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A number of isbues must be considered if those in the
~prc£bsszon are to construct a theoretically and pudagog:cally sound
definition of literacy as a word and a concept. "The profession agrees
that litegacy is the enceding and decodzng of meaning, but there is
little agéeement on the term "mean:ng." Sociolinguists define
literacy as a cluster of linguistic, psychological, and social skills
that rely on the conventions of the a;ghabet and of print, but also
on purpose, difficulty, and interest ther problems in defznzng the
term are the differences and the relationships between the skills
required for reading and those required for wrztzng, and the question
of permanence, or retention, of these skills. Literacy is distinct
from mastery of the standard dialect, and it is not sahooling,
cognition, or merely "reading.” Neither \is it the same as culture.
What seems to emerge from these dzstznctians, however, is a
connection between literacy and culture. among the cultural
determinants of literacy cre relzgzon, economics, and politics., Only
by searching the maze of relationships' among humans and their
~—~"*?u1t?res can the profession move toward a definition of literacy.
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“%ﬁl ] Toward a'Definition of Literacy"
ey R -
);LlJ A's you know, llteracy nas recently become. once again, the
| ) _focus of controversy at, the local
This is a contfoversy directly 1nvolv1ng those’ of us who tEach
literature and composltion. i.e. ”eadlng and wrltlng. The
questlon I Wloh to .pose in this paper is, What lS the meaning of
- this term, litapacy? ., | |
In most popular‘dlscuss1ons, I flnd the word is simply
p not deflned. In ac&demlc d1scuss1ons the word llteracx usuallJ
means someth;Lng like "the hlgnest forms Yf cri tical readlng and
the production of theoretlcalng_” ‘
. only freshmen, but also*graduate students are deemed "illiterate."
. Such a dEfintion.lhowever.

and write our legal documents,

seems inadequate, when, in the real

- world, even the most literate among us+hire attorneys to read

It accurs to me, then, that perhaps we don't really have a

clear definition and that this causes us to give our students and

©

society mixed messages about literacy is and what it can do.

2

This observation leads to a question:

can we measuyre it?

v’

N S
9 y there, in fact, a literacy crisis?
>

<
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" From which followsanother question: Is
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If we can't define literacy,
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. - In 1976 Rlchard Ohmann‘sald-nd., He said then that the test "
) scores used to document the llteracy cr¢SLu were, in &GtUdllty.

meastires of 5001al and economic changes. not of .changes in- - ° N

"~°literacy itself, Ohmann concluded.-"The Literacy Crisis Is 'a o
FicfiontIf Not a Hoax."_ o ’ : v .o .
More recently,such well known personalltles as Ted Koppel,
Ronald- Reagan. and E.D. legch have accepted both the test® scores_' o
and the conclu81on that a llteracy cr1s1o is abroad in the land.
-As f%ﬂ:aﬁ.l know, Koppel has effered no-solution. Reagan has
advocated school prayer and more-discipline. Hirsch's answer-is_
what he’calls "eulturaf'iiﬁenacy"--that is,.a national curriculum
\-deeigned to glve all Amerlcnn sfudents th; same knowledge so that
' .educators can then produce th kLnds of literacy skllls the
academic COmmunlty and the middle~class secie.'r deem appropriate,

. In contrast to this "top- down" solution, other schoJars, like
Shirley Brlce Heath, for example, argue for "botto =up" llteracy—;
that is, literacy ;nstructlon grounded in the students' own
/ dlscourse and focused on the students! oyn~concerns. Sucn an f
| dpproach,'tnzse scholars say, allows students to create impgrtant
'+ uses for reading and yriting in their own:lives. Thus instruction

- ¢

. \/ L Y3 . N N .
becomes effective. . | ( .

Now, back tp my priginal questdon: What.are,weqtalking about
when-we talk about’ literacy? I want to get at this questidn by

> surveying ‘a number Qy/issdes which, ve must consider if we, <+
. 7 . ‘ q -
indlvidually and co(iictively; are to construct a theoretically

N

- and pedagoglcally sound deflmtlon of literacy, both ag a word &
\\( N .
and as a concept.




