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 ABSTRACT

'lay theracy 1s a hotly debated toplcfamong educators A*
vrev1ew of the llterature w1ll f1nd educators expre851ng ‘many
dlfferlng concepts of llteracy—argulng about what llteracy
is,‘what llteracy does, and how llteracy ought to be taught
hThls the51s explores the concepts and lssues of llteracy 1n»
fan attempt to flnd a place from whlch to shape a sound‘
vapedagogy for teachlng llteracy to low llteracy level college;
’ba51c wrlters. However, the many 1ssues surroundlng llteracylf

=Wlll force any 1nvest1gatlon of llteracy onto a 01rcu1tous

ithoute; The journey of exploratlon found in thlS thes1s leads

'through scholars’ concepts of llteracy, through soc1al
':constructlonlst theorles of llteracy,‘on to case studles of
nfthe llteracy backgrounds of flve bas1c wrlters,vand on.to,lo
the. con81deratlon of students llteracy backgrounds asﬂara*'
:~start1ng place for helplng students acqulre new llterac1es-hf

rnkthe ba31c wrltlng classroom..:r»

i
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 INTRODUCTION

N As a graduate studentireadlng the texts lntended tohs"
iprebare me to be ‘a teacher of college level readlng and, .
i‘}wrltlng, I notlced that the term “llteracy” was used
"frequently but w1th many dlfferent 1nd1catlons‘ What dldb
’these educators mean when they used the word “llteracy°” I
' reallzed that many who used the term‘“llteracy” dld not
-deflne the term for themselves or for their readers.h
Intrlgued w1th thls”characterlstlc of the llteracy
dlscuss1on, I began to thlnk and talk about llteracy, and
‘reallzed that I, too, was unclear on exactly what I meant
'when I used the terms:“llteracy,” “llterate, andd:
v“1lllterate." o |
g But I was preparlng to be a teacher of wrltlng, and -
SwQUld‘be,responSlble for teachlngvStudents who'had beenl:n
vblaced in‘literacy rémediation classesébasic writers{‘Surely
iI needed to understand llteracy 1n order to create a
"pedagogy that would most effectlvely teach llteracy Tob
"understand»llteracy, I began w1th the problem whlch first
'came to mybnotlce and whlch troubled me most—what educators
‘meant when they used the word “llteracy 7T began by asklng
the questlon “What 1s llteracy°” But my pursult of thlS

questlon qulckly found me in a morass of dlvergent ideas and.



theories éurrounding the . . . céncept? skill? préctice? Is
literacy a concept?‘a practice? a skill?‘What is literacy?
And when is literacy? At what level skill with the acts of
reading and_writing is one considered literéte? The
troublesome issues mﬁlﬁiplied quiékiy as I also discovered
that ideas about literacy in‘oﬁr society are heavy with
values, éxéectations, and beliéfs.

This thesis‘is the‘recounting of my struggle to get a
handle on literacy, for myself, for my teaching, for my
students. quuickiy,found the question “What is literacy?”
unanswerable. I could observeiand discués how the term is
used by éducators, but there was no consensus on what
literacy is. Thus I could not comé up with a definition that
woﬁld be a starting point for a pedagogy for basic writers.
Unable to answer my question, I was forced to change my

" question. Since literacy seemed to be different things to
different people, a social constructionist:approach seemed
best. I tried to‘understand literacy by observing it as it
was practiced by individuals or groups, shaping the question

“What is literacy for ‘ ?” This new approach could

'only give me observations of literacy as it was lived by
various individuals or groups. But with the impossibility of
defining the term for pedagogical development, perhaps the

most useful thing I could do to teach basic writers was to



Cknow more about the llterac1eszthey practlced and the
ullterac1es they would need to acqulre, as well as: more about:“

”3the values, practlces‘and expectatlons for llteracy in. :
'educatlon, whlch as I dlscovered,bcan be very‘confus1ng.;s“

The chapters of thls the81s tell of ‘my journey 1nto‘

f“llteracy and thelr content unfolds much as I encountered thejk-”

Hlnformatlon 1n my 1nvest1gatlon Chapter One attempts toal'
gyanswer the questlon “What is llteracy°” by examlnlng thedf
:wrltlngs of llteracy scholars for thelr uses of the term
“llteracy " leferlng theorles and bellefs w1ll be revealed,;
exhlbltlng the confllcts 1n the llteracy debate and the
dlfflculty educators have 1n deflnlng the concept Chapter o
-fTwo 1ntroduces the soc1al constructlonlst approach w1th an.
vfnvestlgatlon of the llteracy of colleges and unlver81t1es.‘
ThlS 1nvest1gatlon w1ll allow me to try and dlscern the

: acceptable uses of readlng and wrltlng in the college, as
'1nd1cated by the college s tests, statements, and texts, and-'
present these uses as a “deflnltlon” of llteracy. Chapter |
Three presents the ethnographlc study of language‘as a way
Hto observe readlng and wrltlng as they are used by
vlnd1v1duals, ‘an approach that moves away from trylng tob
'.deflne llteracy and presents readlng and wrltlng as the ,,:
» meanlngful cultural practlces of groups and 1nd1v1duals.‘

| Chapter Four presents_my case studles of‘readlngvand,wrlting



‘\.lnothe-lives of‘fiveﬁbaSIc‘writers-fI looh~at”these:writers’i :
‘uses, values, and expectatlons for llteracy as a way to lfff:
'eunderstand the unlque ways they have experlenced readlng.and
:fwrltlng. In Chapter Flve, I con51der the llteracy | |

ibackgrounds of these wrlters, thelr values and uses forr:”

'f:language, as T thlnk out loud about thelr p081tlon 1n the »]:f.f.f

’Cllteracy debate and how to teach them the llteracy they w1llﬁff
need | ‘

As my chapter summarles 1nd1cate, thls the51s moves

‘rapldly through several approaches to llteracy In- my effort“;“’

_to understand llteracy and the teachlng of~ ba51c ertlng,v.f

_.I’ve been forced to become ever more spec1f1c, mov1ng from a»:‘

jlook at the many 1deas in the llteracy debate, to trylng to R

‘1solate a llteracy-ln use through soc1al constructlon

htheory,_to the observatlon of flve bas1c wrlters 1nd1v1dual 1?,,"

uses for llteracy. It has been qulte a journey. I have

vanswered some of the questlons T started out w1th and openedv:h -

“new areas 1n whlch I w1ll contlnue to thlnk

‘ A Background for Current Concepts of theracy

' lWhat is- llteracy for latter 20th century AmerlcanSI'
‘.Deborah Brandt says current concepts about llteracy arezan
.'accumulatlon of ldeas, bellefs and values from ages past,,
"when needs and practlces of llteracy were dlfferent from ourv

day Practlces of llteracy often overlap, such as when a.



youngster uses a writing slate-type toy to shape letters
while also using a computer keyboard. The layering of values
and practices for literacy can fill current concepts with
conflicting ideas (Brandt, Accumulating 649). As HarVey‘J.
Graff notes, current‘concepts of literacy often involve
ideas that have little or nothing to do with the acts of
reading or writingf_

Dictionary definitions frequently go beyond the

basic ability to read and write, and include such.

elements as learning, education, instruction,

liberal education,. literature, and literary

qualities, polish, and articulateness. . . . The

literate and the illiterate tend to be

diametrically and dichotomously opposed: with

respect not only to reading and writing, but also

to a range of personal, cultural, and o

communicative characteristics. (Legacies 373-374)

In its most basic form, literacy is the‘learned skill_
to recognize graphic symbols that (in the case of the
English alphabet) represent the variety of speech sounds
used to name objects or concepts andbdecipher these symbols
to obtain meaning. At an earlier time in history, the skill
of literacy was judged by anbindividual’s ability to derive
meaning from sounding out a simple line of letters, or by an
individual’s ability to shape and combine letters for
meaning, even if that ability went only as far as the

inscription of the letters of one’s name. But 20th century

increases in the amount of print encountered in everyday



"llfe make rudlmentary dec1pher1ng and 1nscr1ptlon skllls

‘ilnsuff1c1ent for the rapld 1ntake of prlnt needed to read

,51gns, forms, 1nstructlons,.and varlous necessary or . de51red;f‘

,nlnformatlon glven in. prlnt form But how much sklll is
lineeded’> In a soc1ety very concerned that none be left
»llllterate, what is llterate and what falls below the mark°_v
| The confu51on oflldeas about llteracy in our soc1ety !
_has led llteracy workers to try to formulate deflnltlons of ff”
Ajllteracy that reflect 1ts practlce and not the values often
':assoc1ated w1th 1t The follow1ng survey of llteracy |
‘deflnltlons w1ll demonstrate the struggle of llteracy

"workers to express llteracy for latter 20th century culture.fﬂ

T‘,From the late 1970’s, The Natlonal Health Survey deflnes

llteracy as- “readlng ablllty comparable to that of the o
f‘average Chlld enterlng fourth grade " A decade later, The
‘iNatlonal Assessment of Educatlonal Progress trled to

: descrlbe more concretely the llteracy SklllS needed to do-
'ldally tasks.,It descrlbes llteracy as. “the ablllty to J:T,h

fperform readlng and wrltlng tasks needed to functlon‘.:

Wladequately in everyday llfe (fllllng out a drlver s llcense o
“‘appllcatlon, readlng a traln schedule, wrltlng a check |
vl-applylng for a jOb ,or readlng an artlcle 1n the ,f'

o newspaper)



A literacy definition devised by UNESCO goes further in
expressing what skills or knoWledge may be needed by
individuals to participate in their wOrlds:.

A pérson is literate when he has acquired the

essential knowledge and skills which enable him to

engage in all those activities in which literacy .

is required for effective functioning in his group

and community, and whose attainments in reading,

writing and arithmetic make it possible for him to
continue to use these skills toward his (sic) own

and the community’s development. (Winterowd 5-7)

The definitions above are based in the functibnal
concept of reading and writing, a view that reading and
writing are learned mechanical skills that allow an
individual to conduct activities and achieve desired ends
'involving the use of print. The authors of the ﬂNESCO
literacy definition have grounded their definition in the
functional skills of reading and writing because of the
tendency for unrelated characteristics or attributes to be
mixed intb-the concept of literacy.

" In the struggle to understand literacy, some have
decided not to attempt to define it at all, but rather to
observe how it is used in the lives of individuals and
groups. Literacy scholars who have studied the use of
language in groups propose that acceptable literacy is the

demonstration of effective communication within one’s group.

If an individual speaks, reads, and writes in a way that



:Lcommunlcates effectlvely w1th others 1n the group, he or . she

‘1s con81dered llterate Ross Wlnterowd presents thlS view of,q; 3

‘r,llteracy w1th an excerpt from the Wlndward Islands Newsday,-,.
'fa Carlbbean Island newspaper that, he says,,“counts,as hrgh
'llteracy” for the 1sland soc1ety
l St Maarten s Jaycee Bryson Elected ‘Jaycee of the World’
| by Defender
Durlng the Jaycees Internatlonal world congress
which was held in Osaka in Japan, Mr. Franklln ‘
- Bryson was nomlnated as most outstandlng Jaycee of o
the world. Can you 1mag1ne all what you can ~
o achieve ‘by being an active and sincere Jaycee'> e
. . He is showing all the 1nhab1tants of this a
1sland that idle and careless words. and talking =
- get you nowhere, ‘but to ‘participate and be actlve,u
,;someday you w1ll reap your reward w1th joy.bﬁﬂs
Though other soc1et1es mlght denlgrate the wrltlng for:’
1ts grammatlcallty or style, the artlcle communlcates
’ effectlvely to readers (Wlnterowd 6)~

Why 1s llteracy so dlfflcult a concept° Why do we argue'

“babout 1t 'S0 fervently, care about 1t so deeply° If llteracy,»f

‘-fwas nothlng more than a tool used to achleve an. end, we

“h_Vwould not care about 1t 1n the ways ‘we do. theracy matters

1so much because for many 1t is wrapped up 1n bellefs about

';:fthe 1deal ex1stence for humanklnd Robert Pattlson says our"';

év 1deas of the merlt of llteracy emanate from the concepts of
John Locke.j“For Locke, language 1s before anythlng else the

fmeans by Wthh the mlnd makes 1deas known to 1tself . .r‘»‘



the means of self-realization. . . .vThe better a man knows
the habits and skill.pf ianguage in this view, the closef‘he
is to- a personal knowledge’of the truths of the universe”
(l1496) . | |

The belief that literacy changes us for the better can
be traced to shifts in thought between the 18th centnry and
the industrial age. In a historical look at literacy énd
schooling, Jenny Codk—Gumperz éays that in the 18th century,
literany was the domain‘of the home, and its teaching to the
young was the‘responsibility of the older members of the
houéehold. By the industrial age, reading was téught in the
workplacerbecansevit Was believéd that the ability’to read
morally enhancing literature would make better workers ont
of industrialvémployees. This ideolOgy led to fhe assumptidn
that society would benefit if ail'were educated to a norm of
literacy and standafdized into normative beliefs and values
via chosen texts which reflected the beliefs of the sobiety
(29) . |

Ideas and‘values for reading and writingbfrom earlier
eras cén linger in current’ideas about literacy andnadd_notb
only to a problem with our concepts of literacy but to the
tests we devise to evaiuate literacy levels. Suzanne de
Castell and Allan Luké feel that our lack of understanding

about changing societal values connected to literacy,may be



behind the fear of a literacy crisis in the United States.
Recent findings from literacy tests administered to public
school children seeméd to indicate diﬁinished literacy
levels. A furof in the press followed, with many lamenting'
over the inability of,sdhools to teach literacy and casting
blame on educators’ curricula and methods. But after their
research into literacy trainingiand expectations over the
last hundred years, De Castell and Luke say that the results
of‘current literacy testing are questionable bécausé
literacy instruction has always occurred “within a
substantive context of values” that has been changing since
»the inception of American public education (159). Current
‘literacy testing may be based in part on ideologies from
other eras which exist aloﬁgside current conceptioné and
ideals for literacy, causing most literacy testing to be
confﬁsed and off the mark: “[Clries of falling standards and
widesptead ‘illiteracy’ among today’s graduates appear
vacuous given the non-comparability of ‘literacy’ as defined
by the public education system since its inception” (173).

Harvey Graff corrobbrates this conclusion in his
cultural aﬁd historical observation of literacy:

Discussions about literacy . . . founder because

they slight efforts to formulate consistent and

realistic definitions of literacy, have little

appreciation of the conceptual complications that

the subject presents, and ignore the vital role of
sociohistorical context. . . . Discussions about

10



literacy levels rarely pause to consider what is
meant by literacy. (Legacies 3)

In my investigation of literacy and the teaching of
basic wrifing, there‘is mﬁch.evidence of the confusion
wrought by the fact that those who discuss literacy and
establish evaluationé and criteria for it have not paused to
considef what‘they méan.by the term. This thesis is the
oﬁfcome'of my pausing to considef what I and other educators
are talking about when we talk about literacy and to brlng

mny thoughts to the teaching of llteracy in the basic writing

classroom.

11



THE CONCEPT OF LITERACY

" To explore what educators mean when they say literacy,
I will examiné literacy discussions found in the writings of
three literacy scholars. As noted in the introduction, the
concept of literacy is problematic. Examination of thé three
works that follow wiil focus on some of the problematic
aspects of talking about literacy. The three works examined
here represent three types of literacy discussion often
found in the literature. In the first work, author Barry
Sanders proclaims a literacy crisis and presents his ideas
on why We find Oursélves in such a crisis. In the secbnd
work, author E. D. Hirsch, Jr. argues for a certain kind of
literacy he feels will solve many soCietal problems and
argues for its adoption as a national curriculum. In the
third work, author Robert Pattison writes critically about
many beliefs surrounding literacy and seeks to discredit

them while presenting his own theory.

Each.author’s work is susceptible to problems common to
the literacy discussion, such as writers’ failure to clarify
their use of the term “literacy,” writers’ concepts of
litéracy that go beyond the “basic skills” definition, and

writers’ assertions of cognitive ability presented without

12



supporting evidence. In my effort to problematize the
discussion of literacy, I will summarize each work and note
where these problems occur.

Barry Sanders and The Literacy Crisis

In his book A is for Ox: Violence, Electronic Media,
and the Silencing of the Written Word, Barry Sanders
proclaims a literacy crisis. He speaks frequehtly and with
evident alarm about fhisi“literacy crisis” without
describing the crisis or showing its consequences, except to
assert that gang violence is the outcome of this “literacy
crisis.” Sanders use the terms “literacy” and “illiteracy”
quite often without defining his terms or offering a
criteria by which a judgment for literacy or‘illiteracy can
be made. The following is a summary of Sanders’ chain of
reasoning for the “literacy crisis.” It starts with the
paucity of breastfeeding-mothers and ends with gang

violence.

In Sanders’ view, literacy has its basis in orality,
and essential experiences with orality.begins shortly after
birth. However, saye Sanders,’in our day, neWborn,children
do nof receive the important beginnings of literacy growth
because some women do not breastfeed their young.

Breastfeeding is the beginnihg of orality because the infant‘

13



hears sound and associates it with an other. Soon, further
stages of orality are entered into through “play, fairy
tale, and song.” But formula feeding, and later, the
separation of the child from the mother during preschool
attendance hurt the child’s chances for building literacy:
“These two areas—early education and formula feeding—
reinforced each other, and represent a collusion of events

that ultimately helped to undermine literacy” (193).

For Sanders, a function of literacy is its provision
for the development of the inner self. When a persén learns
to read and write, says Sanders, she also learns to abstract
symbols from real objects, and this leads to the ability to
abstract self from the world. This ability to abstract self
from wdrld gives literate children the chance to develop an
inner sense of self (61). Sanders feels that the shape of
text aléo facilitateé this development of the inner self. In
the middle ages, thé letters that madevup a text were given.
-continuously, with no separation of WOrd. Sodn, word
separation was used, followed by paragraphs, indexes and
tables of contents. These space and form markers gave the
text an “architectural” shépe. According to Sanders, this
architectural shape for the written word became a metaphor

for'space and ordering for the reader’s own nmind to model,

14



and into which people could then order their own
consciousness (136). In our day, Sanders believes,
itelevision and computer use reduce the individual’s
interaction with texts, damaging the individual’s ability to
form an inner self. “Locking students onto a screen . . .
destroys their literacy by robbing them of the internalized
text as a psychosqcial frame of reference” (128).-Sanders
believes gang violence is the consequence of illiteracy
among the young. In his view, young people who are unable to
form an inner self become personally frustrated and this
frustration leads the young to form gangs and commit acts of
violencé.

Saﬁders does not propose pedagogies or schooling to -
turn the “literacy crisis” arouhd, but these solutions can
be inferred by inverting his assertibns of what the culture
is doing wrong. To correct behaviors that hurt literacy
growth, wé will need to breastfeed the young, keep’them at
home instead of sending them to preschool, and stop
television watching and computer use.

Summarized briefly, as I have done here, Sanders’ ideas
tend to sound like the conjecture of a passidnate but
ioosely—reasoned andbirresponsible scholar. His assértions
are validated neither with}hard evidence nor even with an

observation of the circumstances he describes. While reading

15



Sanders’ assertions, I wondered why preschool attendance
“would be detrimental to verbal interaction with others when
the child will be interaoting with not‘just one mother, but
nultiple adults and childreo. I wondered, too, why the
forms and markers found'in television production and the
form of graphics and texts found oo computer sites night not
just as well lend their frameworks to the structuring of an
inner self.

