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Cathy Fleischer
Eastern Michigan University, Ypsilant, Michigan

Witten Literacy Instruction,” a course that might moreaptiy befitled,
“What s this thing called literacy, anyway?” One of my goals i this
course is to get students to question their own understandings of the
term literacy. | am quite serious about this goal, and | even tell them on
the first day that one of the measures of their success will be i they are
less sure about the meaning ofiteracy at the end of the course than they
are on the first day. Because literacy is a term whose meaning seems to
vary depending on the historical moment, the social circumstances
surrounding the occasion, the intent of the speaker of that term, and a
thousand other variables, i's a term that almost defies understanding.
When] hear the man in front of me in the grocery line complain about
all the llterates graduating from high school these days, what am [ o
‘make of his definition of literacy? When I hear a college professor rant
about the illiterate essays written by the graduate students in his
Shakespeare class, am [0 assume he means the same thing? Whatabout
the book reviewer who raves about the lterate voice of an author? O
the person quoted in the newspaper who complains that those who
speak Black English just sound plain ilterate?
Alternately complicating and clarifying, these everyday versiors
of literacy are the abundant definitions posed by literacy scholars. E. D.
Hirsch (1987) speaks of cultural literacy, a version of literacy that
implies a shared cultural heritage. James Boyd White (1985) envisions
instead a socially constructed literacy. J. Paul Gee (1986) speaks of an
“essay-text literacy,” a form-based literacy created for and maintained
by schools. Resnick and Resnick (1977) talk about the history o lteracy
and a time in which literacy meant the ability to sign one’s name. So,
when teachers speak of literacy, do we mean any of these? Or do we
‘meanthe ability toscore 50 percent on a statewide reading assessment?
or the abiliy to read and interpret Shakespeare? or Toni Morrison? or
Barbara Cartland? Do do we mean the ability to listen to a political
debate on a voucher system for public schools and write  lettr to the
editor to express our beliefs?

| teach a course at Eastern Michigan University entitled “Literacy and
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understand that what is meant by literacy varies over time and place
and that what we think of as a relatively stable term is, in truth,
constantly changing, dependent in part on the social circumstances of a
particular historic moment. What I want students to reflect on in this
course is what they make of all these definitions, how the “arious
understandings fit in with their own beliefs about literacy, what the
implications are for those beliefs on their own teaching, In other words,
the conceptof literacy is problematic; Iwaysa representation
of something, a naming of an individual or group of individuals that
reflects as much about the namer’s beliefs and values as it does about
the person being named. How we as teachers situate ourselves in the
representation intimately affects what we teach and how we teach.

Personal Literacy

Ibegin this journey with students by asking them to write about what
they think literacy means. For some students this seems like the most
mundane task in the world. “Literacy is a person’s abilty to read and
write,” they tell me. “A literate person is someone who can read and

write enough to survive in the world.” Or, according to a student last
term,

Literacy might be described s the biltyof an individual tospesk

read, and write in such ways as fo demonstraie an understand-

ing ofanguage and the way it s used. Therefore the lack of such

abilty, particulary in the writtensense, would conclude tht the

previoily mentioned individual could be considered iliterate.
Some students strugge with this question, thinking they were certain
about the meaning of lteracy untilthey actually tried to write it down.
What does it mean to read and write enough to survive? What i
enough? What about my dad whoby society‘s standards s literate but
who has survived very well for sixty-five years? For these students,
literacy has been one o those terms that carries a nebulous meaning.
They can use it in conversation with someone, they can insert it into an
academic essay, but when asked to define it, they feel much less
confident about their understonding of it

One of my aims in the course is to help students question their
own understanding of the term literacy, of their own practices as
teachers of literacy, and to, as Knoblauch and Brannon say, “ask the
explosively simple question, "Why do it this way'* (1993, . 11)? I want
them to sec that literacy is never a neutral term. As literacy workers in
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that has everything to do with how they interpret the world around
them: what they believe constitutes knowledge, what they believe
about how people leam to read and wite, what understandings and
even values they hold about their own education, and how they believe
others should be educated. I want them to see that the stance they hold
toward lteracy underlies their classroom practice. A lesson or exercise
in class is never an isolated occurrence, but rather is situated within a
‘whole belief structure.