Sﬁhce our ordlnary use of the word'seems not help. let: us '
try a more bas1o approach. Probably,'we would agree that - llteracy
is the‘encodlng and decodlng of meaning in graphlc symbbls.' This, N
L ‘of course.frequlres famlllarlty with .the technology of thé alpha-,-“' . :(“

| 'bebiand of thd oonventlons of scrlpt?and print. But if lltezacy
encodlng and decoalng meanlng. what do we mean by mean1ng°
-Agaln, ther'e 1s llttle, Af any, agreement. Persondly. I lfﬁe‘
Robert BraoeweIl's explanatlon of“meanzng as the motlvatlng force "
. )

writing, Bracewell says that the search for meaning is the. T,

behlnd the banguage arts, llstemlng. speaklng. readlng, and 'l\h\_

attempt "to under stand who ohe is and what ﬂace one is to take in

‘the world " But still this doesn't help us much in efforts to

1LY
say what readlng and wrltlng are. -~ .. - 5

W N 4
: : Soolollnaulst Michael Stubbs defines llteraoy as‘"a clusuer

s

of. skllls--klngulstio. psychologloal and social." Stubbs remlnds ‘
us, too. that +hese skills rely not only on t;e techonoloc;es I

’ mentioned before, but also on three other faotors--purpose, s

1

diffloulty. and interest. We might -even %e more SpelelC about JETIN

L}

-the components of & literacy event--the natule of the: text, the

' functlon of the Jliteracy eventy the‘oontext 1n whloh the llteraoy
\.' .
event takes place, the participants (reader and w1ﬂter, 1nolud1ng

the relative status of each), and motivation (such things as
. 4 B
boredom, nostalgia, desire for 1nformatlon). & ' . N .

’ ~ In addition to these, other prop}ems: oftem'iénored by

both researchers and theorists, affect a definition of literacy.
One of these problems is the difference in the skills requ1re§
for readlng and those requlred for writing and the relatlonshlp

t . ‘ ~
¥
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of these skillg to one- another. The other problem is the cuestion -
_ . ‘ l

“of permanence, or retention, of these skills, - o f.'
‘o IApparentlé,;then, eyen. an analysiS'ofywhat we Agéeé on about
literacy raises complloatlons » And these compllcatlone only | .
_multlp;y when we start to look at whap literacy is not--that is, . !
when we beégin to make d;stlnctlonsnbetween ‘literacy and the thlngs .
) closely assoc;atea Wlth'lt.‘ ‘u SRR C

'. . . ‘ ] ' '/'.

Fifst,.literacy iS-distfnct'from:mastery of the standard |,

dialect. This dlstlnctlon is ot merely theoretlcal Scholars \:
~ . |

of languag:/ llke Trudgelll and Labov, cite examples of llteraoy

W
dCQUIIed and used without active posse531on bf the standard In . -

fact, Stubbs po%nts out correctty in my own case, that preoent day

llterécy in Latin doeSn't even depend on knowledge of the Spoken C
. ’ / . .
formg, < - . /
Second theracy is not schoollng. fhe important researczh bJ

Sylvia Scribner and %1chael Cole among the Val people of Liberia

’

shows that literacy can be acqulred w1thout schoollng, somethlng

we.in the. Unlted States are llkely to forget. But S¢ribner-and ' v

Cole's research shows us somethlng else as well, and tha: is that

\ffcertain types of problem-solving skills Which we in the West think
33

of as qonsequences of 1Lte1aoy are in fact only consequences of

3

N {
wgstexn styles of schooling, not of 11teracy per-se. ' x
N .
As a matter of fact, many anthropologlcal studies segn to be

oaylnélthat the connect:ons between literacy and abstract thlnklng

are not as closc as some believe, For example, accordlng some

‘o !
Q‘, o -

Tk

theories of literacy, the ab111t< to CIGSS1fJ abstraotLy is a

result of being able"p read and wzlte. But Keith Basso'sQ- S o
. a2 //f ) ,

. | | | ‘
’ .. . . .
. ! . o
A - L
- | | |
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" that we must make is between llteracy and th;pklng. ‘, v

" o Daniell-§5:-

L - . . (N

Q [

‘research inta.#he word games of Apache chlldren reveals classifis
catlon skills based on hlghly abstract prin01ples.- And lf you are
from my parf of the country. where llteracy has been 1nagces31bke '

to certain segments of" the populatlon. you probably know flrst-

‘ hand. as ' do. that critical thlnklng--deflned here as queﬁtlonlng

assumptlons and "facts." draw:ng 1nferences. seelng mellcatlons--

Qoes not depend on llteracy., So it seems that a. third dlstlnctlon
4

‘s . . ! ‘e ¥ T . [ ' L

If llteracy is neither the standard dlalecm nor schoollng.