Like many who write about literacy issues, Sanders uses
the term “literacy” in his work without explaining‘exaotly
what he means by the term. When he uses the term “literacy,’
does he mean the ability to painstakingly sound out‘letters
to get the meaning from a simple phrase like “See the dog
run”? Does he mean thé ability to read quickly and
understand the medical-warning insert in a new prescription?
To read and understand a cryptic personalized license plate?
To write.a composition worth at least a grade of D in a
freshman composition class? To read and correctly fili oﬁt a
job application? To read and understand s scholarly work in
geophysics? And what does Sanders mean by the term'
“illiteracy?” Does he mean no ability at all to deciphér
lettets and words? Does he mean the lack of a certain lével

of skill in reading and writing? What level? Does he mean



pthedlackfof;azcertainsleﬁel'of~skiithithrcertain‘kfnds of
‘itéthﬁp o S . R . o : :

L Sanders says the llterate esperlencevof abstractlng
pfsymbols from real objects helps the 1nd1v1dual abstract self
- from world, Wthh w1ll lead to the development of an 1nner

belng And he belleves that the archltectural form of text
‘glves a framework that w1ll enable the llterate 1nd1v1dual
”to order thought processes‘and consc1ousness. Wlth these |
_bellefs, Sanders 1deas about llteracy go well beyond the |
bas1c skllls deflnltlon of llteracy to assert theorles about1
~the cognltlve effects of readlng and wrltlng. But he does
-not support hlS theorles w1th valldatlng research
‘Sanders',theOriesuabOut avliteracyICr131s seem to be
based_onflittle but‘his own’reasoning, a reasoning-to;whlcht
l have'trouble givingdmy}credence‘ Yet his'ideas seem to
‘have galned credence w1th some part of the publlc During.a
'sports game I recently watched on television, several youth—
,dlrected commerc1als were aired featurlng a young, ethnlc'
‘:sports_hero holdlng a_book and encouraglng young~v1ewers to‘_
get’literate, not Vlolent I’dofnot'know‘how yound‘people-
 viewing the spot arelsupposed to understand the connectlon '

between a-lack ofvreadlng,and’v1olence.
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E. D.'Hirsch and Cultural.Literacy

Educator E. D. Hirsch, Jr. also thinks a lack of
literacy is hurting the young, but his ideas differ from
Sanders’ in many othér ways. In his book Cultural Literacy:
What Every American Needs to Know, Hirsch proposes a certain
kind of literacy, cultural literacy, and argues for its
inclusion in a national curriculum. At the outset of his
book, Hirsch does define his term “cultural literacy” for
his purposes. He describes cultural literacy as “the network
of information that all competent readers possess.” Hirsch’s
concept of literacy has to do with a reader’s ability to
recognize contexts and infer meanings from a text, though
these meanings may not be directly stated in the text. This
background information allows readers to grasp messages and
meanings that are not stated in the text, but are important
for full understanding of the text:

It is the background information, stored in their

minds, that enables them to take up a newspaper

and read it with an adequate level of

comprehension, getting the point, grasping the

implications, relating what they read to the

unstated context which alone gives meaning to what

they read. (2)

Hirsch feels that those who do not have the appropriate

background knowledge to understand the terms and discussiohs

found in the media will suffer from this lack, and will be
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"1iunequal in educatlonal and economlc opportunlty to those who'

vavdo have the knowledge._In an attempt to standardlze the
i.‘knowledge he feels is necessary, lesch has 1n1t1ated avllsti
:of““most 1mportant terms;7 entltled “What therate Amerlcans{_j
fpiKnow ” and argues for teachlng the terms as part of a
"natlonal currlculum o |
‘ lesch does deflne hls use of the term “llteracy
:mithln cultural llteracy, but cultural llteracy is a
vcollectlon of 1nformatlon, not>the skrll of readlng andﬁ
"wrltlng.‘He often uses the terms “llteracy and “literate”‘;d
’ "w1thout spe01fy1ng cultural llteracy. What does he mean byg
‘rthe terms “llteracy" and “llterate” when he uses- them in a
statement llke “llteracy has decllned even among chlldren '
‘:lfrom llterate homes (115)‘ Is he. talklng about background:
l‘knowledge for the terms on hlS llst° I could certalnly
questlon lesch’sbuse of the term “llterate as I dld‘
'fSanders use. of 1t does he mean the ablllty to.
'-~pa1nstak1ngly sound out letters to get the meanlng from a
‘Slmple phrase llke “See the dog run”'> Does he meanythe'
vablllty to read qulckly and understand the medlcalvwarnrng
vv*lnsert 1n a new prescrlptlon'> To read and understand a \~‘
cryptlo personallzed license plate° To wrrte a composltlonbu'

‘ worth at least a grade of D in a freshman comp081tlon class?;



-To read:énd correctly f£ill out a joﬁ application? To read
and understand a schQiarly work in geothSics?

Hirsch‘refers to newspaper reading as the prime.example
of how background knowledge aids the individual in
comprehehding‘text. Is the ability to read the newspaper the:
minimum>required level of>réading skills HirschvdemahdS?

In his argument for'making cultural literacy a national
curriculum, Hirsch can only'assert what he beliéves will be
the advantageous'outcome of such a program. He can present‘
no research findings to support his assertions. His
:(seemingf evidencé of the‘failure of the schools is given
in a chapter in which he bemoéns the sad lack of knowledge
of highschoolers and college freShman becauée,‘in several
instahCes he recounts, high school students did not know the
things he feels they should. Hirsch doesn’t take into
account whether they desire or value”this knowledge, or feel
it is relevant for their lives. He presents his list»df
terms as a general list of background-knowledge that Willybe
beneficial to ailvin American culture as they seek to
communicate andvreceive communiéation.

Hirséh's ideas have gained.credence among somé literacy
scholars. And although I have many réservations about his
ideas, I do feel he makes some notable pdints.’A reader with

contextual background knowledge for the topics covered in a
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. rtextuwfll beuable to make many moreuconnectlons and
Mfflnferences-and better understand the text than a reader who

1ilacks the toplcal knowledge. But llke Sanders,’some of.
11;H1rsch’s 1deas seem to be based on personalloplnlon, and he

‘ddoes not’ prov1de ev1dence to valldate them. Three of

k'lesch's assertlons that seem the most unfounded are 1) that;'ki‘f

' fall people educated to hlS terms w1ll experlence them, and ~fff

.jlltherefore 1nterpret texts,'ln the»same way,,2) that

knowledge of the terms on hlS llst w1ll equallze soc1ety,
and, 3) that communlcatlon based on common knowledge of hlS
terms 1s more effectlve than other communlcatlon

lesch assumes that all people educated to hlS terms,s"”

o w1ll know them in the same way, 1nterpret, value, and

1 experlence them 1n the same way But people w1th dlfferent;
experlentlal backgrounds may not experlence lesch’s terms T

"1n the same way It would seem that in order for people tokw'

3'truly “share” knowledge, they-would also have to»percelve fl[“u=~‘ -

. those knowledges through shared experlences and commonly

f:nheldvvaluesfflf knowledge is. not 1nterpreted or understoodrt"

in a similar.‘anner 1s 1t in fact “shared°”"

7HirSCh?sayS*“t"’°'a81c goal of educatlon in. a human_’

fcommunlty 1s acculturatlon, the transm1831on to chlldren of

'kthe spec1f1c 1nformatlon shared by the adults of the group ;ftjji

";vor_polls7l(xvl)f But adults transmlt more than 1nformatlon

: '2_’1 o



'v'to thelr chlldren—they transmlt values, attltudes,'and
:assumptlons..lesch seems to feel that the world 1s made up»'

11 of 1nformatlon whlch w1ll mean the same for all because

-there 1s no experlence or value 1nvolved 1n 1ts know1ng._And.;[7:

fln the 1nterpretatlon of wrltten texts, lesch seems to’

yforget that a skllled reader needs to be able to ple up and,.;"':

dcorrectly respond to any number of- rhetorlcal s1gnals that
mwrlters glve readers to 1nstruct them 1n how to 1nterpret |
:the text, such as 31gnals for 1rony ‘or sarcasm;v | .
lesch assures us that w1th “unlversal llteracy atla
'»uveryvhlgh level” we can “achleve not only}greater economlc
_prosperlty but also.greaternsoc1al justlce and more o
ieffectlve democracy (2); However, there is no ev1dence for
such a‘clalm.‘If alermerlcans were educated to the terms on

“leSCh'S 1lSt, (presumlng the terms are the knowledge‘iv'”

o possessed by the economlcally and polltlcally powerful)

wouldjinclusioniin’the ranks-ofrthe powerful automatlcallyuia
1 fdlloW§bHirSCh?s_ideas arevbased'on'the:assumptiongthat'hfs
vculturaljliteracy.is‘somehowfthe'direct link to poiitiéal,l”
and'economic.pOwer, But economic andlpolitical power~is y
gained,;held,*andawielded in‘ways that}enSure‘that allvwillm}
’inot have 1nclu81on Shared understandlng of the terms and
-contexts by Wthh the powerful 1n the soc1ety construct

'-'themselves may begln to glve the not powerful words to
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.;ospeak but w1ll they be glven a v01ce and be heard° And lf i';Qf“f‘

L lesch’s terms and thelr contexts and uses are those that
.;1reflect the experlence of the powerful can they reflect the

;"fexperlence of the not powerful°; In such a’ s1tuatlon, the

”.pnot powerful w1ll elther begln a,revolutlon orldevelop a
"Zflanguage and uses to express thelr own}experlence, and 1n sok
'd01ng, Stlll w1ll be a separate class._1’ | | S

In one of hlS arguments for the need for all to share

"fthe common background knowledge of cultural llteracy, leschfp”f"

'lﬁ-uses an example from hlS father s llfe lesch's father and SR

7-‘{hls colleagues, who worked 1n the commodltles bu81ness,,lj*%.w»
’-were “llterate,7'says lesch because each possessed the same

'ffbackground knowledge of Shakespearean phrases lesch

“~frecounts that hlS father could wrlte or say to a colleague

'.df“There 1s a tlde” to 1ndlcate that a sale or purchase should'ﬁ?ffwf

Hf:fbe made 1mmed1ately,,and the colleague would understand

| k,because he possessed the background knowledge for the

rshakespearean passage referred to by the phrase “There 1s a ;vf;:yb

ﬁ“3t1de'” The passage, from Wllllam Shakespeare E Jullus Caesar;fffMJJ

,}greads as follows

df'There is. tlde in. the affalrs of men. / Wthh taken
~at the flood: leads on . to fortune / Omitted, all the:
')jvoyage of thelr life / Is bound in shallows and 1n'r
. miseries. / on such a full Sea are we now afloat,/
. and we must take’ the current when 1t serves/ Or‘
’-"lose our- ventures - , : :

‘foAct‘4béceﬁ$n2',ﬂfa‘?ﬁ



Hirsch insists'that,‘as>a_cbmmunicétion('thisb
- expression Qés muéh better‘thah the-communicatign “Act-pow!ﬁ’ 
becauée it carried “the persuasive‘force of a prbverb”'és
well és,“a lot bf implicit reasons [reCognized only by .
fhdse‘familiar with the étory] why immediéte action wés
important” (9). But I‘find‘Hirsch’s tone in.this<argument
troubling. What ié’wrbng with‘“Act now!” especially:for
_thdse who are‘experiencéd in'the.commodities businéss and
‘aré already aware of the‘néed to act opportunely'in buyiﬁg }
and selling? Could Hirsch’s preference for the‘Shakespearean
paséage be simply an expression of elitism—the litéfary
‘ iiterate valuiﬁg the,cohceptual,layeredness of ﬁoetic
expressién and the exclusiveness of thé ciub of those'who'
haVe been educated to such artistic appreciation? Wouldﬁ’t
“Act néw!” have been just as effective for the purpose—QQick."
»communicationfin the situation?‘ |
Like'Saﬁders’, Hirsch’s assértions seem to be based on
'personal’assumptions; beliefs, and ideas. It seems thaf
 those who want to proclaim literacy crises or réfofmsihave
’little to offer in research findings to back up their
assertidns‘or’claims.lln the third work I williexamine,
literady scholar Robert:Pattison expreéses a View.of.

literacy that is radically different from Sanders’ or
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lesch’s, but llke thelrs, hlS arguments emanate from his o
own ideas. about llteracy

Robert Pattison and Criticalefteracy

Robert Pattlson wrltes about soc1etal bellefs
surrounding.literacy mostly for the purpose of debunklng
then. His‘book On Literacyf The’Polltlcs of the Wordvfromf
Homer to’the Age of Rock ls»“a critique radical of'the"tenm.
-literacy and its popular uses which are’usually unfoundedvin
fact and destructive in practiceé (vli). In the work, |
Pattison uses alternate historical and cultural situations
to show the unfoundedness of arguments that wrltlng “has
altered the ways men thlnk that 1t has - glven birth to
‘history,_skept1c1sm,_and 801ence; that 1t has changed the‘
political’structure of the;West ... opened for esamination
the inner life of man . . . fathered modern science-and,v
technology, and [was] a necessary‘cauSe of democracy and_thef
industrial revolution” (40-41) . After he debunks as many
ideas about literacy‘as he can, he proposes the literacy he
feels is‘most beneficial to humanklnd; |

Eattison'defines his'concept of literacy'at_the outsett
of his book For Pattlson, llteracy is con801ousness of the
relatlonshlp between the world and language—an 1nd1v1dual'

awareness of thought, speech, and‘thelr relatlonshlp.to
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'action) as well“as’an*awareneSS¢ofothe~problems that ‘arise

1n that relatlonshlp

: Pattlson c1tes the poet Homer as. hlS example of a trulyhf*i"

».llterate person' Though Homer could nelther read nor wrlte,‘

yhe was a successful storyteller and poet bAccordlng to |
:hiPattlson, Homer s Sklll w1th language was ev1dence of hls -
"1,awareness of the problematlc nature of renderlng experlence‘wlb
in language and of hlS ablllty to overcome the problem |
LAgamemnon, on the other hand, was an 1lllterate, says
¢Pattlson. The story of the TrOJan War shows the character
h_Agamemnon as 1nsens1t1ve to language,'elther 1gnor1ng‘

-hwarnlngs and messages that should be con81dered

g uncrltlcally acceptlng false messages and taklng actlon fromsfnf-

;h,them, only to meet dlfflculty He Was unable to correctly s

,=~conce1ve of hlS world through language and respond

>f5;appropr1ately,,show1ng true 1lllteracy 1n hlS 1nsen81t1v1ty _hg“fff'

:VHt; “speech,}thought, and thelr relatlon to. actlon (16)

Pattlson recognlzes the ba81s of llteracy 1n the ba31c G}juu

Hskllls of readlng and wrltlng,.and admlts that the Sklll 1s

‘a very necessary one needed to achleve tasks 1n most modern"f""‘

fg3001et1es,:butfhehraf” iagalnst the “mechanlcal llteracy ‘Lff1lfﬂhf:

'“y“contemporary‘mlddle class Amerlca” that,vhe feels,_fjjf Ve

xempha81zes correctness so heav1ly that 1t does away w1th the::uc :

f»sense of crltlcal consc1ousness that should be a part of



language use. Pattison closes his book by propos1ng the
: literacy he feels Wlll benefit indiViduals the most In this

v“three part literacy, students Will l) be taught correct o

mechanical English‘(necessary to maintain “soc1al order and

: economic prosperity”)' 2) be allowed to use the literacy_of
v_the “Age of. Rock" (their own vernacular and way of |
experiencing the world through language) ; and, 3) be taught
what Pattison calls “critical literacy
Pattison does not clearly explain what he means by the

term “critical literacy " His writing about critical
: literacy seems to.indicate that critical literacy}has to do
with critical consciousness of language,'as‘per'his-literacy
.'definition given atythe opening of his book, and with thei
' manipulation of the world through language. Pattison does
not give any idea as to how critical literacy might be
_taught, but he mentions the intensive study of Milton,
Aeschylus, and culturally revered»texts as that which-will.
produce critical literacy. Though Pattison roundly and |
,acerbically criticizes many beliefs and theories about
literacy, his own: 1deas about his preferred literacy and the
way to teach it are not very clear either.

HThe‘theories of éanders, Hirsch, and Pattisonrare only”
some of those that swirl in The Great Literacy Debate, but

they are representative of the arguments of those who write
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about literecy.'Manyischolars have tried to identify the
essence of literacy for our culture with little agreement.
Accordihg to Sylvia Scribner, “conflicts and contradicfions
are intrinsic to such an essentialist approach” (72).vIn
“Literacy In Three Metaphors™ she groups ideologies of
literacy in three metaphorical categories according to their
essential Characteristics. These are: 1) literacy as
adaptation—a view that encompasses the realm of functional
literacy, 2) literacy as power—a view of literacy in which
the growth of_literacy equals the advancement of a group,
and 3) literacy as a state of grace—a view that literacy“
improves the mind'and spirit of the individual through study
of history and culture found in books. Also found in this
view is the belief that literacy causes cognitive
development.

Each of these ways of considering literacy for
education and social policy poses problems. Scribner points
out that though the functionalist approach appears to be‘so
practical and straightforward as to eliminate probleﬁs,
'“attempts to inventory ‘minimal functional competencies’
have floundered on lack of information and divided
perceptions of functionality”i(73). The basis of functional
literacy seems to me to stem from the human need to make a

living. I might devise a definition that reads: “the ability
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\'to read and wrlte at levels suff1c1ent to malntaln the>
f.economlc stablllty to feed, cloth and shelter self and
.’dependents through productlve galn.” But what are the e

:jmlnlmum or the requlred SklllS to be productlve and

"‘-economlcally stable in our soc1ety° The ablllty to flll out4f‘.'

a job appllcatlon° To understand -and: follow 31mple rﬂr
‘llnstructlons'> Read street 51gns or map to flnd one s wav9‘r’”ﬂ
fBut these queStlons do not take 1nto con81deratlon the ff
_de81red profess1on or llfestyle of the 1nd1v1dual He or she;
'may want a profe881on that requlres hlgh levels of |

l_iprof1c1ency w1th readlng and wrltlng.v

A deflnltlon of functlonal llteracy‘glven by Carman St.
:'hJohn Hunter and Dav1d Harman mentlons the “objectlves”'ofT\

: 1nd1v1duals,_broaden1ng the scope of functlonal llteracyr 2
';“The posse551on of SklllS percelved as necessary.by &

lpartlcular persons and groups to fulflll thelr own self—s o

’:hv determlned objectlves as famlly and communlty members,_ :lfﬂ o

:’hcrtlzens, consumers, job holders, and members of soc1al
‘;rellglous, or other assoc1atlons of thelr ch0031ng ’(17).
TOther deflnltlons of functlonal llteracy 1nclude the ablllty

'-“not only to pursue personal goals, but to contrlbute to"‘
_isoc1ety The range of llteracy needs of dlfferent o
‘Plnd1v1duals 1n pursult of thelr varlous self determlned

fobjectlves 1s vast The concept of functlonal llteracy may



'ybe useful as a startlng polnt 1n somelllteracy dlscu351ons,‘
dbut the con51deratlon of what “functlonlng involves for the?
.;many people 1n thelr many groups makes dlscu551ons of
:ﬁ}functlonal llteracy as dlfflcult as any other dlscu581on of»f
»llteracy N | L

Scrlbner s second grouplng of llteracy 1deology,y3gijt

IVJ'“theracy As Power,f comprlses the theorles of. those who ff‘

,'belleve that llteracy w1ll brlng soc1al change to poor and 1n*”

‘ polltlcally powerless groups who,,as they galn llteracy,_

'-w1ll galn the ablllty to change thelr worlds. Oddly enough

_the llteracy theorles of both E. D lesch and Paulo Frelre e

fall 1nto thlS category,‘though they dlffer very much in
mother areas.f |

S In'Frelre 'S Marxlst theory of‘llteracy learnlngpiﬁ”if
‘developed among South Amerlcan peasants, language and

'reallty are dynamlcally 1nterconnected Humans flrst get to

‘hgvknow the world through touch and thelr ablllty to manlpulate]"'

'ld'the phy51cal world, then to name it. “Readlng the world
ualways precedes readlng the word ‘and readlng the word
h‘dlmplles contlnually readlng the world ,';-».thls‘movement;
‘from the word to the world is always present, even the!

fuspoken word flows from our readlng of the world” (35) .

As llteracy learnlng beglns, learners begln to. move

'from readlng thelwo;ld to readlng the word and maklng




';connections between thebtwo, a process of critical
consciousness of the world A part of this process is the
‘ human ability to both make meaning for the world through
idialogue withvothers and tovhold the world ingmind, -
abilities which enable them to imagine other‘situations,
possibilities and outcomes. “Inva.way, however, we_can‘go
further and say that reading the word is not preceded merely?
_by'reading the world, butvby a certain form of writing it or_r
-rewriting it, that is, of transforming it by means of ' |
'conScience, practical work” (35). Reading the word and the'.‘
world'with critical consciousness enables oppressed groups _'
to see their oppression, and the ability to imagine other'
hsituations, pOSSibilities, and outcomes will according toy
Freire, result in action for social change and liberation.
Friere’s views on literacy learning have been accepted
and successfully used for literacy'training in societies
similar to the one in which he began his workl But'Scribner
reminds us that such literacy training programs have not
validated the theories behind them: “Movements to transform
social reality'appear to have been effective in some parts
of the world insbringing whole populations_into
lparticipation in modern literacy activities. The validity of

the converse proposition—that literacy per se mobilizes
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pebple‘for action tovqhangé”theirhsocial;reaiity—remains to
'] bevestab1ished (76) . | |
| ~Scribner’s ﬁhird cafegoiy, literaQy;as>a.state.of
. grace, finds itsiroots in'béliefs that a béréoﬁ who could |
" read religious fexts; and later, the texts of Western
humanism, was a “culturéd” individual with access to the
“best and highest of‘human knowledgé. Under this view of
literacy are also found the literacy theéries of sCholarév
like Jack Goody; Ian'Watt and Walter Ong who'theorizé that'
the rémoval'of'languagevfrom the immediate and inner
(spdken,‘resonating):fo*the'outer and decoded (symbols on a
page) enables the mind'to ffee itself from the immédiate
‘situationland think abstractly, thus iﬁcreasing intélléctual
capability. Sandefs can be found here, too, with his beliéf‘
that‘reading and writing bring form and order to thdught
processes and to the psyche, allowingvthe individﬁéllto
' develép é satisfying'iﬁner self. And this theory
partiCUlarly riles Pattiéon, who argues against it
vehemently.

