’s true, and their name is the Browning Family. Before Victoria Purcell-Gates came into their lives and brought them into the Literacy Center, they could not read more than a few words. Written word played no role in their daily lives. This is quite a crisis, especially in the world we live in because we rely so heavily on written print to function and communicate with one another. There are many factors that most likely contributed to this predicament, such as society’s lack of respect for the Browning’s cultural background and family lifestyle, as well as their current living situation, socioeconomic status, and, above all, the blatant lack of consideration the school showed towards Donny’s needs. Victoria Purcell- Gates studies the Browning family and reflects on her experience working with Donny and Jenny through Other People’s Words. 
One substantial difficulty that the Browning family faces is being a part of an “invisible minority”, called the Appalachians (16). Society does not accept or recognize this group of people even though Appalachians are white; they talk different and have different cultural practices that starkly separate them from the rest of society. A passage from Other People’s Words that describes this predisposition is the following: “Scholars point out that, while African American migrants are discriminated against in part because of their color, Appalachian migrants are discriminated against because of cultural differences between mountain subculture and urban culture. These differences extend to mannerisms, customs, and, in particular, speech patterns” (26). Throughout the book there are many examples of the Browning Family standing out due to their distinct cultural background, such as the difference in the way Jenny speaks, her unwillingness to receive charity, and her insistence on paying Victoria Purcell-Gates for her and Donny’s sessions even though they were for research purposes. Because of these obstacles, the Browning’s experience high levels of discrimination and do not get taken seriously by others, especially by schools. Jenny had a poor educational experience growing up, and she was afraid that Donny would end up in the same situation before Purcell-Gates started to help them. Other People’s Words portrays Jenny’s increased frustration about the prejudice she faced. “I couldn’t learn to read ‘cause I talk different. ‘Cause I’m you know… countrified, and my words don’t come out the way they’re supposed to. That’s the way I was brought up” (26). Therefore, the large amount of prejudice that the Browning Family faces due to being Appalachians affects their ability to progress in society.
The Browning Family’s personal background, separate from their Appalachian roots, also plays a large role in their illiteracy. The fact that neither Jenny nor Big Donny got much of an education or learned how to read greatly affected Donny’s ability to learn. For example, “When asked to read a page of print, he readily looked at the pictures and provided his “own words” just as his parents did at home” (Purcell-Gates 61). Jenny and Big Donny’s inability to read more than “a few isolated words” or write more than their names served as a huge disadvantage for their children when it came to being literate. The Browning’s creativity, however, and self-sufficient lifestyle serves as an asset to the family. Jenny’s motivation and personal investment in Donny’s success helps to make up for the lack of certain assets. Her initiative to seek help for her son when the teacher and principal were of no help is definitely an advantage for Donny, and Jenny’s motivation to learn herself makes up for her poor educational background. 
Furthermore, the Browning Family’s low socioeconomic status hinders their ability to develop academically at the same rate as wealthier families. Purcell-Gates touches on this setback and provides factual information on other low-class families that struggle with the same issue of being illiterate. “When we look at the data, we must acknowledge that the poor, minority, and most often urban children fall significantly behind their middle-class counterparts in their ability to read and write” (Purcell-Gates 2). The underlying issue may be the lack of assets and the ability to support them, but whether this hindrance is due to the lack of funding and access to resources at Donny and Timmy’s school is unclear. It is very apparent, however, that the school’s failure to cater to Donny’s needs is detrimental to his ability to become literate. Jenny expresses her frustration with the school and voices that she “cannot believe that the teacher continues to hand out homework and to criticize Donny for not doing it when the school refuses to put back into first grade” (Purcell-Gates 34). The school wouldn’t allow Donny to repeat the first grade because it would have reflected poorly on them and made it look like they failed to teach him (from my personal perspective). However, holding Donny back would have truly been the most helpful plan of action, and thus the school is highly responsible for his incompetence when it comes to literacy. Therefore, the institution is damaging Donny and impeding his educational growth. 
Stigma also plays a large role in the Browning’s literary impediments. “It comprises that set of social gestures and actions which communicates to others that a difference is discredited unacceptable in a particular social space” (Stigma). An example of Donny’s internalized stigma in Other People’s Words is that he believes he cannot read and act the same as his classmates due his family and cultural backgrounds. “Without the social context of other children writing and sharing, the incredible effort it took for him to form written version of his thoughts was just not worth it to him” (Purcell-Gates 90). Therefore, the fact that Jenny and Big Donny never learned to read and the Appalachian community has a reputation for being illiterate strongly obstructs Donny’s ability to improve in school.
Community Matters is a non-profit organization that has the mission of creating “a thriving and more just community by removing barriers to opportunity” (Why Community Matters). If Community Matters existed in the Browning’s neighborhood when Donny and Timmy were growing up and was up and running in Lower Price Hill at the time of Purcell-Gates’s departure, it definitely would have been a beneficial resource to the family, especially the Opportunity Hub program that could connect them to education programs such as their partner Education Matters, which could pick up where Purcell-Gates left off in their literary progression. Getting involved with Education Matters would be the most effective step that the family could take to prevent the possibility that Donny and Timmy will fall further behind in their knowledge and it would allow them to gain the ability and inspiration to become independent readers. Education Matters could not only help the kids but also Jenny because it has a GED program called Education Forward which could help her get a better job and provide more securely for her family. Education Matters makes a very valid point on their website that “The strongest indicator of a child’s success in school is the education level of the parent” (Why Education Matters). This is very true and evident in Other People’s Words because Jenny and Big Donny did not succeed in school and this highly affected Donny’s educational abilities. If Jenny saw a one on one tutor, similar to Purcell-Gates, she could pass the GED exam, the Opportunity Hub staff could help her obtain a higher paying job, and the whole family could benefit. The website also says that “the ability to gain knowledge, access positive learning opportunities, and apply skills are the cornerstones of healthy human development (Why Education Matters). In Other People’s Words we see that the Browning family experienced anything but healthy human development. Ultimately, being involved in Community Matters and Education Matters could be a life changing experience for the whole family and break the cycle of non-literacy in the Browning Family once and for all.
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