'5Wnor cognltlon. what else .is. it not? A fourth dlstlnctlon is

\presently being asserted by Warw1ck Wadllngton at the Un1versmty

of~Texao. In work" not yet pabllahed. Wadllngton draws a dlstlnctwon

\

bet&égn\readlng and 1nuerpretat10n. All current theorles of

[}

literary 1nterpretatlon, he says, are based on the assumption i?at
1 . ’ ’ . . : .

reading is only an act of cognition. Certainly, intérpretatiod

is a constituent of reading, and in academic cirles a legitimate

goal, bdt ~reading is much more. Reading{ Wadlington argues, is,

§ -

in some cultures, only oneLof the wayo that 1nd1viduals'%ry on"

and play the dlfferent rolks offered to them. by thelr 3001ety..

A fifth dlstlnctron comes from Robln Lakoff. She reminds us

-

not to equate literacy with culture,. She sees the increase in oral

A ]

features in contemporary written discourse, both ¥ictional and non-
flctlonal as a response to changes in the culture, not as a loss
of Sither culture itself or of literacy. .

- . 1 ‘ ?
L .
Yet what seems to emerge from these distinctions between

. literacy and other related_issues is some sort of connection - i

betwekn iiteracy and culture. Indeed, the role culture plays in

-
~
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H; ' shaping literacy becomes clearer when we turn'torhistorical studies .
e of reading and writing. Thfs scholarslip demonstrates that é -

N g

o ) deflnlhgn of lLteracy not only depends on the expectatlons of a
e"'
) sﬂ§C1f1c culture but also varles acns\rcultures and @crpps time

within cultures. In the hext part of thls presentatlon, Mary

Trachsel will give %ome relevant examples. N o
- ? ‘

~Among the cultural determlnants of llteracy are’ rellglon,

economlcs. and polltlcs.; In- many societles rellglon has set the

standard for what counts as llteracy, what is used ‘for, and who *
A

has access to 1t Aw products ofra sscular soclety, we ,Americans
tend to forgct the powerful 1nfhuence rellglon--speclflcally, .

<
/ Purltanlsm--has had, and, 1n fact, still does have, not only on

A

our beliefs about the value of  literacy but ‘also on our statutes i

that reqfire it. ' N o

‘A specific and telling example of how the economy affects
? y . ° 6 .

[ : W ] .
literacy comeg from Elizabeth Eisenstein's monumental workK on the

’ r

printing press. Accordihg ‘to Efgenstein, in Renaissance Europe,
ty, b

the profit motive of the prlnters had as much to do with the
-

spread of literacy and its changlng forms--and thus its deflnition--w

as any other factor; I»doubt‘tnat further.examples of the ways I

which economlc conditions and motives_elther restrict or encourage

llterac; are necessarj hexe. However.-a'que stion or two might be \\

"in order: In the United. States. who profits from literaCy? Who

) gprofits from the lack of 1t? Is.the.relationship between illiteracy
and poverty causal or correl&tlonal?

v As for the relationshlp between literacy and politics, the

nistorical research shows again and again that literacy can

either serve the established power or threaten it. Governments
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always have an interest in the kinds of literacy people have aeeess i

b to and in the uses they put these 8kills to., Universally, it seems,

S

to those to whom we wish to deny polltlcal power, we flrst deny

-

11feracy--for example, to women or. ethnlc mlnorltles.

, Thus 1t appears that in constructlng-any real;stlcTJand there=">

\
. [4
'+ for use¥ul--definition“df literacy, we must allow for a coqgeex of
’
religiou's, economic, and political restrictors and motivators. As

.

Oxenham puts 1it, "Sociét&ﬁn@kes the conditions which allow the'

’ ) ’ .

functions of literacy--by rewarding tnose who ask questions or by
rewardiné those who.don't:“ But in attempting to find a definition
of llteracy. we,need to look in two more places. 1n literacy
pedagogy and thg recent ethnographies of literacy-

Many Third World llteracy programs 1llustrate dramatically the'
K téﬁs1ons'between llteracy. on the one hand, and 6001al. political

and economic powetr, on _the other. A prinme example is Paolo Freire's

« ., "pedagogy of tbthe oppzessed " In his natlve Bra21l Frelr% was, in

-

fact. SO supcessful at using the social and economié poherlessness of

his' adult students to teach literacy that the government exiled
him for sixteen years. \
But we don't have to go to the Third World to find the success-
- . ful teaching of literacy.' In my native state, Eliot Wigg: nton

showed his hl?h school studen*s how to use literacy to preserve

A the values and History of thelr north Georgia mountain culture,

The Foxfire books, now in tlreir eighth edition, written almost .