The theory that literécy»impro&es cognitive abilitiés
is very‘attracfive to various groups. For educators'of a |
’reforming bent, the pérceived differences‘bétWeen the'
literaté and the illiterate life, and the feafful

consequences for illiterates, will support a moral crusade
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- to reform.the problems of 1lllteracy ‘For the powerful a
-bellef that llteracy 1mproves cognltlon may be attractlve ‘f.
;because.lt supports a gatekeeplng system that keeps economlc{
;and polltlcal power in certaln groups, 1nclud1ng or
excludlng 1nd1v1duals from these power w1eld1ng groups based
on judgments of llteracy and percelved worthlness and rlght .
Researchers who refute 1mproved cognltlon theorles are
| Beth Daniell, Sylv1a Scrlbner,'and Mlchael Cole. In her‘
‘artlcle "The Situation of theracy and Cognition: What We
Can Learn From the Uzbek Experiment, " Beth Daniell prov1des
another hypothe51s to challenge‘Walter Ong’s 1nterpretatlons'
of Alexander:Luria’s Uzbek‘experiments. In Ong’s
interpretation of‘Luria’s_tests performed during the~Russiéh:f

revolution, he interprets illiterate peasants’ responses as

the'portrayal of the situational thinking he believes to be S

'characteristic ofporaiity. AnswerS~given by literateh
subjects,,in‘contrast, Luria interprets as"reflecting the
'characteristics of‘the abilities of the‘literatexmindfj
analytical, Sequential;iand abstract. |
p Daniell points out that the original'study,'performed~

‘~'n'193l and 1932' was intended to study the cognltlve |
‘effects of soc1al and cultural change: durlng the revolutlon '
'fContradlctlng Ong S theorles of cognltlve change, Danlell

‘hypothe51zes that the revolutlon caused social upheaval in
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'the,liVes of rural peasants and responses eliCited from
illiterate peasants‘didinot‘show cognitiVe,differences; but
rather, pééSantsf éWkward3reSponses;ldifferent from those of
their wealthier, schooled”couhterparts, were produced by the
suddeh awareness of a new and unfamiliar power and social
order. Daniell argues that the way people use language-tells
more about their social-and political situation than about '
their cognitive development.

In another study desighed to test the validity of the
theorized’cognitiVe differencés between illiterates and
literates, Scribner ahd'Cole conducted a study among the
Vai, a peopieuof Notthweéterﬁ Liberia. The Vai learnnone or
more of three possible literacies: their own script, Arabic,
or English. These literacies are used in various ways and
for various reasons in Vai society. The Vai study did not’
provide conclusive evidence for general increased
intellectual abilities. Although literate Vais showed
greater_capabilities in various literate tasks because of -
their-skill, Scribner énd Cole concluded:

[Tlhere is no evidence that writing promotes

‘general mental abilities.’ . . . There is nothing

'in our findings that would lead us to speak of

cognitive consequences of literacy with the notion

in mind that such consequences affect intellectual

performance in all tasks to which the human mind is

put. . . . Quite the contrary: The very specificity

of the effects suggests that they may be closely

tied to performance parameters of a limited set of
tasks. (69-70) ' -
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And so The Great Literacy Debate goes Theories of
':literacy and its effects are pos1ted by one researcher and:
fsoon refuted by another. Conflicting concepts of literacy
“and it effects fill the literature, and literacyvscholarsr;
,Jwill<c0ntinue_to argue about_what literacy’is, how literaCy
'affects the mind, about What‘has caused the'“literacy’
crisis,ﬁ or whether there is a literacybcrisis at all. We -
may never fully articulate the acts of reading and writing
in the human experience in their effects, value, and
potential for individuals and societies.
‘But we must teach it. |

The many concepts of literacy‘that exist invthe culture
can easily become a part of an underlying and unrealized -
‘belief structure‘of those who teach literacy. Simultaneously
held beliefs about literacy may in fact be conflicting and _m
cause problems in teaching Situations, as shown in a
literacy- teaching study set at the UniverSity of Michigan
Deborah Williams Minter, Anne Ruggles Gere and Deborah |
. Keller-Cohen directed a literacy-training program in which
undergraduates worked as literacy tutors to'disadvantaged |
children from a nearby public school, tutoring the children‘

in an after-school program in reading and Writing'at the



local community center. The tutors attended a concurrent
class in which they discussed literacy and its teaching.
In their work with the undergraduate tutors, Minter énd‘
her colleagues thed differing concepts coexisting in the
discussions and writings of the tutors:
Like Walter Ong, David Olson, Jack Goody and Eric
Havelock, some undergraduate discourses described
literacy as a set of transferable skills that
restructure consciousness and enable analytic
thought. . . . This hierarchical view of skills
- conceptualizes literacy development in terms of the
individual, with no reference to social context. ..
.Other undergraduate discourses, echoing Deborah
Brandt, Shirley Bryce Heath, Brian Street, James
Boyd White, and Jay Robinson, described literacy as
sets of practices that change with the ‘

circumstances of their use . . . emphasiz[ing] a
" social constructionist view. (671) '

" And tutors themselves realized conflicting ideaé ébout
literacy that caused tension in the learning situations they
cbnstructéd with their tutees. Renee, an undergraduate
tutor, fQund herself'frustrated with her tutee when the’girl
 resisted doing the reading and‘writing assigned in her |
séhool class. Renee’s‘remarks to her tutee, starting with
“how important it is to be able to read,” and éndiﬁg with
~ZNit's importanf to go to college.” showed that she conceived
.valiteracy as a part of advancement of schooling. Beéause-
of Renee’s underlying:belief, she interpreted her tﬁtee’s
- resistance to reading and writing as a‘réfusalvto belie&e in

. the importance of schooling, though the'girl’s reasons for
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. resisting reading’end writing may nave‘beenpfromia'cauee
- unknown to Renee, |

Sereh, another tutor, found herself.focusing on-the
grammetiCal errors in a story.Written-by hervtutee; seeing '
grammatical errors as an indication of a lack of'literacy in‘
the child’s work, and‘failingpraise the succeséfui handling
of othericomplex tasks of literaCy the.child‘hadu |
accomplished in writing her story. | |

Differing concepts of reading end.writing were.noted
~even in the-differrng physical,locatiOns of the literacy
program. As the tutors moved between the public school, the.
community center, and the.university they were “confrontedv
with multiple and often competing conceptione of literacy
erlslng out of the confllctlng goals, practlces, and systemS'
of belief 1nherent in those different contexts 1n whlch they
vworked” (672) .

Aeﬂwe can‘see, conflicts iniour conceptionevabout
literacy-are found in acedemic debate‘as well-aS»in-pubiicn,

schoollliteracy teaching programs. How do thoSe reéponSible :

‘.for teachlng llteracy negotlate the many problems

surroundlng the concept and carve out a SOlld concept from
Wthh to teach? When Ivbegan my research, I had a vague
impreésion that -if I researched the field of literacy .

studies, I would be able to find a “best” literacy and
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develop'a best method for teachlng 1t My research thus far.i‘
has served to dlsabuse me of that notlon, but I am not yet
"ready to glverup the search for somethlng that w1ll help me
shape a goal for llteracy teachlng in the basic wrltlng
Aclass Perhaps a good move at thlS point w1ll be to dlrect
- my search to the college. It is the college that has>
:evaluated ba51c wrltlng students as hav1ng 1nsuff1c1ent
llteracy, so the college has a standard by whlch 1t ranhs
stﬁdents'vskllls. Thls.standard is. the college’s deflhltlonu\‘

‘~of.literacy.'
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THE LITERACY OF THE COLLEGE

- An institution’s.standard er'iiteracy; establiShed by
tﬁe use of entry levél tests.dr other’indicafors, can béiv
viewed as the‘ihstitution;s'definition.for litéracy. Thié
view is centered in soéial constructionist theory where
“entities we normally Callireality, kﬁowledge, thought; :
facts,ttéxts, selves and so on are constructs.generated.by |
communities of likefminded peérs” (Bruffee 774). In this |
case, the community of like-minded peers, an institution’é
édministrators and facﬁlty, éonstruct their literacy by
agreeing on testing of §£he£ indicaférs thét express the
accepted literacy for'éntry iﬁto the college. If I'can
»discern'the»essenée of»what'ﬁhe college desire$ in\iiterécy
- skills tthﬁgh their tests, or through‘other_indicatdfs like
Engliéh départment staﬁements or text books, I will have the .
makings of a definition of literacy. And if I can khowvwhat >
literéci the college'wants its basic writers to acquire, I .
can’uSe'ﬁhé knowledgé'to help me design»a goal for my basié
wrifing claés‘ - | | |

In the follqwing, I discuss}collegé entry teéts as.
‘indicétors df'college iitéréCy. dther indicatdré of cdliéée,‘t‘

literacy include objectives statements from English
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departments and textbooks, and these will follow in my
discussion.

The Entry Test As Indicator ef the Literacy of the

College

In my examination of college entry tests, I looked at
the verbal sections of the ACT, at the California State
University English Placement Test, and at the Accuplacer, a
placement test created by Educational Testing Service. For
each test, I examined the technical manual sent to me.by the
testmakers. Although the technical manuals occasionally
offer sample questions to illustrate testing methods, most
information about the test and its methods is given in
narrative form. I found that after reading the technical
manuals for the three assessments, I had only a vague idee
of'what the assessments tested. An occasional sample test
question was offered as illustration, but in-depth
explanation‘of testing‘methods and information that would
validate the methods were not given.

After reading the manuals and feeling dissatisfied with
the information offered, I felt the manuals were nof
intended to explain and validate testing methods but only to
assure administrators and teachers that‘the tests are
effective and needed for evaluating skills. In short, the

purpose of the manuals seemed to be more for sales and
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'marketinghOf.thelasseSSnentsithaniforévalidation_of their
asSessment olaimsjbin onedexample, the-ACTrmanual afterf
brlefly stating what its English Test and Reading Test
evaluate, only assures the reader that the test questionsv
are. dev1sed by educational profe881onals, as though this
fact’iSfenough to valldate the test and 1ts findings.
| The brief descriptions of the English Test and the

Reading Test on the. ACT read as follows The English test
measures. “understanding of the conventions of standard
written English (punctuation, grammar and usage, and
sentence,structure)band1of rhetorical»skills (strategy,’
iorganization,"andsstyle).” The ReadingoTest measures
Treading comprehension as a product of skill,invreferring
and reasoning” (4-5). The questions on the ACT are multiple
‘choice and the testmakers do not offer evidence to show how
thepquestions test for the skills they_say‘they are_testing;
| Thedcaliforniahstate Universitj:hasvdevised an English
Placement Test that con51sts of two subsections entitled
Reading Skills and CompOSing Skills, and a forty-five minute
essay on an assigned topic. The manual for the'CSU»EPT says
the Reading'Skills,portion-of the test asks the studentbto
analyze ideas'in the.passage{ understand‘context) and»,'
recognize logical relationships.‘The Composing Skills

section is designed “to assess the student’s command of
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syntax and usage, ability té revise and edit college-level
material, and understénding of paragraph development and‘
logical support” (5). The essay is read and scored by two
faculty members who both use the éame hoiistic scoring guide
that “helps define writing quality” and scores students’
abilities to “write on the assigned topic, address all
aspects of the topic, and support theif generaliZations with
speéific examples. Such matters as clarity of thought,
fluency, careful organization, development of ideas, and the
use of clear and pfecise language—all have an important
influence on the score given by each reader” (7).

The CSU EPT Reading and Composing Skillé sections seem
éimilar to the ACT Assessment’s English and Reading Tests;
however, the terms used to describe such tests are very
general, so it can be hard to tell if the tests are very
much élike. To really know what the tests are testing, an
investigator would have to put the questions of'the tests
side by side; devise criteria for énalysié and analyze thé
vquestions closely against eéch other. The fact that is it so
hard to describe precisely what verbal skills sections of
tesfé are testing is an indication of the complexity of the
workings of languége and of the testing of literacy.

Another entry test, devised by Educational Testing

Services and the College Board, is called the Accuplacer.
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’The Accuplacer is advertlsed as a computer adaptlve test
that prov1des accurate placement for colleges The_test
‘seems to be marketed to communlty colleges The language use
sectlon of~the Accuplacer ls entltled “Verbal Assessment;,"
with the subcategOries'ofbtests entitled‘Reading |
fComprehen31on and Sentence Skllls The'Accuplacer adVertises
-that w1th only 20 questlons per category, the test “cutsu
: down on test admlnlstratlon tlme.”'The ACT and CsU EPT |
sectlons average 40 60 mlnutes for thelr verbal skllls '
categorles. Wlth its sectlon entltled “Sentence Sklllsy‘; nd"
its . shorter format,vthe Accuplacer could be testlng for- o
:dlfferent skllls than the ACT or CSU EPT The dlfferences‘ .,f
between the Accuplacer and the tests used by four- year ..y
_ colleges may 1nd1cate a dlfferent llteracy level accepted at
communlty colleges..:

, Can I know from the llttle 1nformatlon given me by the
_dassessment manuals, what the assessments are testlng'> I flndr

- I can only relterate the statements of the ACT, the

1Accuplacer, and ‘the CcsuU EPT, w1th thelr use of 31mllar terms‘

‘to descrlbe the thlngs they test conventions of standard,
written Engllsh rhetorlcal skllls,vreading COmprehensionjas_
a product of referrlng and reasonlng, readlng SklllS,:‘

_composlngiskllls, language usage,,clarlty‘of'thought,
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fluency, careful organization, development, and the use of
clear and precise language,

‘These géneral references to specific tasks and skills
don’t really give me an idea of the language use being
tested. Again,‘to precisely‘desCribe what is being assessed,
individual test gquestions would have to be closely analyzed.
The terms above refer to many skills associatedbwith reading
and writing. And many of the literacy conéepts discussed in
Chaptebene can be found in the reasoning for testing for
these abilities.

What literacy is being tested for with these
assessmehts? And is the literacy tested for the literacy of
the institution? If, as social contraction theory.proposes,
the literacy of a group is unique to the needs and ﬁses of
its particular members and their interaétions, then it is
odq that so many universities use tests devised by other
groups such as American Collegiate Testing or the
Educational Testing Service. It seems that the individual
institution in this case is giving away its power of
decision over what literacy is unique to its practices and
goals. The goals of an institution’é English department,
expressed in its objectives statement, is often in conflict
with the messages’communicated by the institution’s use of

the assessment.
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The use of entry'tests doés not seem to be a
straightforward indicator of literacy standards. Some
oddities of noté in the CSU admissions policy are based in
the fact that ACT and SAT scores are used as admissions
criteria when the school will also administer its own
placement test. The CSU booklet stresses that its EPT 1is fof
placement only, not acceptance. Entering students who have
received é certain score on the ACT or SAT are exempt from
the EPT and allowed to énter freshman composition classes.
Given this fact, I can only suppose that the Reading and
Comesing Skills sectiéns of their EPT, although they sQund
similar to the ACT; are in fact designed to test at a lower
level of skill so that students who did not pass the ACT can
be placéd in levels of courses appropriate to their skills. |
It is the use of the written essay in the EPT that poses
problems. If a Certain score on the ACT or SAT can exempf a
student from the EPT, both multiple choice and essay'
portions, then the institution is indicating their belief
that the standardized multiple choice tests they accept are
indicators of a student’s ability to “do the work of the
university,” or, tobread and write . . . how? To write
successfully to the criteria they have established for the

essay test on the EPT? And are the criteria for the scoring
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guide for'the‘EﬁT_theisame as"the‘English Department’s’
objectives for'freShman‘English?
| The_use of the‘aSSessment_for'entry'into freshman.-
COmposition classes indicates the institution’s valuesyand
uses for'language. Is the ability to analyze ideasvin a‘
passage, understand context, and recognize logical
relationships the kind of reading the student will be asked
to do? Is the ability-to recognize and make_correct choices
regarding’stylistic'blunders and grammatical mistakes; to
vrecognize and make correct chOices regarding strategy, |
'organization, and style the kind of writing the student will
be asked'to do? Correct choices on a-standardized’test‘are'
an indication of the student’s ability to recognire certain‘
.representations of error, recognize corrections; and perhapsy
veven toiavoid or correct similar errors in his‘or her own
composing process. But areithese'the writing skills the
university wantsé | |

Just what does the university want?iThe ACT Assessment
says it tests students for the skills.needed'to do the WOrk_’
of.the university Patricia Bizzel seems toibe in agreement
w1th the theorlsts of . the ACT test when she says the forms
| of literacy preferred in school are “the ability to user
»Standard Engiish. and, more‘important, to think-in academic

versions of the ways associated by Great Divide theorists



with literacy in general—to generalize, to reason
abstractly, to evaluate evidence and critique ideas) and so
on” (131) . College entry tests ere‘indicators of what,skills‘
the university wants at the outset of the college education,
and, according to the makers of standardized tests, the
skills students need to perform the work of the university.
If so,bthese tests indicate what skills and tasks the
reading.and writing class will build on. But do the tasks of
the freshman writing class really require the skills tested
on the standardized tests? Tasks for the freshman
composition class include learning and using the revision
process, learning to engage the text through writing and
rewriting, reflecting; analyzing,»arguing, persuading,
developing ideas, and quoting with meaning. In today’s
composition classroom, much weight is put on the process of
writing and revising. Are the skills tested on entry tests
needed to‘learn the revision process?

I've used college entry testing to indicate
expectations of literacy in tne social groups of
universities and to show the mixed messages conveyed by
these'groups’ expectations and goals for literacy. The terms
used by»the test-makers for what language skills are being
tested refer to a complex Web of linguistic, social,

cultural, psychological (to name only a few) aspects‘of the
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7”human experfence;.Testlng-ls an enormously complex lssue and
" the valldlty of these tests could be argued endlessly |
’ One argument could be fashloned on the soc1al
‘jconstructlon theory of creatlng value Testmakers and the
lllnstltutlons that use thelr tests act as soc1al groups
gcreatlng a value and a standard for llteracy.‘The test
"contents are the product of agreement about what 1s “r1ght,7
1 “correct,7 “worthy,” or’“good"to the group who has dev1sed
bthe test and to those who uphold its valldlty The;-
'testmakers have created thelr own llteracy by maklng
'knowledge of and ablllty w1th these partlcular toplcs and
fp'skllls the gate through whlch the student enters the group |
v:or is marglnallzed B |
But remember Ross Wlnterowd’s excerpt from a>Car1bbean
1sland newspaper artlcle that counted for hlgh llteracy on yb
vvthe 1sland° The language use in the artlcle exhlblted
fluency, rhetorlcal sklll, clarlty of thought, and‘
.development for 1ts culture The creators and evaluators off
standardlzed tests could be accused of 1nterpret1ng the
:above terms in ways prec1se to a culture they themselves

fhave created and uphold by w1thhold1ng entry through

”1 testlng “The testmakers w1ll argue that thelr tests evaluate

,xand uphold the use of “Standard ertten Engllsh but

arguments for,“Standard ertten Engllsh” as the “rlght
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ulEngllsh”’do not stand up as well as they used to now that
fother dlalects of Engllsh are belng accepted as valld for

varlous groups..4.*"’

‘".,The need to assess “the SklllS of 1ncom1ng students 1s'»ﬁ_1£

“seen as necessary by most 1nst1tutlons. But assessment can fb‘
f‘also be‘seen _ ‘as the act of one group (the 1nst1tutlon)
' assertlng 1ts llteracy as domlnant by requlrlng all members

'i(or wanna be members) of the group to use 1t If enterlng

(‘bstudents do not pass the test (possess the partlcular

hnllteracy tested for) they cannot jOln the group (takev
; Freshman Comp081tlon llke everybody else) and are placedilnn
“separate classes untll they are remedlated |

| Some llteracy scholars are crltlcal of 1nst1tutlons

_percelved need to test In hlS dlscu531on of the pOllthS of

‘V.fwrltlng assessment, John Trlmbur expresses hlS view that

“assessments reflect soc1al anx1et1es and are. essentlally
.polltlcal

[W]hat authorlzes and in a sense produces (and is
:;produced by) wrltlng assessment is 'the per51stence
: of literacy crises in Amerlcan educatlon o

.These crises have less to do with how well

students read or write than with the cultural

. anxieties that are ‘attached. to llteracy and with
“how ' educatlonal discourse serves to dlsplace social
tensions into the realm of literacy. . . .[Tlhe
political forces calling fOr'accountability in
writing instruction today thematlze current
-cultural ten81ons._(47 48)



For Trlmbur, assessments are ar soc1opollt1cal tool of “"

u:the school to galn favor in communltles who fear the»i.ﬂ

’~b‘llteracy cr1s1s (a sort of “We ll 1dent1fy those 1lllterate"_tffjf7

-:onhnnles and Janes,:and take care of the problem once and
jvfor all” guarantee),fand to assure the bu51ness communlty
';that those who graduate w1ll have adequate communlcatlons‘:;vm
'fskllls for the workplace.;}u — | ‘
| For whatever reasons colleges test 1ncom1ng freshman,ff;

'"ﬁthe tests act as separators—those who don t pass the tests‘ﬂ”

‘zazare excluded from the malnstream But colleges and

- unlver31t1es, as 1nst1tutlons of hlgher learnlng need to o

°<v[uphold a- standard that makes them separate and “hlgher.7 If7i=tj»”"

thelr 1deas about the abllltles they de51re from thelr
'fmembers are confused and 1f thelr standards have been
'onrmed by groups other than themselves, at least they have‘
.,reglstered thelr educatlonal accountablllty and hlgh

’._standards to a soc1ety concerned w1th llteracy

Engllsh Department Statements as Indlcators of the

theracy of the College

f* What do the objectlves and goals statements of varlousyl"t'

h;Engllsh departments show about 1nst1tutlons’ goals for ylf-:

’_fllteracy learn:Lng'> The Engllsh department of the Unlver51tyv‘f?'h.

ihuof North Dakota states 1ts objectlve for freshman Engllsh

thls way



ﬁF“We aim to teach thlnklng through readlng and
o wrltlng . . by empha3121ng the process of ] L
:f=rev1s1on.,l ; . [Tlexts become dynamic . .. . if we -
. are. prepared to see reading and wrltlng as S
,wact1v1t1es ‘that can transform themselves and the “”
1nst1tutlons that - form the Mtext” ‘of our communal
_\,llves. We invite. you to help us 1nvent and relnvent
'F;Uthe unlver51ty as an 1nst1tutlon.v;‘ . S

‘wUND’s goal for the freshman Engllsh class comes fromlffyj
lflts use of Ways of Readlng as the requlred text But UND
d‘uses the ACT as the test for 1ts 1ncom1ng freshman and the

fACT does not test a student’s ablllty to relnvent the :yff

rthfunlver81ty In a- further contradlctlon, students w1th a'

-vscore of 27 or hlgher on the ACT are exempt from taklng

-freshman comp051tlon An adm1581ons adv1sor told me the ‘;5‘

.*_”un1vers1ty practlces thlS de0131on because students w1th

- such scores on the ACT “already know what they need to know :

fto pass Engllsh 101” o She also 1nd1cated that exemptlng
 some students from Engllsh 101 would help the budget Wlth

f the dlfferlng objectlves of 1ts Engllsh department

.i'statement, 1ts use of the ACT test, and 1ts 101 exemptlon 'dhj['

{fpractlces, UND glves very mlxed messages about what llteracy?;?dflv

"'lt values
At the Unlver51ty of Mlnnesota at Moorhead, the'
tfobjectlves statement for Engllsh 101 and 102 reads “Inffl

these classes you w1ll be asked to read and wrlte w1th

kg' thoughtfulness, sklllff

and honesty,»to thlnk crltlcally, to{‘d7u



: developrand defend your assertions,‘and to make use of.:
.library sources, which vrequires crediting the writing of
hOthers‘in;amresponsible manner.” Th1s4statement reflects_
«thisjuniversityfs literacy,expectations,'and‘the.university
does use the-ACT‘teSt.to'assessistudents’ abilities,'but?the“
.ACT does4not.test the requested abilitiesmto_read-and~Write
w1th thoughtfulness and honesty, nor'to»think critically{ti
Part of the problem With these terms used by English
department to ‘describe the kinds -and qualities of reading

| and writing they expect the student to do is the
ambiguouSness of the’expectationsland the validating_of Whenp”
_such reading'and'writing has been achieved. .

