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J. Duncan Spaeth

Teaching FCE & Workplace Literacy in 

World War I



Spaeth followed the same 
Functional Context Education 
approach as used by Cora 
Wilson Stewart. But he always 
included a sound drill to teach 
phonics.



Teaching 
Workplace 
English as a 
Second 
Language and 
Literacy in 
World War I

Captain Garry Meyers 
and Mrs. Caroline Clark 
Meyers  both taught 
literacy and English 
language at Camp 
Upton, New York. 



Teaching Workplace ESL 
& Literacy in World War I
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Integrating literacy instruction with 
parenting instruction in the 
Mother’s First Book: 

Baby care and health

Parents in the schools

Family Health

Healthy cooking and eating
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Cora Wilson Stewart

Mother’s First Book-1930

Integrating literacy instruction with 
parenting instruction in the Mother’s First 
Book: Baby care and health
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Functional Context Education and Workplace 

Literacy in Historical Perspective 

Evidence From Professional Wisdom

Merging Functional Context Education and Workplace Literacy In World War II

During World War II the armed services 

faced the need to utilize hundreds of 

thousands of men who were illiterate or 

poorly literate. Paul Witty specialized in 

understanding the process of learning to read 

and in developing methods for helping 

students who were having difficulties in 

learning to read. With this background, he 

was called upon to serve as an education 

officer in the War Department.



Witty was strongly influenced by 
the work of William S. Gray. 

Paul Witty

Merging Functional Context Education and Workplace Literacy In World War II



William S. Gray 

The “Father” of Dick and Jane

Fictitious children with whom children 
reading the books could identify. 
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Witty 

introduced 

the use of 

audio-visual 

technology 

in teaching 

adult literacy

Like this 

filmstrip for 

teaching 

reading

Paul Witty created the fictitious soldier Private Pete who is a student 

in an Army literacy program. Like Dick and Jane with children, 

literacy students in the Army literacy programs were supposed to be 

able to identify with Private Pete who was also a literacy student.

Merging Functional Context Education and Workplace Literacy In World War II



As with Cora 
Wilson Stewart, 
Witty used a 
functional context 
approach to 
literacy 
instruction and 
showed soldiers 
in real life 
settings like they 
experienced on 
Army posts. 
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A newspaper 

entitled “Our 

War” was 

developed and 

included the first 

use of a comic 

strip in adult 

literacy education 

featuring Private 

Pete and his 

sidekick Daffy.
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Merging Functional Context Education and Workplace Literacy In World War II

Another innovation in 
adult literacy education 
was the development of 
a “photo novel” using 
real people to ply the 
roles of Private Pete and 
his sidekick Daffy. This 
was used in a program 
for soldiers getting 
discharged from the 
Army who missed 
literacy training on 
entry into the Army or 
whose skills had 
deteriorated from little 
use in the war. The 
book used the same 
systems approach as 
with the Army Reader. 



Illiterate and Non-English Speaking Soldiers Fighting for Freedom in World War 
II Learn to Read and Write

Writing in the July 1943 issue of “Our War”, a newspaper for the literacy 
students of World War II, a student wrote: 

“This is my first letter in English. I have learned to read and write so that I can 
help protect or country.”  Private Porfirio C. Gutierrez

A mother of a soldier wrote to the Army [in original spellings and punctuation]:

“dear sir: I thank you all for Learning My child to read and wright I don’t Know 
how to thank you all Because My child did no know nothing it is really high 
apprishated Because I did not have the time to send him to school I did not 
have no husband I raised him from a Baby By my self and that is all my help and 
I thank you and I thank you when you wrote me and siad My Boy did that I was 
so glad I did not Know what to do and I realy appreshated it.”  Very truly yours, 
M--- W---
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Praise for the Army’s Literacy Teachers
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Relationships of the World War 

II Adult Literacy Programs to 

Some Contemporary Concerns 

in Adult Education

Transitioning/Bridging  Adults 

From Adult Basic Education to  

Post-Secondary Education or 

Job/Career Opportunities

Integrating/Contextualizing 

Language, Literacy, Numeracy 

with Vocational Education

Using Technology to 

Differentiate Instruction to Meet 

Student Learning Needs

The World War II Program Emphasized

RELEVANCE & MOTIVATION  

The Program:

Transitioned soldiers from civilian to 
military life with its job training and 
performance requirements

Integrated/contextualized literacy 
instruction with military life contexts 
and situations

Used  audio-visual technology and 
textual materials and systems instruction 
to address learning rates and modalities 
of soldier learners 
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Functional Context Education in the Citizenship Schools

Septima

Poinsette Clark 

and Functional 

Context 

Education in the 

Citizenship 

Schools



Citizenship School Johns Island 

South Carolina

Septima Poinsette Clark and Functional Context Education in the 

Citizenship Schools



Septima Poinsette Clark and Functional Context Education in the 

Citizenship Schools
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Professional Wisdom from 1777 to the 1960s 
reveals that:

Adult Literacy Education can be successfully 
delivered in workplaces.
(Revolutionary & Civil Wars, World Wars I & II)

Adult Literacy Education can be 
contextualized, integrated with, or 
embedded in content relevant to the lives of 
and contexts in which adults function. 
(Harriet Jacobs, Susie Taylor, Cora Wilson Stewart, 
Septima Poinsette Clark)

Functional Context Education and Workplace Literacy 

in Historical Perspective







Functional Context Education and Workplace Literacy

Schedule 

Coming Up Next:

10:30-10:45 Break

Part 2. 10:45-12:00 Scientific research on  FCE and workplace literacy leading to the 

National Workplace Literacy Program (NWLP) in the United States

. 

12:00-12:30pm Lunch

Part 3. 12:30-02:00 Workplace literacy and workforce development research and 

programs following the NWLP

02:00-02:15 Break

Part 4. 02:15-03:30 Contemporary projects on contextualizing and integrating  

program design and engaging employers and employees.