~" entirely by students, and.seliing natiqonally testify to the sagcess
. of inﬁtruction which *takes into account the social and ‘cultural
identities of the students. And we are back to Bracewell's /ﬁ
explanatiten of meaning--understanding who one is and whathplace\

L3

one is to take in’'the world.
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As antﬁropoloéiSts'and ethnog"“aphe":c'c begin to iocus on S
-~ -
literacy, we see even more.clearly ‘the cult cal connectlon.. T mg -

.

~»

Studles of HLspanlc students in California by both Concepcion

]

Valadez and Henry T“ueba show ‘that sometimes Tlteracy skills are.
kept secret from the choolswbecause these students see theﬁschools
as 1nstruments of Anglo cantrol, Uhen, however, the schools help
and allow these ‘same students use literagy to address: thelr own§ S
cultural, political, ;nd personal concerns, the students take |
éherge oﬁ their own learning, aecerding to Trueba, and 1iterac& )
ﬂlourishés,p "dn Hawaii, Kathy>Au and uathy Jordan studied the . .'5
story-teliing style of native Hawalian. " What they found helped t

(\ them devise a tegghing strategy that has been, apparently. able -t .
to improve the reading of. natlve Hawailan chlldzen. lonc tne least '

successful “tudents in Haﬁall'u multi- cultural schqn¢s. At the
.end of thls presentatlon. Keith Walqézs will dliscuss Shirley Brice
_ Heath's ethnOgraphlc studles of literacy and speee@ in tnree
different- but related cultures~1n the Piedmont Carollnas. Let me~,
.just remark that Heath's work shows with ¢élear examples and”’
explanations how literacy and language are actually used in each
communit®k and how.this degermdnes the»learning of'literaey in school. °
. S0, no, I have not answered the questlon I began with: What
1? llteracy. I hope that have fshared with yoy my belief ‘that
only oy serachlng the maze of the relatlonshlps of human belngs
and thelr cultures, night We begln to move toward a definition

of litera ., I hope, also, that, I have left yeu questioning the.

current ugse of literacy, both as a word and as a cultural construct.

A~

&
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f T, Lﬁter&cy Crisig ! .- VYT. Literacy Podagogy ' o
.~ Ohmann (1978) ..+ Freire (1970)--2rezii’'
Hirsch (1983) . Mackie (1980)~-about Freire

Heath {1933) Wigginton (1972)--Georgia
' , , Valades (-1981)-<California
:I. Basic Dafinitions ~N . S ' a
tubbs_{1980) . . VII, Ethnography of .literacy
racevwell {1960)--meaning : Trueba (19483)--California
Smith (1983) - : . Auw and Jordan {1981)--Hawaii S
Szued (1981) w ' Heath (1980, 1982, 1983)~-Carolinag
Chafe (1982)--reading/writing ‘ I
. differences . ' L
Oxenhkan (1980) e
. ) . 9 : . o . B
I1I. = Standard Englich : - '
: "Stubbs (1980)~ o
. Trudgill (1975) : .
7 Lahov (1972) - .
Daniell (1984) * |

l¥s Schooling, Cognition, Cultire
Scribner and Cole (1978)~~rhe Vai
Frake (1983) | N
Goody and Watt (1963)z-ihe dld \
aradigm ' S
Basso (1980?-~Apache word -games,
‘ against old paradigm
Wadlington (in preparation)--
reading/interpretation

' . | distinction N . -
"Lakoff {1982) : t

V. Historical Studies
Oxenhan (1980)
Geody and Watt (1963) M
Stubbs (1980)
Resnick end Resnick (1977)
) Goody (1968) _
. Eisenstein (1979) - ‘

The two books which cover ﬁost of‘ the issuses I have raised here

are Stubbs (1980) and Oxenham (1980). Oxenham emphasizes the

cultural ftorces; Stubbs 18 3 bit nere linguisticallyytechnical.
‘ .
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