At Northwest Technical College in East Grand Forks,
Minnesota, the ba81c wrlting course is titled Fundamentals
ofvEnglish, but it’s course‘code is.Communications»l21.‘The
goal of basic writing courses at this institution is not_to‘
 prepare students to do the work of the university,lbut to
ensure that studentsvhave the skills considered important in
-the workplace—communication SklllS At this institution,
‘writing is Viewed strictly as a tool of communication. The}

"institutionts list_of goals‘for its basinwriting course‘

R W N

reads:
. write'complete sentences »
. ~organize single paragraphs..
. ‘analyze communication situation :
. ~identify topics/narrow topic. selection
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5. write supporting details

6. correct run-on sentences/sentence fragments
7. display responsibility

8. write clear sentences :

9. organize multi-paragraph papers .
10. demonstrate editing process

11. demonstrate revision process

. 12. demonstrate drafting process

13. analyze prewriting process

14. analyze communication barriers
15. analyze communication audience
16. analyze communication message
17. analyze communication purpose
18. write topic sentences

19. use correct intermnal punctuation
20. practice team editing

21. practice team writing

- 22. edit pronoun usage

23. edit subject/verb agreement

© 24. edit internal/external punctuation
25. utilize outlines

26. use appropriate end punctuation
27. demonstrate sentence variety

28. use unbiased language

29. use appropriate pronouns

'30. write audience sensitive materials
31. write various formats

32. use reference materials

33. distinguish sentence types

34. demonstrate multi-clause usage
35. understand sentence construction
36. edit spelling errors

- Many of these:goals'nave to do with grammar,‘sentence
structuré, paragraph nnity/ clarity in communication Styie,
recognition of sentence level error, and identificétibn of
audience;‘all of‘which are important for writing a message
to a réader; Miséing is the‘insistence on critical thinking,
analysié, thoughtfnlness; or inVenting the‘university. Tne

basic writing courses at this Céllege are administeréd'by
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,the>technical COliegé; but;'intéfestingiy, the freéhmanl~
chpositién éoUrst»required for many of-the méjors are
‘administered by thé EhgliShAdepartment at the neérést
nMiﬁnesota”State UniVersity,‘and are taught with‘this

» depaftmentfs goals-WhiCh are influénced by theorieé-of
ihcreasedrcognitive abilities aﬁd expect studenté to exhibitv
anélysis and criticalfthinking in their reading andkwriting;
If a basic Writihg course is meant to.reﬁediate>a'$tudent tb
have the skills to succeed at fréShman éompoéition,’the
_‘emphaées of these two‘céurses.do not align and give
'confusing messages.

‘Textbooks-as Indicators of the Literacy of the College -

}HMybsearch for thé 1itera¢ybof the college has not gdne
“well so far. But I»have yet td look at textbooks as ‘
‘.‘indiéators of-thé litéracy of the college. Three such
textbooks, each intended for.teaching_thé basic writing.
student,fand‘éach vastly different‘in'approach,'are English
~ Brushup by John Lahgén and»Janet Goldsteih, The Least fou

: Shquld Know AbOut'English by Teresa Ferster Glaziér, and
:Ways'of Reading by David Bértholdmaefand Anthony Pefrosky.

- English Bruéhup is “a quick and practical guide,to.the
_grammar,-punctuation,‘aﬁd usage skills thét studehts'most

~need to know.” The text is a workbook of sentence level
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.error.yThe 1ntroductlon to The Least You Should Know About
' Engllsh ertlng Skllls says the book is 1ntended for
LV“students who need to rev1ew the rules of Engllsh
llComp051tlon and who may proflt from a s1mpllf1ed approach "o
tThe book “stresses wrltlng [and] thlnklng ”‘It contalns 5
'exerClses for learnlng grammar,‘punctuatlon, and usage
"rules, 1ntroduces thes1s and tOplC sentences} paragraph
”development, asslgns s1mple tOplC essays and glves 5
‘ paragraph essays as sample as31gnments Ways Of Readlng is ah
"ireader full of syntactlcally and 1deolog1cally complex
lessays. The goal of the approach as explalned in the-blv
fllntroductlon, 1s for the student to read the essaysi1f:
vaggress1vely and enter a‘conversatlon w1th the texts by
,sreadlng;~wr1tlng, and rewrltlng;vand by brlnglng personal
'experlence to bear ‘on the dlscuss1on Personal and:academlc‘.
growth 1s expected‘as the result of thlS engagement The
’dtoplcs and the complex1ty of the 1ssues covered in the '
essayshare cons1dered by Bartholomae and Petrosky to be

approprlate for a college educatlon

A teacher S - ch01ce of a textbook becomes part of her’fgfg,’

goal method, and the llteracy learnlng for the class. Whlch'
: vof these textbook approaches to wrltlng would or should the

- ba81c wrltlng teacher choose7 Punctuatlon rules° The51s and-:
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vtopicvsentence development° Or written verbal engagement
with complex ideas° The teacher s chOice of pedagogical
method for initiating writing practice becomes, in part, her
'goal for the class and for the literacy the students Wlll
learn. If a teacher uses literary reading and analySis as
her method for initiating writing, then her literacy goal
for the class is the written analySis of literature, for
',this is‘the use of language they will practice,’
Unfortunately, my look at textbooks‘don’t give me any -
more indication of the literacy of the college as any of‘myf
.other.my investigations. Textbooks are as varied invgoaldfor”
the literacy*of the university as any institutional“testingu
orvdepartment objective. .

- The small amount of information I am able to'present |
shows that universities’ uses of tests combined with
objectives statements'and textbook choice can send a
confused message'to students and teachers "The problem may .
emanate from the differing ideas about literacy held by
individuals in English departments, in administrations, in
testing organizations, and in general society. Institutionsf
meSsages about the literacy‘they value‘reflect the
COnceptual,conilicts foundinhthehGreatLiteracy'Debate, I;:

‘had hoped'that'understanding,the literacy of the college
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might help me develop a goal for the basic writing class,

but this does not seem to be the place to start.
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. THE LITERACY OF THE COMMUNITY

When I try to thlnk about what to teach bas1c wrlters,
I don’t get very far, and not only because of the many
confllcts in. the llteracy debate and the confu51ng messages fﬁb

I‘g5commun1cated by 1nst1tutlons of hlgher learnlng. It seems

'JI’m startlng at the end of the equatlon and leav1ng out what:_'“

‘comes at the beglnnlng—the SklllS of the ba31c wrlters I

"must teach f as 1n my soc1al constructlonlst premlse for 3“:‘5'

“looklng at the llteracy of the unlver51ty, -a soc1al group

constructs 1ts own llteracy by 1ts use and acceptance of

";1certa1n uses of language, then in the many groups that

comprlse a soc1ety there must be many ways of u31ng language ‘
wthat are unlque for the group
'l» In the controversy about llteracy, some‘researchers‘ :

. have not sought to deflne or argue for certaln theorles, but

‘u7,31mply to. observe llteracy 1n practlce_ These-researchers f"

‘;use ethnographlc study to observe the language practlces of .

':1nd1v1duals and groups. Stephen North descrlbes some:

s characterlstlcs of ethnographlc study

'-Ethnographlc 1nqu1ry produces storles, fictions.'
Ethnographic 1nvest1gators go into a communlty,

. observe (by whatever variety of means) what
“happens there, and then produce an account—which
they will try to verify or ground in a varlety of
ways—of what happened. . . . The storles
constructed from such 1nscr1ptlon are useful

',because theyvhelp us to understand what happened,
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and to some extent what happens,’lnjthe places'the;uf »
, Ethnographer studles. (277) R ’ IR

The 1nformatlon galned from the ethnographlc study of
- language practlces can open new areas of knowledge about

'_llteracy and 1ts practlce by groups and 1nd1v1duals In the

‘ follow1ng, I w1ll look at three ethnographlc studles to helpgff\‘

.i‘me understand how ethnographlc study galns 1nformatlon and

:Ahow thlS 1nformatlon lS put to use by the researcher. In the:’
;flrst two studles,‘researchers Shlrley Brlce Heath and
*’;Andrea Flshman observe language use in groups and offer };y'f‘
"I1n31ght 1nto dlfferences between groups in thelr uses and
-"values for language In the thlrd teacher John S Lofty
observes how cultural values for tlme usage 1nfluence hlS
‘:hstudents’Lattltudes toward wrltlng Ekamlnlng these
'ffethnographlc studles of the language use and values of
ifgroups w111 help set the stage for thlnklng about the uses'u
sand value for llteracy that ba51c wrlters may brlng w1th
_’bthem. | ; ‘» |
' In the flrst study, students“in~ShirleyaBricenHeath7
j‘anthropology and llngulstlcs classes who worked as school
*iteachers and mlll foremen expressed frustratlon at thelr
g-attempts to communlcate w1th thelr employees and students.

iThey felt these problems in communlcatlon had begun after
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' desegregatlon, rwhen blacks and whltes were suddenly mlxed":‘
1n the classroom and in the workplace
'Communlcatlon was a central concern of black and
'whlte ‘teachers,. parents, and mill personnel who
;felt the ‘need  to know more about how others v
= communlcated, ‘Why students and teachers often
v ,could not understand each other, ‘why questlons
were sometimes not answered,/and why habitual ways
of - talklng and listening: did not always seem to
- work. They brought a central question:- What
. wWere the effects of preschool home and communlty
.penv1ronments on the learning of those language ,
structures and uses which were needed 1n o
classrooms and jOb sett1ngs°3(2).c-7'“
'f3'Her students’ questlons about the dlfferences between.
:;language 1nteractlon 1n the home,_the school and the
'aworkplace prompted Heath to begln ‘an elght year ethnographlc
_study of the language acculturatlon of chlldren in two small
,communltles 1n North Carollna Her observatlons,vwhlle not
501ent1f1cally grounded,_open many new con51deratlons for
‘ ’teachers w1th classrooms full of students who may come from o
_.very dlfferent cultural backgrounds than themselves
. The follow1ng excerpts from Heath’s work express some-ii:
. of the many dlfferences in. 5001etal and verbal 1nteractlon
v»’that Heath observed between the two communltles. Her study_ :
shows that young chlldren do not enter school as blank
'bslates, but 1n fact brlng w1th them a very complex tradltlon

ufor language use that 1s strongly tled to the practlces of

‘soc1al'1nteract;onflearned 1n.the group,“
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‘ Heath performed her study by spendlng years as a‘J

| part1c1pat1ng member 1n the homes and 3001al llves of the.
North Carollna Pledmont communltles.of Roadv1lle and
TTrackton An example of the dlfferences 1n the language}and

'acculturatlon practlces she observed 1n the two communltles S

can be found 1n her chapters tltled “Learnlng How To Talk 1n J

‘aTrackton” and “Teachlng How to Talk 1n Roadv1lle " The

.dlfferences in the way she has tltled her two chaptersiﬁ

“::deplct the dlfferences in the way the two communltles

'1nteract llngulstlcally w1th young chlldren as they grow and
'learn the hlghly soc1ally prescrlbed language practlces of'
'the communlty., » | |
‘iﬁ Trackton;hchildrentegiSt‘in'thebgrouprfrom blrth;
'v‘Bables are‘constantly 1n the arms of some member of the
;communlty as the events of dally life take place in
ffcommunlty. There 1s rarely 51lence and the baby is rarely
‘eiw1th only one adult As soon as the baby starts c001ng and
‘:babbllng,ithe adults respond to the Chlld w1th face play
But unllke parents 1n some communltles, when the chlldren of,f
Trackton start to make thelr flrst words for thlngs they ;
»want adults do not repeat the Chlld'S sound agaln and |
tagaln, attemptlng to make 1t a strong label for the object,
or even 1nd1cat1ng‘that‘the chlld;has_madenmeanlng.vTo-t

Trackton adults, “the response carries no meaning which can
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‘V'fact that dally llfe

;be dlrectly llnked to an object or event 1t 1s just

?‘n01se’” (76) Heath 1nterprets the adults’ response, or,y

hlack of 1t, to 1nfants flrst words as reflectlng a value for,'f‘

fchlldren to learn a world in Wthh 51tuatlons w1ll be varledjy” o

"and 1nsecure.d“Some re81dents of Trackton can talk about the;yf

in*Trackton brlngs many 31tuatlons,,and.:

‘{yet none can be faced each tlme w1th a secure sense that a,f,tf»

"»fpartlcular response W1ll brlng a spec1f1c result” (84)

‘fTrackton res1dent Annle Mae expresses thlS value as she
‘ -talks about her expectatlons for the learnlng and growth;_’
‘,process of her grandchlld Teegle

“He gotta learn to know ‘bout dlS world can t
~nobody tell ‘1m Now just how crazy is dat?" Whlte
- folks uh hear dey kldS say sump nj dey say it back.
. to Yem, dey aks ‘em: galn ‘n ‘gain ‘bout things, - -
’jllke they posed to be born knowin’ . . . . Teegie
BRI gotta be keen, keep his eyes open. . . . e
Gotta watch hisself by watchin’ other folks. Ain’t
©ho use: me tellln’,\lm,,‘Learn dis, learn dat.
- What'’s dis? What’s dat?’ He just gotta learn,,
gotta know; he sSee one" thlng one place one ‘time,
" “he know how it- go, see sump’n like. it agaln,.maybe
it be de same, maybe 1t won Tt He hafta try it
out. (84) A

' The value for “learnlng to talk in Trackton iS-'
"dlsplayed when boy bables are old enough to be- moblle and on

| 'thelr own At thlS tlme,,they enter the communlty “stage”,kn:

whlch they become players in a game in whlch “communlcatlon_v:v.,'p

‘1svthebmeasure.of;lnvolvement e s Young boys learn from an

‘_early ageuto,handleﬁtheirﬁrolesjbyfgettlng thelr cuesiand



»lllnes stralght and know1ng the rlght occas1ons for jOlnlng
-the chorus .(79) In thelr 1nteractlons w1th the adults 1nlﬁ'
‘;.the communlty, boys choose newly acqulred utterances that bla

- Can communlcate multlple meanlngs and practlce u51ng these-‘

‘Q_yutterances to “learn the varlety of meanlngs a 81ngle

1s.dutterance can have,:as they ellc1t dlfferent 1nteractlonalf

fresponses to the varlatlons of 1ntonatlon, tone, and vorce

<quallty they glve these favorlte expres51ons (81)

The chlldren of Roadv1lle are. brought up 1nto dlfferent?“~

.llngulstlc tradltlons of thelr soc1ety. Heath p01nts out the.
’.dlfference by notlng the dlfference in the express1ons fori
’the grow1ng of chlldren Cin Trackton;tchlldren'“come up} “in"
Roadv1lle, chlldren are- “brought up ”’From the’beglnnlng of
’thelr llves chlldren 1n Roadv1lle are taught what 1s “rlght”
'and what 1s “wrong.; ﬁ 

In Roadv1lle, chrldren are not held 1n adults 'arms and
:;surrounded by the communlty group all the tlme. Rather,. |
gRoadv1lle bables are often w1th thelr mothers or other womenf“

»lwho take the role of helplng the young mother and teachlng
“her how to care for her baby Bables are: kept 1n the group‘
Eor put down for naps accordlng to the bellefs of the‘
communlty about what is best for bables. o |

ke Roadv1lle s 1nfants’ crles are. acknowledged and

responded to as expllc1t 1nd1catlons of need And adults



hlrespond enthu51ast1cally to bables »flrst”utterances V“When fvf
'h_the baby beglns to respond verbally, to make sounds Wthh
'h‘adults can llnk to 1tems in the env1ronment, questlons and
"statements are addressed to the baby, repeatlng orf:‘b ’ |
1ncorporat1ng hls ‘word’” (122) | . L

S _f.“As adults talk to the1r chlldren, they teach

. them how to talk and how to learn about the world.
"They sort out parts of the world for them, calllng
v attentlon to these, and focusing the children’s '

k gattentlon Chlldren learn the names of thlngs,
,they then learn to talk about them’ rlght” (127)

'_hA young Roadv1lle mother reflects on what she feels 1s
her role 1n helplng teach her young son

'“I flgure 1t’s up to me to glve in a good start T

- reckon there’s just some things I know he’s gotta -
pf:learn,_you know,.what ‘things are, and all that

"you just don’t happen onto doin’ all that rlght :
o ‘[Wle try to tell’m ‘bout thlngs, ‘n books,-‘n AN
“»Lwe buy those educatlonal toys for ‘em (127 128)

s;iHeath’s observatlons of the dlfferlng 1deas and values

'*1ffor language practlce between the communltles of Trackton S

ffand Roadv1lle establlshes that even young chlldren enterlng
fschool already have certaln tradltlons and practlces for fgff
}language.lEducators may often‘percelve of chlldren as “blank
‘kslates” that w1ll 51mply take in and 1m1tate the language‘h
‘huse 1ntroduced 1n schoollng 51tuatlons But underlylng |
fdlfferences 1n language expectatlons may 1nexpllcably show :
up‘and frustrate teachers and thelr students when students

'-don t respond 1n expected ways to teachlng practlces the
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l:teacher feels to be»stralghtforward and comprehens1ble

‘denexpected responseshby students to teachers prompts may

a*?plead teachers and other students to thlnk these d1fferent

'f_;_responses are 1nd1catlons of lower 1ntelllgence and

“abllltles.'In her work on the soc1al constructlon of
-“llteracy, Cook Gumperz says

h#'“Chlldren may come to school as- competent speakers .
of language, but ‘their competence takes the form

- of a variety of" dlalects. ‘What these dialects" are
~affects the way children are judged not only in

© their speaklng performance,_but also 1n matters of
,eattltude and motlvatlon” (8),G L : :

v’sTeachers 1n Heath’s anthropology classes reallzed how

‘thhey mlght have mlsjudged student behav1ors 1n the way Cook*-

‘llqumperz descrlbes. After thelr study of Heath’s flndlngs Of 5

"lengulstlc dlfference, the teachers reallzed that students

'fjiiresponses that had formerly seemed to communlcate students"

lfpoor attltudes and motlvatlon, may in - fact have been
'U'dlfferences in patterns of response. After a tralnlng perlod
‘ito help them recognlze cultural and language use‘ ' |
hdlfferences, teachers examlned thelr classroom evaluatlons'
‘:7jand commentsvfrom mlked race class}se551ons follow1ng |
’desegregatlon. Teachers found that thelr comments such as.p.‘n'
i“doesn t know how to answer.a s1mple, dlrect questlon” o

"(black student) and “shows no 1mag1natlon,'answerS'are
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always mlnlmal” (whlte student) might revealbthe teaChers’
unreallzed acts of
‘_' “dlstlngulshlng soc1al and academlc behav1ors SRR
gﬁm_whlch differed for the black and white worklng— B
. class students . ... [and] recorded primarily y~”“

- attltudes or act1v1t1es Wthh centered around
‘patterns of respondlng to. and u31ng oral and :
wrltten language (267 69) : L

. The purpose of Heath’s ethnographlc research seems to'*ulb
'“be knowledge and understandlng—knowledge that there are
s dlfferences between groups’ uses and values for language andf
~understand1ng of just what those dlfferences are As a
”result of greater knowledge and understandlng of the
'b.dlfferences between Roadvrlle,iTrackton, and thelr own.
_values and uses for language, teachers and mill- foreman madef’
"rsome adjustments 1n thelr teacherly and managerlal
'¥~commun1catlon styles
Heath’s study 1nvolved study of the language practlces

"vOf,communltles..In the next ethnographlc study I w1ll ';'::

‘present, Andrea Flshman observes the uses, values, and

'ﬂﬂexpectatlons of readlng and wrltlng in an Amlsh famlly—the v‘f»l‘

':Flshers..In the Flsher famlly, books and readlng are

f;promlnent But 1n her observatlons of the Amlsh culture s‘

T'jexpectatlons for readlng and wrltlng,bFlshman sees: many PR

'ftdlfferences between Amlsh values for readlng and wrltlng and
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' mainstrean American culture’s values for reading and
‘1wrltlng SR AR N SRR

.;‘Flshman s study‘focuses prlmarlly on.the llteracy

efpractlces observed 1n the ra1s1ng of Ell Flsher,3a;fcv

”v_:preschooler, and the youngest of the SlX Flsher chlldren

‘v»Ell,_Jr. cannot yet read, but 1n the Flsher household, he 1s&7ku L

'1ncluded 1n famlly llterate act1v1t1es as. though he can.,
“’HTogetherness and communlty cohes1veness are valued 1n Amlsh

':;culture, and th1s value 1s reflected in the famlly s

‘}vevenlngs spent gathered together 1n thev51tt1ng room playlng;v"

fgames, worklng, or readlng aloud to one"another‘ The,, o

‘Flshers' famlly llteracy practlces 1nclude readlng the Blblehni‘

_and other rellglous 1nstructlon,1and readlng and wrltlng o

fvletters to and from relatlves Ell,'Jr.'lS encouraged to,

:“read” from the chlldren s books he knows The famlly treats_yi":‘l

jEll .8 recountlng of the plctures and famlllar storles 1n hlS

books as readlng He doesn t know that he is not readlng as‘g5

’fthe other members of the famlly do. When the famlly reads fVif'

elythe Blble,jeach famlly member 1s glven a verse to read WhenS?.{_,.w

:%lt lS'Ell, Jr.fs turn,:another reader w1ll read hls verse

slowly,,stopplng every few words so he can repeat them.-In:'

‘thhlS way he als0'“reads”,w1th the rest of hlS famlly
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Although‘the'Fisher-faﬁilyfs use of literacy may seem
j like:the‘literaCy practice'ofvmany Christian American homes,
‘Fishman_notesuthese differenCesf. |

Whrle Eirf Jr., llke his siblings, is‘learning the_

necessity and the value of literacy,  what llteracy

means to him and the ways in which he learns it

- may differ rn both obvious and subtle ways from
what it means and how it is transmitted to many
_mainstream children, -just as Eli’s world differs

from theirs, .both obviously and‘subtly. (30-31)

She goeS~onfto\describe how Eli’s school‘experience
will he different?from the‘school experience of many yQung
children. When Eli, Jr. enters the Amish 0ld Order onevroom_
school, the Valuestand the contexts'fOr literacy-will be the
same ones he haS‘learned in his family home. In school, he
will be expected_to‘memoriZehtexts, to.respond to the
information in textsbwith yes/no‘answers}band to empathize
with the,characters in stories, just as he has‘been_taught
ito do in‘hisnhomef He.will“not be askedvto be‘criticai, to
:vimagine other possible'interpretations, orhtovdiscuss the
,texts. In his education, he.will neVer be asked for the
thlrd person singular essay because 1t 1s habltual 1n the
,Amlsh ‘use of language to experlence as much as p0851ble in
.the flrst'perSOn plural, reflectlng through thelr llngulstlc
nractice the~societal‘value of the group (36—37).

Introduced 1nto a malnstream publlc school Eli, Jr;’s"

teachers mlght expect hlm to experlence confusion and
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fgfrustratlon when the uses, expectatlons,_and values for
’f;language 1n a malnstream school are suddenly so dlfferent

'than those that he has learned at home

lee Heath’s observatlon of language dlfference 1n-53 -

"“?fcommunltles,bFlshman shows that the uses, expectatlons, and”

' vaalues for readlng and wrltlng in- the home may be qulte

h"~fd1fferent from those Wthh may suddenly be 1ntroduced when

lthe Chlld beglns to attend school or when the school’
Vf;language practlces are dlfferent from those in the home.‘ fdf

: In the last study I w1ll c1te, teacher John S Lofty

-'ffstudles constructs of tlme in a Malne flshlng communlty 1n@;ﬁ.

- B hopes of understandlng hlS students re51stance to wrltlngf

ﬂ'multlple drafts of thelr papers. Lofty s students enjoyed‘naf

.dlscu531on but strongly re31sted wrltlng, espec1ally

".*rewrltlng ’“My students wrote scant amounts in moody

”Rs1lence,'responded 1nd1fferently to encouragement and o

.sfystudlously refused to wrlte more than a 51ngle draft (39)

a'~y:jTo look for causes for hlS students' re31stance, Lofty

’V*,conducted observed communlty act1v1t1es and dlscovered '

-;jfundamental cultural dlfferences between the way he was

"V.expectlng hlS students to wrlte multlple drafts of a paper”

1’hfand the way 1slanders accompllshed thelr dally tasks It was:7‘~>

"5fthese dlfferences he suspected mlght be at the foundatlon of

‘hlS students' res1stance to wrltlng multlple drafts



- In his study, Lofty found that in the daily life of the
fishing community, much of the 1slanders time is taken up
by manual tasks.,Tasks are prioritized accordlng to real
.need, and a task 1s performed untll it is satisfactorily: v
~.complete.- Lofty quotes the often repeated 1sland phrase “Do
it until rt’s‘done.-“ When a job is done satisfactorily for
the‘need,:no morevtime is allotted'to it,;because‘the worker
must move on tO'the next task that must be done..Islanders
do‘not’watch the clock whileninvolved in hauling lobster |
pots_or raking blueberries.‘Lofty felt‘that his,students, in
keeping With the‘island way of completing tasks, wanted to‘
vapply themselves to Writing a ‘paper in one sitting only.
After‘applying,themselves until the paperkWas'“done;é they
saw ‘no reason to return to it, just as their-parents applied,‘
themselves‘wholly'to building a shed until it was done) or
kcanning the summerfs produce until'the task.was cOmplete.

. Lofty observed that the 1slander s time- constructs were
a deeply 1ngra1ned system of values and a way of creating
1dentlty. To ask hlS students to re—engage a task they felt
was complete went against the community 5. constructs not
only of time, but of culture and of being Lofty felt that
“avSIgnlficant partvof [hls]gstudentsa re31stance to“writlng
was embedded in:the,tension‘they eXperienced between how

time was conStructed'and Valued in the home and how it was
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Econstructed and valued.ln the school”t(Lofty 40) Students
‘giln any.wrltlng class may re51st rewrltlng, wrltlng 1s hard
h;work and once a draft 1s complete; most students do not want;ﬂ
'I;to return to the draft to rewrlte All teachers of wrltlng |
must deal w1th thelr student's reluctance to rewrlte. But -

‘;'Lofty s study helped hlm understand a partlcular,tandfk_ff

-iperhaps more deep seated_reason for hlS student’if'

°;vre81stance—the1r'c tural 1dent1f1catlon w1th the wayVOf?

:d01ng thlngs 1nithe worklng class 1sland soc1ety. LoftykuSed:4‘

thlS dlscoverles to 1n1t1ate a conversatlon w1th hlS studentS’ha:

“Vln whlch both could acknowledge the dlfferences in culture o
"-!in_their approach to tasks and negotlate a new. classroom -
cultureflﬂlp

‘lThe.ethnographlc studles descrlbed above can help

B fteachers better understand themselves and thelr students andl..f

’agto begln to make constructlve changes in thelr teachlng.-q~j;f‘f'"

\f,‘There w1ll be no end to llteracy theorles and prescrlptlons

mbased on researchers’ personal oplnlons, v1ewp01nts and

sbfassumptlons. As the many theorles about llteracy are argued

jand contradlcted,,lt 1s perhaps ethnographlc’researchers whov
’have chosen the most effectlve path to teachlng—by‘v
'facknowledglng llteracy S complex1ty and learnlng aboutplts:l
,duse 1n soc1et1es.‘To understand the experlences and | o

g practlces of others 1s not only productlve for teachlng and
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| 'ilearnlng, but, as. 1n the teachlng theorles of Paulo Frelre,_k”j

v*x'the students llves and experlences become an 1mportant part SR

~;of the learnlng done by both teacher and student,‘:;;”;;,,.’u,,_,

Whlle scholars argue about llteracy, students are.ff S

”[enterlng ba81c wrltlng courses. Ba51c wrltlng teachers are.'“ S

iyaware that the students who come to them are. underprepared fff;fff?h

f*;tO do the readlng and wrltlng tasks of the unlver81ty,.and:2fy_ o

‘;that they are responsrble for remedlatlng students Skllls.”iikrrt??

'*EThese two bltS of 1nformatlon, akln to the “blank slate”.i;

b"fyrconcept of teachlng young chlldren, arewoften thevstartlng :

7g?p01nt from Wthh teachers begln to teach But readlng and

lfwrltlng dld not begln for thelr students the day the

‘=ffcj1nadequate test score was handed down and they were enrolled 1f;wf“

"331n remedlatlon classes theracy learnlng has been g01ng on‘

j%all thelr students’ llves. Ba51c wrltlng students, toO, have;iykﬁﬁi'

i?a background of language use that may make 1t dlfflcult for ST

:rinthem to negotlate the new uses and expectatlons for language 'Fﬁ}?“

'”‘1n the college or unlver81ty I would llke tO flnd OUt

"’gabout the way the students that ‘come to my classes have

'“f}fexperlenced readlng and wrltlng Know1ng how they have used,f;“ 5

‘4read1ng and wrltlng 1n thelr llves w1ll glve me a place to Jvf

'sstart as I cons1der the llteracy teachlng goal for my bas1c7‘.

anrltlng class.ﬁ;f,;[fﬁt




 READING AND WRITING IN THE LIVES OF FIVE BASIC WRITERS

In:ah attempt tQ better understand basic writing
students’ ﬁses, values and expeCtations for language, I set
out to interview five basic writers about their reading and
writingiinvtheir younger years. Before interviewing my |
subjects, I explained to each that I was asking questions
about printed material; reading ahd writihg, and their homes
and families because I believed that‘every family had a
‘unique way of using reading and writing. I assured them I
wasn’t forming judgments, Jjust gathering information that I
thought was very interesting.

At times the interviewe were frustrating, both for
myself and for the student. In spite of my attempts to help
my interﬁiewees be comfortabie and speak frankly, I felt the
students were influenced by my English teacher lifesfyle and
values. I wondered if I was getting answers that were shaped
-for approval. I often felt I wasn’t “getting enough”—the
student did not recall details, was not reflective enough to
ge “in depth.” My subjects did‘not‘want to be as exacting in
their memories of reading and writing in their homes as I
wanted them to be. They often did not recall the scenes of
their living rooms. I could probe, but the students’ often

short, simple recounting did not seem to reveal much I could
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use. Oh their bart, the‘Students weuld-sense my need for

" more, and, feeling there was no more to give and not
understanding how all this could be so important anyway,l
would get frustrated with me. They had not read ethnographic
Studies te uhderstand how interesting and how important the
small details of their lives could be!

Rather»than pushing for something I could see they were
not willing.to give, I took what I couid get. Sometimes
their stories seemed to change.‘At best, my'questions_could
giVe me only a general idea of how writing and reading were
used in the lives‘ofimy subjects. Through my research I
hoped‘to‘be able to identify the uses, values, and
expectations for reading anderiting that has shaped the
literacies of these basic writers.

I believed, at that time, that I would find in thev
reading and writing practices of basic writers particular
traits that Were the root causerf their lack of literacy
skills. I imagined homes where there were few books or
magazines, where peeple rarely read or wrote, but my
findings did not agree with my expectations. what had made
them basic writers.

In his chapter discussing the need for schools to begin
teaehing cultural literacy, E. D. Hirsch says “Historically,

‘as the school curriculum has become more incoherent,
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;llteracy‘has decllned even among chlldren from llterate
fevyhomes":(115) What\does lesch mean: by “llterate homes?” As
i.we have learned from soc1al constructlonlst theorles of
',llteracy, the many dlfferent types of" homes and thelr
.“1nhab1tants’ ways of readlng and wrltlng are all llterac1es;;*
”3sovwhat 1s a “llterate” home'> What is an- “llllterate” home°
When the/flve subjects of thlS study werevgrOW1ng up,llfi*

‘ﬂ:would an educator v151t1ng thelr homes have judged thelr :

e 1env1ronments to be “1lllterate°”‘In each home env1ronment,:‘1"

freadlng and wrltlng happened If homes can be judged
:“llterate” and “1lllterate”'what behav1ors determlne a f
';«“llterate” home° Is.“llterate” determlned by whatrparents
"iyread° By how much they read'> By why they read° By how much

'?,'of a certaln klnd of read1ng° These students came to college .

”ff’and were not con51dered adequately Tllterate to be 1n

malnstream Engllsh classes, whereas others passed the test.,_ '

\"Dld somethlng “go wrong”‘w1th the readlng and wrltlng 1n the‘“
hhomes of these f1ve that set them off the course to
‘llteracy? If so,ﬂwhat went wrong’>
The follow1ng 1s a narratlve of the 1nformatlon I
- galned from flve ba51c wrlters.when I asked about thelrv.~
- 1nvolvement w1th readlngrand wrltlng 1n thelr homes and fﬂ
."communltles. Three of the subjects are male and two are

‘female. Of the three males, two are. Caucas1an and one 1s”‘



",Hisﬁénic; Of the<two females,fone lsfﬂlspanic and one'is «f‘fh
vNatlve Amerlcan. The male and female Hlspanlc students
‘attend a college 1n Southern Callfornla, the two Caucas1an ;"'
'hmales attend a college in North Dakota, and the Natlve

' Amerlcan female attends a technlcal college in Mlnnesota

| In the follow1ng, I look at the llteracy'backgrounds of“

‘these students as 1nd1v1dual llterac1es shaped by the uses
‘“and values of readlng and wrltlng experlenced 1n thelr homes‘

'”iand communltles.:‘ B | R | E

Amanda

Amanda is a blllngual 20 year old woman who speaks

}Spanlsh and Engllsh She was born in the Unlted States and

'*fls flrst generatlon Amerlcan Amanda s grandmother came to ;.f'

:':the Unlted States from Mex1co when she marrled an Amerlcan'

"man Her daughter, Amanda s mother, was s1xteen Nelther

woman spoke Engllsh and learned to speak it w1th ‘the: help of -

1the husband’s three Amerlcan daughters who llved in the
;home. : R , : :
' Amanda llves w1th her mother and a younger brother and
:,two younger s1sters As a Chlld, Amanda would sometlmes havea
bﬁfto translate prlnted materlal that came 1n the mall for her
M';mother‘and father Amanda S mother»went to avcommunlty
'college to become a medlcal a551stant She’had‘someitrOuble |

'wrltlng Engllsh but has learned to do it better because of
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héf studies and hef work. Amanda’s mother writes to fill out
forms in her job as a medical assistant. The writing her
mother does in the home is letter writing, which she does in.
Spanish as she writes and receives letters to communigatev
vwith relatives in Mexico. Amanda’s maternal family all live
close by, bﬁt her father’s family lives in Mexico} and her
mother writes regularly to them and receives letters back,
also written by female family members. Amanda’s father had a
high school educatibhﬁand worked in construction until his
death when Amanda was 18. When her father was alive, he
would also write an occasional letter to his family, but
letter writing was most often undertaken by her mother and
other female relatives.

When she was about eight years old, Amanda’s parents
began to encourage her to write notes to her relatives at
the end or in the margins of these letters. Amanda enjoyed
these times of writing at the kitchen table with her father
or mother nearby, helping her to spell Spanish words. After
her tenth birthday, Amanda and her female cousins in Mexico
began exchanging letters in Spanish. Although her parents
encouraged her to read English, so she would do well in
school, they also have chastised her for having to ask for
so many words while writing letters in:Spanish, saying she

needed to learn Spanish better. During her letter-writing
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l~_years, Amanda’alsovbegan to- wrlte 1n‘a dlary ln Engllsh but :
,dlary wrltlng was’ always personal and secretlve, and neyer‘ |
'*shared Amanda has only seen her mother wrlte a letter in
.lvangllsh on:one occaslon, and that was when her mother was
”the head of the Hlspanlc PTA and an Hlspanrc teacher‘was ln
',itrouble w1th the school Amanda s mother and other HlSpanlet‘
?‘parents wrote letters 1n support of the teacher.‘djh

: t In Amanda s home and 1n the home of her grandmother,vv.‘

: Afwho llves next door, readlng materlals around the house are.

*Spanlsh and Engllsh newspapers, Spanlsh and Engllsh -
maga21nes,band Spanlsh romance novels‘ Durlng her school

years, Amanda would go to her grandmother s house after

. [school There, she would translate the Engllsh newspaperb‘

»‘horoscope for her grandmother Amanda would sklm the
newspaper headllnes, but dld not read the artlcles. She'
would read the class1f1eds and the obltuarles.n

'hTIn Amanda ‘s house, the dlnlng room table usually has a
”newspaper and two or three g0531p or women s maga21nes on

’1t In the mornlng,bAmanda s ‘mom reads the Spanlsh newspaper

'5.Lat the table.. Her mother sometlmes reads romance novels 1n

ithe evening' Many’evenlngs, there are relatlves over and the"V -

,TV 1s on People 31t about the llVlng room,.elther watchlng
:telev151on or readlng the Spanlsh or- Engllsh maga21nes, f_,j

newspapers,‘or novelspthat‘are;lylng about.
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Amanda rememhersia;short time‘during her childhood'When"
, her motherAWonld;read to her’at bedtime. she would:readofrom
a book of Spanish girllstories. Dnring’thebsummers, Amanda’s
mother wouldvget a fiyer in the mail annonncing summer‘>.
rprograms-at’the publiC'library'and take Amanda, her a
siblings, and'her cousins to the library. FOr Amanda, the-
'best part ‘of gOing to the library was looking at the
pictures in books along with her female cousins and
discuSSing the pictures together. Sometimes they would read
books'together, readlng the same page Silently and waiting.
until everyone was done before turning the page. Sometimes
they - would listen together to book tapes through the'A
earphones.

At:home, Amanda and'hervsihlings‘would'piay “office,” a
game of pretendingjto work in anyoffice. In this game the =
children wouid write down.appointmentsgand chposeeSentenoe
memos . H | |

When Amanda was younger, her family would,attend
Catholic massg‘sometimes.attending a mass-in Engiishhand
sometimes attending a»mass in Spanish. She would readiprayer
books, SOngbooks, and the servioe programs.‘Amanda went
through:a confirmation class and often was asked to write
responses tovgnestions in her lesson or_to write out the f‘

prayers she had memorized.
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Amandavs mother and father were on a soccer team. The
'fteam’s’game.schedules would come 1n the mall After church
bon Sundays, the members of the soccer team would meet in the'”
‘z;park to play soccer, then go to a member s'house to
‘l'g8001allze. There were many chlldren present and Amanda fih

anda remembers buylng her flrst book a Sesame:Streettl”

o book,‘at the school book falr when she was in klndergarten

1§She was putlln av“Spanlsh track” at school.and was. 1n-,

classes w1th other Hlspanlc kldS The classes were taughtfs
;blllngually and dld sometlmes dld not cover the same

Z:imaterlal as the Anglo klds. She remembers that in readlng,

'fclass, they read some of the same books as the Anglo kldS‘

f”ﬂibut dld not go as- fast She remembers g01ng to the schoolv

i'jh‘llbrary to check out books She llked to read The Baby51tterh

"lg:fClub books when she was about 12.

vffyiAmanda 3 Uses, Values, and Expectatlons for Readlng andy
’leertlng e o . |
7f;Amanda talks“about ‘her blllngualness as a llfe of R

B lnegotlatlng between the two cultures 1n Wthh she ex1sts._ﬁ

‘Both at school and at home she and the people around her are‘»u

ffvspeaklng and wrltlng 1n both languages, and part1c1pat1ng 1n,:1

vs,both worlds. And though she feels comfortable mov1ng between‘

o the two worlds, her placement in non—malnstream readlng and _fhvb



v“vwrltlng classes throughout.her elementary’schoollng made her';
l‘feel an otherness that was llke a barrler to belng |
‘malnstream.;ffl“y&:‘ | | | o |

For Amanda,rreadlng and wrltlng are a natural extens1on,f‘
zof belngfln communlty, and negotlatlng between two worlds 1sl
'l.;a part of the practlce of that communlty Letter wrltlnglls

5done in Spanlsh to retaln tles w1th famlly in Mex1co For
"her mother and grandmother, readlng for entertalnment 1s .

»done in Spanlsh and readlng for 1nformatlon 1s donefln f

dEngllsh But Amanda reads for entertalnment in Engllsh, her

lstrongest language,_and w1ll read 1n Spanlsh only 1f she 1s
: '1nterested in an artlcle 1n a Spanlsh newspaper.

Readlng and translatlng are done to help the famlly
:members around .her.. All parts of Amanda s llfe have been
~"llved w1th a lot of famlly all around Her readlng and
hwrltlng practlces, whlch for so many are solltary endeavors,r
have been very much 1nvolved w1th famlly translatlng for
»herpparents and grandmother,_readlng and wrltlng letters
together; reading‘library‘books}withhconsinshand‘playing"
bef“offlce” w1th 81bllngs AlthoUgthmanda has‘a paSt filled

pw1th readlng and wrltlng with others, she also enjoys the yak
:fsol;taryxwrltlngrshe,does_for her freshman comp081tlon-"'v
?¢1¢§s;_5h¢'is athoﬁghthl‘person'who likes tofwrite her

thoughts down in solitude.
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Mark

Mark grew up 1n a rural“area ‘in the northern mldwest
AS a result, he wasn t around other kldslmuchvwhen he was
young‘ As‘a preschooler, he was w1th hlS mother most of the
;'tlme Mark's father went to two years of technlcal college,zv
then started and developed hlS OwWn: tool and dye company
' Mark’s father was not around the house much when Mark was
' fyoung, but he started to be around the house more when Mark
started junlor hlgh school ‘Mark’s mother went back to
-‘college when he was young, then went on to graduate school |
to get her M. A.:ln Soc1al Work Mark helped hlS father bulldk
shelves 1n the coat closet to hold all hlS mom’s books Mark
has three s1bllngs the oldest went to technlcal college and fh
vthe next in age,»tw1ns, both recently flnlshed college |
Mark’s mom occas1onally read hlm bedtlme storles. -
: Mark’s mom llked to read, ‘and when Mark was.very young, he
would be curlous about what she was readlng and she would
read rt to;hlm for‘awhlle,‘But what she was readlng never
‘v‘interested‘him;ﬁMark’s mom WQﬁt“to thevlibrary a lot and .
,would take h1m along Mark was never 1nterested in most
'books,'only the ones about cars and alrplanes He would

\examlne the plctures and read the accompanylng text to flnd



'nzlout somethlng about the vehlcle He dld not check out books

'f}because he had seen. all ‘he needed to whlle at the llbrary,,f

'>QgWhen he was 1n elementary school Mark's ‘mom would

bYdocca81onally buy hlm a book but the book would Slt on ‘a
;l_shelf w1thout hlm ever readlng 1t, so she stopped buylng
b‘»them. Mark never had a subscrlptlon to a mechanlcal
‘r:maga21ne, but he would buy auto maga21nes at the grocery
'M',store when he would go w1th hls mom. . v | |
| 8 Mark started school “too young and had to take flrst

u_:grade tw1ce._He remembers that the second tlme around was .ﬁff

:‘vborlng In hlS years 1n publlc school Mark says he would

- only read when readlng was: a551gned At tlmes Mark llked
:c_what he read, but thlS dld not prompt hlm to read on hlS

_own When he got to about age ll Mark wanted to stay up and

vd"f:watch telev151on; He and hlS dad would watch telev1s1on

'f_pwhlle hlS mom would read romance novels 1n the same room..vxf‘

bl‘;;fMark theorlzes that he wanted to be grown up, llke Dad, and - SR

j.dwatch TV Readlng was equated w1th hls mother and hls_
' hlldhood Mark wanted to work or play or watch telev1s1on
_llke hlS dad

When Mark and hlS dad dld thlngs together, 1t was

"5*5always f1x1ng mechanlcal 1tems, bulldlng, or sports At

about age eleven, Mark started worklng on’ cars and

?.*transm1881ons w1th hlS dad or hls uncle who was a car



mechanié. His uncle had tranSmissioﬁ manuals which had
diagrams but which were'hard to read. With his,father or
uncle he would fead the instruction manuals”oniy When they
needed‘té because they didn’t.know something about fixing
the car. He,enjoyed working on mechanical things because he
did it with hié dad. When Mark/s mom went back to gréduate
‘school, his dad took care of him. During this time, Mark
“grew up” in his dad’s shop. The male wofkers there taught
him how to weld, and as well as teaching him many other |
things. He helped his dad build the house they live in as
well a$ their vacation cabin. He and his dad would go pléy
football or baseball when his dad got home from erk.

Mark feels he is a “doer” and,is proﬂd of the way he
started working young,‘in his father’s company to earn his
own money. He would 'alsc-) mow lawns or cut wood around the
neighborhood to earn money. He wouid see something he wanted
to buy and make the money to buy it. He and his Dad “do more
things than just reading.”

Mark did not write except for School assignments, and
for these he waited until'the last possible moment aﬁd‘wrote
thé abSoluté minimum. He would‘strug§le to get a few ideas
that’the feacher wanted‘down on paper and turn it in. What‘
he wrote nevér meant‘anything to him. His extended family

and friendsvlived locally, so he never corresponded with
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"jfﬁanyone. Tw1ce, he faked a note when he played hooky from

fhlgh school And

'”there he was when he went to frlend’s house when she was

_fgoner

"f‘ Mark’s mom read romance novels, maga21nes, and how tof

fand craft books..

‘fffuyfwrltlng notes 1n Chrlstmas cards.,She would do thlS at herhcuv

‘ould wrlte a note:to let hlS mom know!ﬂ7 o

“remembers her wrltlng to frlends andf}lfQ377»‘

Jtd?desk, Wthh was 1n a small area between the kltchen and the'ﬁhfwb

f{ofamlly room. When she went back for her Masters degree, she B

”l would read textbooks and wrlte papers on the computer they

vflgot Mark does not remember hls father readlng the newspaperV"'-

“"ff'fvery much,\and he dld not read maga21nes or books. At hlS

;father s company, Mark would see hlS father wrlte out an

*:yrorder or an estlmate for work When Mark’s dad got home fromif~“ﬂ.’

‘jwork he would watch the TV news. When Mark became a local

:k"flhlgh school sports flgure,,hls father would read the home i

'5town newspaper when Mark's name was on the sports page

o Mark tOOtfwould read a column on the sports page 1f the

'nﬂyﬁheadllne 1nterested hlm Mark flnds 1t hard to get

7&if1nterested 1n what’s 1n newspapers.,He feels thls is because*:v“

‘r?ighe doesn t have the background 1nformatlon for the 1nc1dentsfy;vﬁfhi

'“fﬁthat are happenlng 1n the world He has llttle 1nterest 1n |

f:world sports.f7?7*"* %

" s..,sf e



Because he became a hlgh school sports hero, Mark says,li“’

| hlS teachers oftentlmes dld not work hlm, or- other sports

bflgures, very hard He explalns that 1n hlS small town, 1f

o you were a: name 1n sports, you were the “upper class.” Once,ﬂ;:’

’-*p a hlgh school sc1ence teacher gave Mark a’ C 1n chemlstry

'when Mark was flunklng the class. Mark had approached the
w,teacher to say he mlght drop the class because he knew he
;wasn’t d01ng well enough He wanted some feedback onvj
'dropplng the class, or some 1deas that would help‘hlm w1th ‘
dhls work but the teacher sald he would glve hlm a C. Mark
,Hsays teachers made sure athletes wouldn t fall Theyg
‘*ﬁlremlnded sports stars to get thelr work 1n, acceptednlatey

‘nwork’ and made “extra adjustments”:for sports stars;:h‘

| Mark’s dad went to a two year technlcal school d'

’:.7}’started out as a tool and dye maker, but worked hlS way up

.f to c1v1l englneerrand bullt hlS own company Mark dld not..
l *really want to go to college. He has already had jOb offersif"
'dbecause he has already had years of experlence worklng 1n’

:b’hls dad's company. Mark would rather go to a technlcalv
11jcollege.‘He is: 1n a four year college because hlS parents
'wanted hlm to go, because he won a track scholarshlp, and f
o fbecause he recognlzes that now he w1ll have a lot |
52;compet1tlon 1n hlS fleld from four year englneerlng Jp-

_graduates;;



Mark feels hls parents were lenlent w1th hlm regardlngst'

Hé.fu.hls schoolwork He was d01ng well 1n sports and spendlng a. ,tf‘_v7:'

"-lot of hls tlme there They were pleased that he was maklng.r

'":_a mark 1n sports. HlS mother‘w uld sometlmes say she w1shed;f‘f

»}he would read more,-"

’7?k5mad, and he re51sted;her.,It was the thlngs he dld w1th hlsisbf-fi

:Edad that gave hlm self esteem Mark thlnks that maybe hlS
‘"dad dldn’t put a lot of 1mportance on school because he ;fL]""

hlmself had done well w1th just technlcal school tralnlng

‘Tf'_and hard work

udy“harder) bththls always made hlm ﬂxﬁfv?«f'

.fMarkps‘Uses){Values/'andexpectations for Readingkand _‘]"”'A

’”giWriting’

”fThough Mark seems to be a person w1th an actlve thoughtj"*"

lfllfe and a tendency to be‘reflectlve, he values d01ng,‘not
”freadlng The parts of hlS llfe that he 1s proud of and
Tvremembers happlly are tlmes when he and hlS dad or- another
ﬁTman bullt somethlng or flxed somethlng, or when he earned 3
ktmoney by the work of hlS hands.‘When he rested he watched |
kTV or tlnkered w1th more mechanlcal objects The readlng
M:Mark’s mother dld was 1nvolved w1th her partlcular
"flnterests a graduate degree 1n soc1al work and the flctlon "
'ﬁthat 1nterested her ThlS readlng dld not 1nvolve ‘him and he

.-was not 1nterested 1n 1t.



Mark’s uses for readlng and wrltlng When Mark dld
‘v;read, he read mechanlcal maga21nes, 1nstructlons for

R7mechan1cal work the sports page,‘and a351gned SChOOl

*:readlng.lThe reasons‘Mark reads are to galn the 1nformatlon_f_i7““‘

'fvhe needs,'or to learn about what 1nterests hlm For Mark

l}readlng 1s only necessary when you don t know somethlng andl}v

‘Vltthe only way to get to know 1t 1s by readlng Readlng 1s a ;&:{3_;;.

'ltool to reach a goal but 1t 1s also the last and least

“i,;ffavorable alternat1ve.1Wr1t1ng 1s what he dld when ass1gned’r

‘ijto do 1t 1n school, and he dld not put much tlme or effort

| *j;lnto 1t

For Mark, readlng 1s a88001ated w1th what women do.tpylﬂ"“"

Readlng 1sn t productlve,élt 1s a waste of tlme better spenttgi‘

“1r‘d01ng somethlng productlve w1th your hands, llke maklng

Vﬁsomethlng or earnlng money Mark seems to hold an ethlc that'i

:§may be part culturally transmltted bellef and part

'spersonallty make up. He frowns on “just s1tt1ng and readlngvyvdt~ﬁ

’z\V,and sees such use of tlme as la21ness., _9""‘

___Juan P
Juan came w1th hlS mother and two 51sters to the Unltedlfb
”;States when he was nlne. For three summers he worked

‘les mother marrled an Amerlcan man of Hlspanlc background

':'and now Juan has seven 51bllngs Of those seven s1bllngs Ve

B



'f.{one,vhls older 51ster,>1s 1n a. four year college.-Juan says

'uwjnthls 51ster 1s hlS role model Another 31ster has an AA

.fdegree A brother has a. certlflcate 1n computers Threevjijaf”f7

v?:other s1bllngs have dropped out of hlgh school, and one 1s

Jlstlll 1n hlgh school Although Juan s hlgh school grades

*l:were low, when he dec1ded to apply for college,rhe was ;H'h"jﬁl*'“

.admltted "a gang he became 1nvolved w1th whlle 1n hlgh
:fschool

Juan usually made bad grades 1n hlgh school but when

'he was a junlor, he had a creatlve wrltlng Engllsh class.,T:ff’ff

’:that class, the teacher used creatlve works by Chlcano

vpartlsts and wrlters for the text Juan was 1nsp1red by the

'7f_works he studled and trled to wrlte creatlve pleces about

s vajjhls llfe as a Chlcano For the class, Juan wrote a poem

";g”fabout belng Mex1can that was publlshed 1n the school paper.iffi"u

Zf:That semester he got an A in- hls Engllsh class, the only

!*, ktlme he ever got a good grade 1n hlgh school That year he

jfalso began, on hlsi:fh 1n1t1at1ve, to push for a Chlcano

"ngrlde day The day was granted to the students, and Juan andviif_uf

"”;;a group of other students were respons1ble for organlzlng

| :7ithe day s events..Most of the detalls were taken care of by

v _;-{spoken arrangement, but he dld wrlte an advertlsement for

ilzthe school newspaper The creatlve wrltlng class and the1h

:vsubsequent Chlcano Prlde day were the beglnnlng of Juan s_d

°5<39'f:,1f'




sde81re-to come to colleoe. He wahts to get a hlgher degree;
then return to the Hlspanlc communlty w1th the skills to
_help w1th the problems he sees there

In hlS publlc school, most of the chlldren were
Hispanrc and_Juan’had classes thatewere-taught blllngually_'
and which delivered materials too slowly.for Juan. He
remembers‘gettinQVVery‘impatient and frustrated'wlth how
‘aslowly'the teachers weht. Sometimes he would get ihto e
7otroublelby starting to;mimic the tescher‘and bethe‘CIassmv
comedian. | | | |

Juan’s mother had.the.required_third grade educatlon{in'
Mexico. She now.works as'eimaid atva_small hotel snd'thouoh‘
fshe}speaks English/‘she is_most comfortsble speaking
‘SpaniSh. They speak Spanish in the home. Juan’s stepdad isy
eHispanic,American and'bilingual.-His stepfather'earhed his
" high school GED and drives a bus for the school district.
Juanfslbirth‘father lives'in.Mexico‘Where Juan visits him
:erery‘other‘summer.‘His.father‘works‘as s‘hand on a small
ranchero. His father has evthird grade education but has
vworked{asJa police'officer. Hisvfether is a‘significantv
-member‘of the commuhity and' is respected‘for his wlsdom‘and
h his verbal ebllityvihireasoning through~problems. He is

) sought,out by members of the COmmunity‘to settle disputes or.
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‘i;glve adv1se.'Juan admlres hlm very much and llke hlm,‘wants{i'H

fto be both respected and of help to hlS communlty. 7"
When Juan was flrst 1n the Unlted States, he and hlS

‘3:mother and 51bllngs llved w1th hlS aunt and her chlldren in.

’ftan apartment He and hlS mother and 31bllngs shared one ‘if:fflT"“

’LVroom. When Juan wasn t 1n school or plcklng, he was 1n the,,J
':"care of hlS aunt or. her daughters. He remembers a Spanlsh

ffnewspaper that was always somewhere around the llVlng room

ffand dlnlng table It came:out.tw1ce~a week and he was oftenf, .

'?sent to buy 1t from the corner store. He would read the _
;fheadllnes as he walked home; and, 1f a headllne 1nterested
'lhlm, try to read the story when he got home But;neWSpaper»'"
ifstorles were confus1ng and lost hlS 1nterest ‘As ‘he- learned =
”Emore Engllsh 1n school 1t became harder to read and bl |
lunderstand the Spanlsh newspaper A frlend of hlS aunt’>
vflsold a llne of Spanlsh cosmetlcs and perfumes s1mllar to‘
‘iAvon, and the sales maga21nes were also around theﬂ.

3apartment Sometlmes he would look at the plctures of the-ul

'“women 1n theseibr'chures and read the names of the products 4;3;7

-Juannsumunt“wrote and recelved letters from relatlves

thfln Mex1co. Whe_

“a letter would arrlve, hlS aunt and mother 2

“would s1t around the dlnlng room table and hlS aunt would

""9:fread the letter out loud to hlS mother and they would talk

"ﬁabout the 81tuatlons and people mentloned in the letter Thef’ o
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bf*letters usually came from female relatlves News about hlSv”

"u;_father or other relatlves and frlends was recelved thls way,;y

>d5v1a others who knew of them and wrote about them 1n the
sletter Juan S mother wrote relatlves in Mex1co,p“.“

o occa81onally, but 1t was her 51ster who took care of most off 'y

fthe wrltlng to be done.,Hls aunt would wrlte and ask hlS mom T

fwhat she wanted to say and then wrlte 1t 1n the letter she
f}was wrltlng

When Juan s mother got remarrled they moved 1nto a o

'.:y small house w1th hlS stepdad On weekends, hlS stepdad would/)‘

"3lbuy the weekend edltlon of the Mex1can newspaper as well as

‘ithe Sunday Los Angeles Tlmes. The sectlons of both papers *’f"A

'fgwould lle around the house durlng the week and on weeknlghtsjfu

.:lfor the rest of the week hlS stepdad would read the

' f‘newspaper for a whlle, then look at the v gulde that camef,pi

bw1th it and choose a show to watch on TV His mother wouldc’”r"

buy Spanlsh women s maga21nes and read them at the kltchen“ff

"kfnotable. Occa81onally,,she would cut out a rec1pe She wrote N

':fmore letters after her remarrlage, and would occa81onally

'*:Fcut out a health t1p or - other useful 1nformatlon from the

‘ smaga21ne and send 1t¢”1th her letter to relatlves 1n Mex1co.’t

'fJuan would spend about 20 mlnutes looklng at hlS homework f'

”and d01ng a llttle of the'readlng or other work, but go.

:out51de as soon as he could to play w1th frlends. He and hls'y“'

‘:,192m. N



"7ﬂfa llttle TV before g01ng to bed

"'jﬁffrlends hung out aroundithe nelghborhood and the nearby _}:;;f-;*ii

:fjmall ‘He llked to spend most of;hls tlme outdoors, and was

;%yfusually w1th frlends 1n the evenlng,‘comlng 1n late to watchgﬁ’*‘f

He and hlS 51bllngs of the same age were older when thejyﬁl;cfj

fysecond set of 81bllngs began to arrlve. At that tlme, there i

d’i;were a few storybooks around the house,‘but he was too old

'"foffor these and dldn t pay any attentlon to them{ HlS stepdad B

h5ﬁfiwould occas1onally buy hlm a: comlc book when he was at the "fﬁﬁﬁfffx

: Jdrug store plcklng up a prescrlptlon. Juan llked to read sbh9*{fﬁ

‘ fcomlc books and traded them w1th other boyS~«"

Juan s Uses, Values,vand Expectatlons for Readlng and

ertlng

For Juan, readlng and wrltlng have been for the

'ﬂy;gatherlng of 1nformatlon, as 1n readlng the newspaper or thef‘iiﬁV

'fQTV gulde, for creatlve self expre381on,_as in when he wrote E

‘i:hlS poem and the copy for hlS Chlcano Prlde daY

‘ Jadvertlsement,‘and for communlcatlng w1th famlly and the ‘gﬁ?g g

1'f%cultural communlty of Chlcanos

In each of these uses 1s an 1nherent value for

“fﬁa[flnformlng self and others, malntalnlng cultural famlly, andf{"?ﬁbli

Zliihfffrlendshlp tles, and self fulflllment through artlSth

f;‘expre551on.gJuan 1s very 1nvolved 1n the Hlspanlc communlty,;f”" i

V”ﬁand 1f he has an ex

“ctatlon for readlng and wrltlng,llt ls Qagpgva.



"_ythat these w1ll be tools hejcan.use to accompllsh hls ends ‘,'

‘_'to organlze the communlty._Juan values hlS father s p051tlon.l*

”;"dfof leadershlp 1n hlS communlty and the verbal SklllS hlS

“vjﬁefather uses 1n hlS p031tlon Juan expects that he w1ll have'pd":'

'”-a 31mllar pos1tlon of respect and leadershlp 1n hlS 'c

'}s.“communlty He 1s a strong and charlsmatlc speaker and

'lgreasoner._But these skllls are as yet verbal he doesn t

’f5}fthough he says he would llke to be a better wrlter so he canflfd

*;.pfather owns a mattress compan!

”fﬁbu51ness.‘Hls brother

iftfgo 1nto the law profe331on.,‘?fffﬂ»it'

-;Brlan‘5fﬁf
Brlan was ralsed 1n a mld—31zed farm town on the
.ffnorthern great plalns. Bryan s mother has a B A Slnce Brlanf

‘*fgwas small fshe has been a superv1sor 1n a hospltal supply

*lpﬁa good command of the SklllS of wrltten communlcatlon,idy;a».,

”,department She dev1sed a flllng system so 1nnovat1ve the 3;t”ﬂ:

fyﬁsystem was publlshed 1n a profe351onal journal Brlan s

ook over from hlS

,j;}slster Hls "..Qa‘degree 1n
Jelps w1th the mattress bu51ness. df_ﬁ
Both parents began{thelr day by readlng the local S

':fnewspaper over coffee at the breakfast table Brlan wasn t

sf”:;up because hlS school dldn t start untll 9 OO a.m. ‘andwhls-f i

‘ }yfparents let hlm sleep 1n There 1s usually a newspaper and




llone of hlS mom’s trade journals on the kltchen table,,as

gwell as whatever junk mall or coupons have come recently

‘When Mark eats breakfast, he eats fast,_fnd just glances at
o the headllnes of the paper, or the 1nterest1ng junk mall

: After school Brlan was at sports practlce. He played

e whatever sport was belng played at any season and was at h

! ]»school untll dlnner tlme After dlnner hlS mom and dad had a

k}rule that the TV would be off for two hours whlle Brlan and
,hls 51bllngs dld thelr homework But there were three TVs 1n’
‘f.;the house,;and Brlan/could always sneak off to another TV :.
Jf,vand watch wlthout belng caught He dld not usually flnlSh o
_hls homework | - |
‘v:_' on weekends Brlan would go w1th hls.dad to thelr"d”h”

. ,mattress factory and play on the machlnes.,Durlng the warm h

ai months, Brlan would go w1th hlS dad or w1th frlends to the,

"ylocal sports events.:On summer weekends,.the famlly went e
'7xwhere many people of the northern plalns go, to thelr lake
abln There were some books and maga21nes at the cabln,
%_jones Brlan S mother had read and left there HlS mom~would.

2:tread novels and maga21nes whlle they were. at the cabln HlS o

"vuf.dad would flSh durlng the mornlng and. then have 'some: prOJectv'

' “around the cabln to keep 1t up or 1mprove 1t HlS dad would .

g1have a huntlng or. home repalr maga21ne around and would read .

'751 these when he wanted to relax Oftentlmes, relatlves would

. fgskhfi



come,nso.it was a social'time; Mark’would fish with his‘dadh
and play w1th other kldS who were there | |
Brian remembers that his dad read manuals for the new

machines‘at ‘his business. He had a secretary who took care
-of the book work and correspondence Mark says the end
tables in his‘livingdroom had,lots of_books and magaZines on
"them.and that the sitting room had twodlarge;bookshelves
- full ofvbooks, but says it was only his mom and his sister
he eyer really noticed'reading books,‘He thinks the‘books
were moStly his‘mom’s and sister’s old textbooks from'_h
'college. Both his mom‘and his sister read.novels,.women’s :
magarines, or trade journals and work related books..‘: |

' Brian was held back in the first grade for the reason
that he hadn’t matured enough to go. to second grade. When
reading is a851gned at school, he does as little as pOSSlble
just to fulfill the assignment. Brian will occaSionallyvflip
x‘through his dad’simagazinesvon‘huntingvand snowmobiles, He
is very interested'in‘snomebile racing, and would~readvthe'
.neWSpaper'want,ads to see it there werelany ads.for | | |
snowmobiles. He remembers his dad encouraging him to.read.
'these‘ads:because “at least it wasvreading}” and he “Would,

do better‘in school if {he] read more.”

9



s, Values, and Expectation for Reading and

: -_lto av01d 1t He had very llttle to say about readlng and

'-je'for prlnt hlS own or others, is

,ywrltlng 1n hlS llfe and very few memorles of 1ts use 1n hlsh B

”v}home. Brlan 1s not the type to do the s1tt1ng stlll that

';,ﬂtreadlng usually requlres It 1s hls hablt to av01d whatever;i

ﬁ”’ltasks mlght requlremwrltlng or readlng If he does have to_t;fﬁ'f*‘

Jdo them,vllke 1n hlS comp081tlon class, he does them as

:jqulckly as he can and doesn t go back to rewrlte.,He just

:.khsklms to make sure there are perlods and capltal letters atl{éf@'“‘t

?che sentence breaks. Although Brlan reads s1gns, headllnes,yglzhaf

khand schedules as a matter of dally functlon, he worked Very T)f,f‘x

fyhard to glve me the i

Hbes1de the p01nt 1n hlS llfe.:”

Mark and Brla' are s1mllar 1n that both are very

7'&y~1nterested}1n sports and mechanlcs. For both readlng and

";gwrltlng 1s somethlng that women (mothers and s1sters) do,

“figknot what men (fathers) do Men flSh hunt, snowmoblle, andda,

’efldovthlngs w1th mechanlcs ThlS “type” of male predomlnates;*

'ffhgln the northern mldwest, although there are certalnly many‘”f

'Lftypes of men. It 1s p0331ble that Brlan and Mark have,fffifﬁf

‘press1on that readlng and wrltlng were;sz7

ih,;developed the way they have because of 1dent1f1catlon w1thfv?'5”f

"thelr fathers, but both, too,,may not be readers by nature:f-':"



‘ Téﬁyé is”a 25Vyéar.old‘womaﬁ who livé$ in Grahd Forks;
 ND.'She-ié enfolled'in techhicalcollegé_in,a_ghifoprécti¢ f
aid‘majdr; Her mother is afmémbér bf,tﬁe Lakota Sibux‘tribe;
“her biological fathe£ was‘a Metis'(mixed bléod Frehéh‘and 
:Indiéﬁ): Tanya lived’the'firSt‘li years'of her‘life on a } 
1:reservafion'and'attended a reserv;tion schbol; He£‘fathe£'
worked in construction and wés gonekmahy months of the year,
traveliﬁg’thé hear—by states to work jobs. At that'tiﬁe,;her.
mother‘wdrked at a restaurant.-Whén she was 10, hér parents-.
.divorced and her mom eventually married a Caucgsian mén whé_
'worked as a laborer for the railroad..They moved to Grand |
Forks;_Her mother then got her'GED énd went‘to the'technicél
icollege fo'follow a course in'food‘managément and later_g§t 
a jbb_as the cook at a sorority house oh”the state
university campus~‘ | | |

Before she waé ten, Tanya’s mother was gone)many:
vafterhdons and eveniﬁgs'and‘Tanya and her two female cousins_'
.wouid“go,té her grandmother’s house, which was‘nearby{ She -
and her cousins were SuppoSéd'to do homéwork when they Qot
home from school. Everyone in the house woﬁld always be invf'
:the‘kitéheﬁ/living_room‘area. The girls woﬁld sit at the‘
;kitchen table to do their homework; HomeWork was  a mixtﬁre

of play and girl—talkland they only got-some‘of itldone.. It

98



) was more fun to talk look at the maga21nes that were lylng

”cmaround,,or watch TV Her grandmother had dlabetes and 37"

7c1rculatlon problems 1n her legs and couldn t be on. her feetf;7'

| [too much Durlng the day she sat and watched TV It was

"usually on when they were 1n the kltchen area and when thelr'.m v

fGrandmother would start talklng to a frlend they would L

jchange the channel and watch a show they llked Thelrif
'f:grandmother was. usually in the llVlng room and kltchen area,i’

”talklng on the phone, or talklng w1th frlends and famlly |

' members who dropped by Because of her grandmother s poor

f:fhealth she would dlrect the glrls 1n f1x1ng most of the o

3llfd1nner. They would walk to the grocery w1th a llSt and get

}fwhat was needed Her grandmother was not supposed to eat tooix‘

,much salt or sugar, so she taught the glrls to look at the
l*pllst of 1ngred1ents on prepared foods and watch for where.;"’h

(psugar or sodlum fell 1n the llst They would eat dlnner,_}7”7

‘>7Tthen watch play make belleve games, tlc tac toe, and Chlneseyfi577

’ff;checkers in the w1nter, or’ play out51de 1n the summer. After L

dffgplay they would watch TV w1th thelr grandmother untll they

ﬂ;fell asleep 1n the llVlng room
| Tanya remembers that her.grandmother had maga21nes.and -
':newspapers around the house. Sometlmes her granddaughters'7f~
‘iwould talk her 1nto buylng fashlon maga21nes. Occa81onally,_if

ffher grandmother would buy the local town paper 1f 1t looked



5;1nterest1ng or 1f there was a column by a local Natlve,;l}

'lAmerlcan columnlst Tanya would read the headllnes on any f

‘flone to,these.papers,’and 1f the headllne plqued her"

'lflnterest,bread the artlcle.v
l One of Tanya s cous1ns had a bookshelf w1th books and{I‘
fwhen they were at her house, Tanya would look at the books
bliwhose covers attracted her. She mlght start to read the'yl‘
L Tbook usually would not borrow 1t to read She read at
:*school when she was - supposed to and sometlmes at home 1f sheh‘
l was a881gned to read a book Occas1onally she llked the - |
k'story 1n a book She remembers llklng Island of the Bluel*»
‘fDolphlns and a book of Natlve Amerlcan creatlon tales.
| Tanya s grandmother would buy the Natlonal Inqulrerblf
‘ff a;story_oncthe,front cover 1nterested'her. A NatlvevAmerrcanh'.
,newspaper waskdiStrlbuted free in loCal.businesseS’in all of
'F.North Dakota and told of act1v1tles and polltlcal news _.v
’htlmportant to Natlve Amerlcans. When frlends and famlly were
fover,:they would dlscuss whatever tOplCS were of concern to
flthem, but the paper was not used for reference TotTanya,' :
”chtalk always seemed more 1mportant to the group that was.
'there because everybody always had oplnlons to express; andw
blvwould usually have more detalls and 1nformatlon, gathered

l‘hfrom frlends and relatlves than the newspaper would glve.
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o 'sémeriﬁe's“iﬁf.tne homesof ‘thé"'tbwn;br' in the local |
‘;Hhall the locals would hold 51ng1ng and tale telllng nlghts
"iwhere people would gather and s1ng the tradltlonal songs 1n’_
y’the Lakota language whlle beatlng the skln drums they held
_in thelr laps.,Sheets of paper w1th the words were handed
,out so others could 51ng the songs. People would tell
”storles about the hlstory of the trlbe or Lakota storles
vabout ‘how the world began or how an anlmal got 1ts strlpes
:-or 1ts,characterlstlcs. Tanya llked these gatherlngs very,b
| .much and remembers the storles about the buffalo and the
'pralrle dog Once a year all the famllles would go to Grand
Forks for the Wac1p1,‘a weekend of Natlve Amerlcan |
“'Lact1v1t1es and tradltlons at the unlver51ty It.was a:yf'
“gatherlng of Natlve Amerlcans trlbes from all over North and '
rSouth Dakota and 1t was ex01t1ng for Tanya because there.“
would be so many.peoplevand her famlly would see frlends and;:
,relatlves who no longer llved 1n the area A program was

‘dlstrlbuted w1th a schedule of events and 1nformatlon about

"V‘spec1al act1v1t1es. Her aunt would read the . program and the

famlly would dec1de whlch events to attend
When‘Tanya was‘nlne; she and her two cousfns entered a
”Wacipi-conteStdfor’children‘to'wrlte'a creatlon tale/ and_
- they took turns readlng 1t before the audlence As-part»of a

vschool prOJect when she was: twelve, she‘began-an'exchange of
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"°letters w1th a pen pal from a Natlve Amerlcan trlbe 1n .‘3
's'"Arlzona. She wrote and recelved letters several tlmes that
s'year,.telllng about herself and the hlstory of her area and '

 her t‘rlbe j

Tanya s Uses, Values,landiEkpectations'for7Readin§:andlv
ertlng RN - _ , .
Tanya has‘used readlng‘and wrltlng for adnumberébfdi‘
uyidlfferent purposes. lee Juan and Amanda, her life’lelived?’

very much 1n a cultural communlty and many of" her?useS‘of*5>

“"f‘readlng and wrltlng as a young person were to participate.in"“f

y_her communlty and culture. For Tanya, readlng.and wrltlng

: dare ways to learn about and part1c1pate in her herltage, to
}teach others about 1t, and to have personal artlstlc
lrexpre381on.kfyi‘ |

| Do thesevcase studles show what went wrong to make‘“

.ZJTanya, Brlan, Mark Juan, and Amanda bas1c wrlters? Not

- xreally Each possessed the llteracy skllls they needed to

"_:conduct thelr llves They had thelr partlcular uses for

". readlng and wrltlng, and they had values and expectatlons

tfor those SklllS that were 1n allgnment w1th thelr uses of

fthem. There was no dally task nor des1red end that they were,l
unable to do because of a . lack Of.Sklll w1th readlng and
.wrltlng The only place where thelr llterac1es became an

'vlssue was at school At school, they were tested and graded,t
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'and thelr scores occas1onally mlssed the mark. I say

I“occas1onally” because most of the tlme, most of. them"
bh received pass1ng grades Some - of the tlme, some of them even :
brecelved grades of B and” an occa31onal A. But one day, they
hitrled to jOln a group whose‘uses, values, and expectatlons
were‘not thessame as theirs, and they, suddehly,mbecamejthe.;‘

“underprepared.”

103



. 'TEACHING LITERACY AND BASIC WRITING-WITH MUCH STILL UNKNOWN .

When I set out to 1nterv1ew my flve subjects, I hoped Il;fb»f

a:ﬁ‘mlght be able to 1solate certaln characterlstlcs 1n thelr

'ffllteracy backgrounds that led to thelr placement ln ba81c*:'
'-fwrltlng classes. I thought 1f I could lsolate
‘characterlstlcs of thelr llteracy uses or values that had

‘7caused them to mlss the malnstream, I could use thlS :

’».lknowledge as a startlng place from Wthh to develop a

"ipedagogy for remedlatlon As I look back over my 1nterv1ews,;‘
"5I see that 1n each case, values and uses for readlng and ﬁ;h“

Ajwrltlng have a part 1n what mlght have set the student off

”] the course Mark Brlan, and Tanya do not value readlng and ‘¥7~

yiwrltlng and don t see much use for 1t Juan and Amanda seem
‘V:to value wrltlng, and also seem to llke 1t for creatlve _f‘
f?foutlet Juan was too busy d01ng other thlngs to get the |

:h.experlence w1th wrltlng that mlght have changed hlS academrc;

course. It was Amanda s case that was most surprlslng to me.

Whlle 1nterv1ew1ng Amanda, I felt surprlse that she hadl,h:b?'

l’f‘ﬁnot passed the test In her account of her use of readlng

‘fhand wrltlng in her youth she seemed to use the SklllS a =
flfalr amount of the tlme. She dld not av01d or dlSllke :f;'ﬁ
'1#‘read1ng, as Mark and Brlan d1d In fact, she seemed to -

'“:~naturallyIenjoyareadlng(and wrltlngf,Before»myvresearch,gIt_;‘
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Il7would have assumed thatba chlld who llked‘to readvand wrlte
vwould grow up w1th the llteracy skllls that would steer her,‘v
lfsmoothly 1nto the educatlonal malnstream.r. | i
Amanda s 51tuatlon leads me to wonder if her bl llngual:g
'educatlon‘and communlty somehow shaped her development Some
»leducatlon researchers propose that students placed in non— -l
H:malnstream classes de51gned to remedlate lower level skllls }
are in fact belng placed in a track that w1ll hold them at
fthe level of the class 1nstead of remedlatlng thelr skllls.b

o Amanda never dld get 1nto the malnstream,'or at least not

- 1nto the college malnstream I did not ‘ask what klnd of

uEngllsh classes she ‘had in. hlgh school Were her hlgh school.
classes segregated accordlng .to Sklll or language background
vmas her elementary classes were° Has she ever made it 1nto y
vfthe ma1nstream9 Or mlght her elementary school experlence
have set her on a track that could not even be remedlated by‘
malnstream hlgh school Engllsh courses'p I trled to keep my
study focused on home llteracy and SO dld not delve into her;
school background But I feel that Amanda s schoollng
”certalnly has played a part in shaplng the llteracy she,h
h;brlngs w1th her to college | | | L

| I wonder 1f famlly expectatlons for her future affected;
Amanda S llteracy growth She told me. that adult family

members sometlmes say to her “Why do you want to go to
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college° Why don t you get marrled and have chlldren°” Most o

7of the members of her famlly have hlgh school educatlons and\f

”i,fworklng class jObS It 1s unusual for someone in the famlly

Jto go to college Amanda has one uncle who has a college
degree and works as an englneer in a successful flrm. He is

»the only famlly member who has encouraged her 1n her‘

'.d<stud1es. He has partlcularly encouraged her 1n her wrltlng,.b

:telllng her he wrltes frequently 1n hlS job and that thev‘;,;
3sklll 1s very valuable.,Hls words are the ones she thlnks of.'
iwhen'she 1s'wr1tlng her compos1tlon a381gnments‘>'

'-Like Amanda, Juan seems to enjoy wrltlng and to‘have a
natural Sklll for 1t ﬂe learned 1n hlgh school that wrltlngi
'1was a way of expre551ng hlmself as ‘a member of his ethnlc
Culture, and thls was a pos1t1ve experlence. But where
Amanda read books and the newspaper, Juan s llfe was fllledv;,
lw1th act1v1ty that dld not 1nvolve readlng and wrltlng But
there are s1mllar1t1es 1n Amanda S and Juan s background of
communlty and famlly values. They come from s1mllar Hlspan1c5g
.communltles and famllles in whlch hlgher levels of readlng |
‘and wrltlng skllls were not needed or valued by 81gn1f1cant
numbers of thelr members T know that Juan 'S lack of readlng
has contrlbuted greatly to hlS lack of - Sklll but 1f he had
_had more readlng and wrltlng experlence, I doubt that he

would be in the malnstream. ‘His bl lingual schoollng
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.b};icomblned w1th the values of hlS communlty would have shaped ;fb

»F;Gbut I doﬁ

””x;hls llteracy growth much as Amanda S has. Rlchard Rodr1quez"~7”*

jharguments for formal Engllsh educatlon could be argued here,"f

7

:anow 1f I would be the one to argue for 1t
fAmanda and Juan are so much a part of thelr famllles and -
‘“ethnlc communltles that lt lS dlfflcult for me to plcture

" how such an educatlonal arrangement would have worked for :

‘{-‘sfgood 1n thelr llves.

If Amanda s and Juan s parents have values and hi

u‘aexpectatlons for jObS whlch do not requlre college or

",‘wrltlng, these values can also be llteracy values Wthh were ijur;

“'lftransmltted to them. If thelr famllles used readlng andjj‘l

”wrltlng for letters and newspaper artlcles, and not for'
bﬁacqulrlng college degrees or hlgh paylng jObS, they may
";lnever have made the connectlon of readlng and ertlng to

d}hlgher schoollng or career jObS If adults have a strong

u.value for a college educatlon for thelr chlldren, they w1ll[,l!;ﬁs”’

7,E'commun1cate these values to the Chlld through words and

J“pactlons and attempt to 1nfluence the chlld's values and

‘Vqtefforts toward the thlngs they feel the Chlld w1ll need to:%fﬁ;ﬁ,ff

: go to- COllege’ SUCh as good ertlng Skllls, math SklllS, or AR

' fff good grades.

Ross Wlnterowd says famllles who value llteracy becomei

'tllterate and take thelr readlng and wrltlng skllls for '
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igranted vﬁutv“change thevcultural orlentatlon by a veryvfew.’d
’jdegrees, and readlng and wrltlng are no longer taken for
'igranted, are not even necessarlly valued accompllshments”.
'(2111) Wlnterowd goes on to recount the case of a student
ﬁln hrs class who could not remember readlng anythlng except
;;the‘sports’page, and whose‘parents, though profess1onal and l
ICOllege’educated, also dld not read, except for keeplng a
fsubscrlptlon to Newsweek The student was not able to do l‘
the readlng and wrltlng requlred for hlS college classes and.
- soon dropped out Wlnterowd theorlzes that the problem»was a
';lslmple one: The student’s famlly dld not value llteracy,k |
..thus, nelther dld he..Wlnterowd’s conclu51ons support my
observatlons, but I have to add that I. thlnk hlS reasonlng
from p01nt A to p01nt B 1s very s1mpllst1c Adults do-
1commun1cate values that shape thelr chlldren s’ attltudes
and,behav1ors,’but I thlnk there are many other factors that
need observatlon and analy31s to prov1de the data to make
Jlnformed statements about such cases
Amanda S and‘Juan s communltles’ values for readlng and
:erltlng mlght have 1nfluenced thelr own, but what about the
l cases of Mark and Br1an9 Both students had at least one'h o
B parent who used readlng’and wrltlng in the workplace, had a
‘college degree, and valued a college educatlon However,vln 1-”

'v eacn of‘these'cases,,the son dld not seem to 1nculcate the
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‘ value.dYet'Mark‘and Brian are‘inicoilege because theirv‘
vparents wanted them to go;to coilege; and because they
1themselves know they will need a college degree to get the

-jobs that pay the hlgher wages they de81re ' So, though |
»nelther Mark nor Brian seem to value llteracy SklllS very
vvhighly, they both value a college education for what 1t:w1lll,
bringhthem.v. | v

The equation of'parental valuesjand the resultant skill

'levels'of the offspring.may-notbbe_as simple as Winterowd
,describes it. It’s possible that when Mark and Brian workedhﬂh
:fixing‘machines with their fathers and other males}:they
,both acquired a-value for hands—onflabor‘and associated'this
work w1th mascullnlty Both had mothers who actlvely
encouraged thelr sonsv readlng and writing. Could it be that:
fMark's‘and Brian'shmanual labor‘experlences with thelr-
ﬁfathers created a strong assoc1atlon between hands on work
and‘mascul;nlty? Dld-readlng, which was valued by their
nothers, have‘an aspect of femlnlnlty? Yet, accordlng to
,bottharh and Brian,btheir dadsidid express desire that
'wtheir.sonsvgo to’college.’We don’t know just how the messaged
"wasdcommunicated._Educators have noted that while many
tparents encourage their children to read and:write,'the same;
parents rarely model these act1v1t1es. Parents who encourage'

.readlng and wrltlng but never model it are parents who feel
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"ﬁeventual success 1n thelr careers.ffn

;tfythat educatlonal success, belleved to be brought by pursult f

4t5of the three R'S,;lS very 1mportant for thelr chlldren s'

hese parents have -

:"r{fnot experlenced the need to read or'wrlte whlle earnlng o

‘c7the1r own llvellhoods.sfdk,d5f7 2
The reasons why each of my flve wrlters do not possess L

'flthe readlng and wrltlng SklllS of those who passed the entryf

pjtests are numerous and complex Yet one 51mple reason for

;lower llteracy Skllls that educators may not acknowledge 1s ou.fu'

glﬂthe 1nd1v1dual’s natural llke or dlSllke of readlng and
:.iwrltlng ThOUgh lt 1s true that someone llke Amanda, who ff7v

V*illkes to read and wrlte may Stlll end up 1n ba51c wrltlng fyf

k'kb01a55éér.certalnly a part of the reason Mark and Brlan areﬂ'?'

"f ba81c wrlters 1s because they have av01ded readlng and

'd"f,wrltlng Both express ‘an antlpathy for the acts of readlng

:land wrltlng, and parental value, however 1t was
ﬂ;communlcated,_could not affect thelr dlSllke
Another characterlstlc of Mark’s and Brlan s attltudes ﬁ:h

°irtoward readlng and wrltlng is that they really dldn t

*.debelleve readlng and wrltlng would be of any use to them.p"

v”p.fiAttempts to make students belleve that the llteracy of the

"7;lun1vers1ty 1s very 1mportant to thelr llves can be dlfflcultr,

u;7pfwhen nothlng 1n a student’s llfe experlence has shown thlS :t

to be true Mark and Brlan seem determlned to be coolly

o



”w-unconv1nced about the necess1ty or the beneflts Of the

"i}”readlng and wrltlng they do in school Brlan and Mark have;'u

“”Vv“seen nothlng 1n thelr experlence that has glven any

?1ndlcatlon of readlng and wrltlng s 1mportance to the

' *jicomfortable mlddle class llves of themselves or thelr R

'F'ffathers.:They would need very conv1nc1ng “llfe experlence yfb
',fev1dence to value the readlng and wrltlng the unlver51ty i
;asks them to do..But the env1ronment of freshman comb081tlon

”classes 1s not taken from worklng llfe.51tuatlons, so thelr
ﬂszcollege ekberlence of as51gned wrltlngs w1ll not conv1nce,:
k:feellngs on thlsllssue may be correct The amount of readlng.s
' and wrltlng needed for varlous jObS can be qulte dlfferentk
lDependlng upon the dutles of the jObS they w1ll hold, they w
may never need to wrlte more than 51gn thelr names,‘create g
llsts,,flll in order‘forms,‘or enter enough computernﬁ
‘fglnformatlon to make sllght changes in computer generated
”:form letters.r B . o L B
| lee Mark and Brlan, Tanya has not had much parental

‘modellng of the use of readlng and wrltlng for career

‘l_success, and she does not belleve wrltlng w1ll be 1mportant“y R

k*“to her chosen career She enrolled in technlcal college'f‘
Ibecause she wants to be a chlropractlc a551stant She: has
’comelto;a*technlcal:college,ln“part because‘she does%not~7s”

%
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want the)WOrk ofatheiuniversity. A technical education'has,
been good enough for her mother to make . a~liv1ng and a
;technical education is what Tanya sees for herself To have
to take a writing class seems: contrary to the pOint of going
to_a technical training college. When Tanya envisions her
Jjob as a chiropractic assistant, she sees herself aiding
patients while‘they use'theIOffice chiropractic.detices,-andi‘
maintaining the devices. She was very angry at being
required to take a‘writing‘class and during the term she -
‘COntinued.resentful andlvery'resistant to the work. |

| Oflmy five sUbjects,vJuan and Amanda seemed to have a.
"belief that the work they do in the university is important,
that it‘wiil serve them well in their lives. I'm not sure
how they have came to be of this mind,-but they‘seemed’to
have the willing suspension of disbelief held by some basic'
- writers. Though they'have had no”positiue modeling |
experience, they are willing to believe that what they.learnn
in a basic'writing class will be good for them. I suspect
their belief may be due to their acceptance of‘the claim
that the university is the way to rise in economic and.
_political power, and to. the‘motivating messages of the'Equal’
Opportunity Program and its counselors whose efforts are

»directed at motivatlng underrepresented students to succeed
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‘sin'the’university.‘As:atteacher,,liwould{like'to:learn from
f,these counselors
In addltlon to the values and bellefs about readlng and

,wrltlng students brlng w1th them 1nto the ba81c wrltlng

-‘classroom, they also brlng feellngs._These feellngs make

‘dlfferences in the teachlng and learnlng that ‘goes’ on. Some__
“Tba51c wrltlng students seem to come to class w1th an

ant1c1patlon that what they w1ll learn will help them A

,achleve thelr goals. These students part1c1pate w1lllngly 1n»_"-

the learnlng 51tuatlon the teacher constructs. Others, llke
"almost half the students in a technlcal college ba81c
”wrltlng class I recently taught, do not belleve what they
fw1ll learn w1ll be of beneflt them These students brlng
:anger w1th them to the ba51c wrltlng class | |

'l When I was. hlred to teach the technlcal college bas1c
_?wrltlng class, the dean who hlred me warned me that students'
'_at a technlcal college could be espec1ally resentful of
thav1ng to take a wrltlng course. They have come’ to a :

| technlcal college to get hands on tralnlng for a.partlcular

l-gfleld, and they want to get thlS practlcal tralnlng and get

”ﬂout and get a job But, she assured-me, 1f T. told them thelg4jt

= nfollow1ng, they would reallze that hav1ng strong wrltlng

cskllls was of great value to them, and they would

"part1c1pate w1lllngly 1n the course.,I was told to tell them ;
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thiS' Every two years the college brings‘to the campus a
profeSSional from the field of every major offered by the.'
college. The profeSSionals'are put through a_very thorough
questioning.torascertain what skills they use on the job.
These skills are-then incorporated,into the curriculum for
the major. Each»of<those professionals puts writingvhigh on .
 his or her list of essential duties for the job. These
professionals say writing skills.are very important.to their
success in theirlpositions; | | | |
Thehfirst day of class, I told_my students this very .
thing. Aboutvhalf looked at me as:ifvthey would believe
that} maybe, in another lifetime.:The other half looked at
mne likerI was full of it.‘I was, after all, just another‘one
of those in the long:line of teacher?types with a_vested. |
" interest in making others believe’that the things I value,
which-they have gotten along just fine Without, are truly
necessarygand valuable-for their lives as well. By,the,third
Week ofdthe term I realized my talk had not convinced'thel
students who had come to the class angry at having to enroll
’in'it They remained~angryiand'were all too willing to
' express their anger in the'course | |
Though my students’ anger and re31stance made teaching
'the course.very difficult,,their feelings were

understandable. Basic writers may be angry or resistant
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because of thelr understandable frustratlon W1th the5

' *iexpectatlons and demands of schooled llteracy, whlch they ,

°7jmay never have understood and feel has been 1mposed on them

_w1thout holdlng meanlng for thelr llves Unfortunately, the L

Hyf'work of the baSlC wrltlng classroom is the llteracy of

Tothers—of the unlver31ty—and not the llteracy of the

~students’ llves. And ba51c wrlters may feel denlgrated

'{ibecause what they are, and what they have been, 1s not good ff,”

'df,enough for those frustratlng others who want somethlng that |
j"jmay seem of llttle 1mportance to the ba31c wrlter.b
: Ba81c wrlters may also brlng the frustratlon of not

“"dknow1ng why what they wrlte 1s not good enough Thelr

"1~awr1t1ng has always gotten them by for thelr purposes, and

f they may even have recelved acceptable grades on. hlgh schoolf.f

‘ihwrltlng as51gnments..Dav1d Bartholomae p01nts out that ba51c c

'.:wrlters are not completely unskllled at wrltlng tasks, in Hz‘
fact, they can wrlte an approx1matlon of many malnstream
“wrltlng tasks.;They are on the margln because thelr style‘of“'ﬁ
fhdlscourse approx1mates the malnstream, yet falls short in
":varlous ways. Bartholomae seeks to blur the dlstlnctlons‘lt‘
"ycbetween the malnstream and those who have been relegated tov'f

lv;the margln, p01nt1ng out that the errors made by ba81c ”fgh

;wrlters are made by all wrlters. The~more experlencederiter‘_,f

3recognlzes a problem and flxes 1t, whereas the ba51c wrlter
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may: not possess the ablllty to recognlze or fix the error
Students who have been marglnallzed may be frustrated w1th
the vagarles of llteracy evaluatlon Bartholomae says |

We act as though we can be falrly confident in-

marking the boundary - lines between those students

who can read and write with fluency, yet the

question of what this fluency actually is, like

~the institutional processes that determlne ‘'who 1s»
included and who is excluded, remains largely

unexamined (Margins 67).

Basio:writing students’ anger, frustration, yalues[;
iexpeotations, beliefs, and,desiresrfor‘reading and writing,
are a partdof.the basic Writing classroom and the teaohing -
and_learning that'goes on there.-What can.a basic writing
Ateacherhdo'When’faced with:a=ciassr00m of;studentsywithgd
varying abilities, emotions; and willingness to learn?f
| Many’basic'writing teachersuattempt to make‘the |
fass1gned readlng and wrltlng somehow meanlngful for the .
student To engage the ba51c writer meaningfully in the work
of readlng and_wrltlng, some: teachers a351gn readlng and
‘writingiin areas of interest to the student. In basic ;‘
writingﬁciasses with a large minority population, thev
teacher may ass1gn a text llke Maya Angelou s T Know Why The'
vCaged Blrd Slngs or other readlng 1nvolv1ng the llves of l
ﬁinorities.,While‘readingrthe text, 1t'1suhoped, the student
will become‘involved beoauselshesis.reading about.personal

:or.gultural’experiences’similar”to her own. Assigned
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' writings are deSigned to require some use of the student"
'personal experience as a part of the- text ASSignments to
encourage ‘student involvement also include aSSignments to
read and write about minority issues, to write to a friend
about a current issue‘of concern, to argue about an element
of the students’ lives and concerns. When I worked as a
tutor for baSic writing classes that used these tactics, I
observed that the methods were effective for involving
minority students in the reading and writing of the class.

Another way of involVing students in the reading and
writing of the classiisvto bring students’ community writing
practices to the classroom; In their study of community and
school-based literacy practices, Roz Ivanic and,Wendy Moss
say:

The educational context demands specific

‘conventions for writing, specific purposes for

writing and types of writing, specific ways of

writing, specific ways of learning to write,

‘specific criteria for successful writing. These

are often very different from the practices of

most of the communities using the school. This

approach devalues the practices of the community, .

implying that they are inappropriate where it '

. really matters—in school (196).

Ivanic’s and Moss’ strategy for moving adult students
'from the literacy of the community to the literacy of the
school is to work from the literacy the students bring with . |

them from their homes and communities. They feel that

schooled literacies are imposed and measured by the
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contrlved and artlflclal.values of schooled llteracy,
g leav1ng the student powerless and hlS or her work devalued ..h-
.lThe s1tuatlon puts the 1nst1tutlon and the teacher 1n a -
lpos1tlon of hegemony over the practlces of the student and
“2hlS or her communlty And 1mposed wrltlng separates llteracy'

ffrom the autonomous, self generated wrltlng of the

chommunlty Self generated wrltlng used 1n the classroom needt;

"tnot be measured by the standards of schooled wrltlng, but as_i
vthe‘communlty would judge 1t,_“1n terms of whether 1t
yachleves the purpose for Wthh 1t was 1ntended” (201)
‘Us1ng a- self generated wrltlng that emanates from
'lcommunlty practlce may be useful 1n the ba81c wrltlng class.b
’ The educatlonal process can. begln w1th a llteracy the. ‘
'»[students are already comfortable w1th‘ For students llke
‘Juan, Amanda, and Tanya, wrltlng done 1n communlty was.also
u,lan enjoyable way to 1nteract w1th others. Ba51c wrlters.have:ff
:uhad ‘an. uncomfortable relatlonshlp w1th the 1mposed wrltlng
iof the school and u81ng self generated wrltlng may help
ihthem cross the boundarles 1nto academlc wrltlng w1thout
j-dlscomfort And the llteracy baslc‘wrlters have used 1n;fj

Ithelr llves 1s self generated and functlonal in. the sense

' that 1t 1s used to achleve goals and de81res. Though the

'hconcept of functlonal llteracy 1s a dlfflcult .one - because of o

'the varylng act1v1t1es and goals of 1nd1v1duals, at 1ts




'ufoundation,fastJohn Oxenham pointstout,fliteracyhis
functlonal,'it hasibeen‘a tool'of-SOCieties,Jusedfand_{‘,-
developed only as 1t ‘has been needed
y‘theracy appears to flourlsh wheh large, complex
~ states and cities. are organized together with a
: good deal of craft, industry and trade. .. . .
‘Small-scale . c1v1llzatlons, whether sedentary—llkej
. the islanders of Fiji-or shlftlng—llke the tribes
'~ of Central Afrlca or nomadlc, like the Touareg of-
fNorth Africa or. -the Masai of East Africa, do not
-~ appear to create llteracy for themselves, very
~p0531bly because they 31mply do not need 1t (58)
”In thelr study of the Val, Scrlbner ‘and Cole also‘
'v1ewed llteracy as a. tool used by a group for spec1f1c
i purposes '“as a set of soc1ally organlzed practlces Wthh
"make use of a symbol system and a technology for produc1ng .
”'Tand dlssemlnatlng 1t theracy is. not 31mply know1ng how .to
"read and wrlte a partlcular scrlpt,,but applylng thls
' :knowledge for spec1f1c purposes in spec1f1c contexts of use
n{'( Psychology 236)
- My subjects have used llteracy 1n the spec1f1c contexts
huencountered‘ln thelrudally llves to ald memory,.to
‘communlcate w1th those not present, to express 1deas,‘to
*obtaln 1nformatlon, to dlspense 1nformatlon, to entertaln
'_themselves.or others,cAmanda, Juan, and Tanya'have usedv~'b
"fwrltlng to communlcate w1th famlly,.to 1nform or organlze pf

others in the culture, or to part1c1pate in cultural

ltradltlons Typlcal wrltlng a831gnments lntended to engage :
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these writers would be to. ass1gn writing to be featured 1n.a
class—createdvpublication. Self generated writing meant to‘
:reachvout to community}.inform, entertain, teach‘cultural
traditions; or express\self could be‘written, edited, laid,
‘out) and published‘by the‘Class.hTexts for the class‘might
‘involve minority experiences. Another approach to such |
students might be to start w1th a metacognitive approach to
language use differences. Students would be-ass1gned to |
investigate and write about the use of language in their‘own
homes or‘communities, then compare thesevuses to other kinds
.of language use. |

, Reading‘and writing’assignments to bring Mark’s and:
Brian’s community uses and interests to‘assigned writing
would be a bit more difficult. Mark’s anderianfs
'experiences with literacy havenlt brought them positive
response or certain purpose, such as community interaction.
They have rarely been entertained by‘reading and writing;‘
and they'haven’t had response from an audience in a }
_Satisﬁying communication exchange. But each of them has read
‘manuals to find out information._and‘the reWardlof.finding'\
out something they wanted to know has been one small‘payback'
from reading. Self—generated writing built around finding>
and dispensing information that interests them would be'a

"way to start their writing process. Students like Mark and
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Brian might be engaged if” an aSSignment were deVised in .

- which they would need to research and then write to informw
an_interested audience about something that interests them lf;.
' very‘much—perhaps the’snommobileyindustry,usince Mark and .

" Brian are both interested in'snOWmobiling. A.feature.aboutt

. Snowmobiles with pictures or a multi—media display’for‘

) presentation would make research and writing more engaging_n
for them, and they would enjoy teaching others about the
sport through publication.

Such assignments wouldjalign with the values, uses, and
expectations students like Amanda, Juan, Mark,‘Brian, and |
Tanya‘already have for‘reading and writing, andvbe
meaningful. But theirvteacher'will soon'needfto move her -
basicewriters up the‘ladder of complexity in their
assignments. How doesishe'achieve this? Community—based
'writingrin'a class publication can teach'grammar, audience
awareness, rhetorical devices, tone, . editing and rewriting,
but it may not give students experience in other, more"
complex tasks that may be asked of them as they progreSS'
~through their courses. As we have.seen, college writing.
'assignments involve many tasks'with differing purposes and'”
goals.‘Identifying these.goals isva‘part of the'problem in

identifying the literacy practicesﬂof the college, the issue'
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'that once again brlngs me back the problems of teaching the7
'literacy of the college in the baSlC writing class.

If( as Scribner and Cole'found in their study of the
Vai, literacy skills are task speCific, what speCific
literacy taskvare_we training our Studentsvto do? This
vquestion has to do with whose literacy we teach and’what,
literacy we teach, as well as to the values and expectations"
for literacy. There is a wide disparity between the goals -
. for writing in_many college composition’classes and the -
goals for writing in the’community and in the WOrkplace;

- Today’s college,curriculumiseems more focused on-job
training-than on a liberal education'in the humanities Most
students go to college to pursuea certain'major so they can‘
begin agcéreer in the field and‘earn,a'decent wage. Though.
colleges still require"general'education courses meant to
~give a broad base of knowledge, the emphaSis is on the
student;s education in a particular field. The majority of
contemporary Jjobs are performed-in a business setting ‘where
employees will use the communication conventions-of
.business. But a'college composition teacher may assign
‘ writing centered in literary analySis,_not business writing.
It seems that just as college entry tests may not reflect
the skills needed to perform-the tasks of the freshman'

composition class, the literacy tasks of the college‘l
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i_composition class may”noteprepare the student_fortthe
'literacy tasks1of the work place; £ literacy is “a set of
3001ally organized practices which make use of a symbolv
system and ‘a technology for produc1ng and disseminating it
... . applying this knowledge for SpelelC purposes 1n
specific contexts_of use” (Scribner and Cole, Psychology
236);'then.what set of‘practices:and for what specific
.purposes in which specific contexts ofbuse.are‘wefteaching
ibasic writers? | | | | |
When I taught my basic writing class at the technical
vcollege, I was awash'inbpossiblegOals for the'conrse} When
'l asked,other basic‘writing teachers what they.wereiteaching"‘
and what textbooks they were using,‘I_found a verybmixedybag
ofpgoals and methods.>0ne used a basic‘writing textbook'.
basedion a surprising array of writing tasks, from creative‘
to informational, but none which-required>analysis or
research. The teacher supplementedbherhtext with such a tall
stack of'handouts-instructing the various forms and
.conventions of business‘writing, that her‘goal actually':
seemed to be tovteach business’writingg she belieyedythat
since many of-the gradnates of the technica11COllege wonld‘
bezinyolyed in business, husineSs'correspondenceVWas
important to teach. Another;teacher'told melshe had thei

‘students do’nothing_but learn to write grammatical and:y
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,organized paragraphs and learn to submlt themIVia the laptopv
,computers and Internet links they all had Her goal lt
seemed, was to teach correct grammar, paragraph
'organizatlon, and some computer skills When I was hired to g
teach my course, it was too late to order texts,‘so I
}fumbled along w1th Xeroxed copies of a351gnments from a text
’made up of lessons on topic choice and paragraph development_
handvgave model papers that Were little more than five '
rparagraph essays. During the course of the term I was
.frustrated and dissatisfled w1th my attempts to teach .But
vwhat would I choose as my goal for a basic writing class the
next time° In the future, I w1ll teach as all baSic writing
teachers teach, by choosing the methods and the goals that I
favor to give my students experience with the‘reading and
" writing I feel will somehow be useful to them in their
vlives,‘professions, and in their university work. But‘what
. an enormous variety of skills I have to»choose'from.l

Atgthis point_in my‘work, I’had hoped-tO'have worked*
.out for myself an approach to literacy learning in the baSlC
writlng class and a sure method for teaching literacy But I
}'find I have no solutions for‘teachlng that seem in any‘way»
exceptional. In her concluding remarks for Errors and
EXpectations, Mina Shaughnessy}says «[O]ur examination of

'the-writing problems of'unprepared.college'freshman has
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revealed such a COmplexity of problems and possible
solutionsv(and such large areas of pedagogical ignorance)
that a search for The Answer begins to seem an 1neffiCient
way to start thinking about a course:(or‘courses) in basic
writing.” She goes on to explain that she is unable even to
propose a spec1f1c course plan for baSlC writers because of
the many variables found in the individual problems and“
proclivitieS'for learning students bring with‘them to the
classroom and the many different areas of strengths and
weaknesses of teachers. She concludes: “We are,_in short,
too much in the dark to be evangelical. At best our
awareness of these variables should make us sensitive to the
worth of various methods and more clear-eyed about nhat we
can and cannot expect of onrselves and our students” (284) .

After my research into literacy and the teaching of
basic writing, I have come to many of the same conclusions.
I have no answers. But I am now well aware that not only do
basic writers bring with them many differing characteristics
to their writing, they also bring with them unique values,
uses, and expectations for reading and writing, and
oftentimes negative emotions that will affect the teaching
“and learning.

I wish I had an answer for the struggles of the basic

writing classroom, both the students’ and mine, a way that
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would make the forward progress into the literacy of the
university smooth and predictable. But I don’t. In the end,
I feel like Madge the manicurist from the old Palmolive dish
soap commercial, advising her dry-skinned clients “Try
everything.” I feel like my research has taken me through a
little bit of everything that I can now use to iﬁform my
teaching. Although I have not been able to develop a
concrete pedagogy for teaching basic writers, my teaching
will now be informed by literacy theory, the obsefvations
of ethnographic research of literacy practices, and my‘own
research}into the literacies basic writing students bring
‘ with them. My research has shown me the importance of
understanding and situating my pedagogy within these several
areas of literacy and its teaching. As a college literacy
teacher, I will need to constantly negotiate between the
literacy expectations of the institution, of my students’
future employers, and of my students, bringing them‘from the
literacy they have known into the literacy of higher
education, of their future professions, and of their future
dreams and goals, though neither of us may know at the time
what those goals and dreams will be.

| In my teaching, I know I will use all of these
informing entities, keeping all plates spinning at once. But

my research‘into the literacy backgrounds of five basic
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writers has given me a place to focus my teaching. My
teaching will now become oriented on individual student
experiencé because I dé'feel that the‘teaching of new
literaéies must start from the literacy experience of the
student. I know now that baéic writers are not blank slates
or empty bank accounts into which I can simply deposit é new
and unfamiliar literacy. Basic writers come to me with
unique personal literacies that can be built on meaningfully |
to increase the litetacy skills of the individual, My ideas
are not earth shaking, and when I try and put them into
practice, I may be left with more questions than solutions.
In my attempt to teach literacy skills to basic writers, I
will) like most basic writing teachers, try everything. But
my'approach to my basic writing students and my creation of
assignments_will emanate from khbwledgevof their individual

experiences, uses, and values for reading and writing.
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