Students read and write and think about what lteracy has meant
intheir lives, what it has meant in others'lives, and what, imaginatively
conceived, it could mean for everyone. And this s where literacy
nanratives come in. We begin by immersing ourselves in stories: the
‘published accounts of others'literacy histories as well as the anecdotes
and incidents of our own lives that seemed to have affected our
‘personal lteracy. We read the accounts of Linda Brodkey, Mike Rose,
Victor Villenueva, and Min-zhan Lu and talk about theirstories. At the
‘same time, students join me in writing a series of short experiments. We
recall our use of language from preschool through graduate school;
remember occasions of reading and writing at home and how those
differed from school experiences; explain our purposes for reading and
writing at various points in our lives; discuss a time when we felt
illterate and try o figure out why we felt this way, Thinking about these:
experiences and comparing them to the experiences of Brodkey, Rose,
Villenueva, Lu, as well as to the experiences of each other, helps
students to uncover some significant “literacy moments,” n their lives.
Students then write a literacy memoir in which they analyze a few of
those moments, trying to find connections among them in order to see
how those moments have come together to constitute them as the
persons they are, literate in particular ways. These papers always tum
out to be revelations to the students. They are sometimes quite funny
and often amazingly dramatic. Students recall teachers who opened the
worlds of reading and writing to them; they recall e structures, such
as libraries or houses, that served as the center of their lteracy: they
recall transitions—to new schools or new friends or new neighbor-
hoods—as scary moments that sometimes helped and sometimes
harmed their lteracy. The unique statement of a person’s literacy life
always seems to help my students think not only about how their own
stance about literacy was formulated but also how that stance might
help them as teachers. Here are the words of two students who
explained the significance of writing their literacy memoirs:
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And the second:

Inwriting the autobiographical paper | was abl toarticulate some

o h apecic evens o ot 1o my e ofvcees.

ness. | wanted to conform in school and “be good" as my father

expectedat home. The things | wanied totalk or write about were

ot on the agenda at schol or home. ... I'm considering [now]

he possibility thatthe complacency I've notced insome sfudents

may be related to a simila difficuly in finding their voices.

Sometimes when teachers finish their narratives, they realize that
many of the incidents that form the center of their stories run counter to
‘what they do in their classrooms. They realize, for example, that as
students they hated reading in school because it was prescribed, but
they read voraciously at home where they had choice and time to
pursue the pleasure of it. They recognize thatin their own teaching, they
have recreated their own schooling and thus have given students little
choice. Other times, teachers recognize that their own experience has
defined too narrowly their understanding of literacy and their peda-
g0gy. They realize, for example, that because writing served as a means
of discovery in theirlves, they insis thatal students write daily journal
entries in which they reflect on their day-to-day existence. Once these
teachers listen to the stories of their colleagues in our class whose
experiences may have been quite different,they begi to reflect on this
‘phenomenon: Do we too casily re-create our own literacy background
into our teaching of ll students?

Another's Literacy

This second response leads to the other major assignment of the course,
in which I ask students to continue to step outside their own experi
ences to look at the literacy background of another person, someone
whose literacy is quite different from their own. The charge to find
someone whose background is unlike theirs s vital to help us recognize
the depth of experiences people have with reading and writing and the
different paths people travel on their journey toward literacy.

These pieces have been an education to me as well as to the
students. 1 have learned about the literacy development of a plumber
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whom books became an escape from the conflict surrounding her
everyday lfe;a irst grader who could tlk quite easily about the themes
of the latest book she had justread, The Diary of Ann Franic the!
boy in an alternative school (for those kicked out of “regular school”)
who consistently walked out of class when asked to read or write; a
teenaged girl for whom success in school depended on the depth of
personal relationships she was abie to forge with her female teachers
+..and on and on. When we talk about each other’s papers and begin to
immerse ourselves in the stories of so many others, our understanding
of literacy is broadened far beyond what any scholarly text about
literacy could do for us. As we read the stories of real people whose
experiences are unbelievably varied, we participate in a “study of
cases.” We learn o be thoughtful about our own literacy experiences
and to expand that understanding to the experiences of others. This
expansion can change dramatically how we think about our teaching
and how we connect with individual students and their parents.

Does any of this help my students get closer toan understanding
of what we mean when we talk about literacy? [ hope my students will
leave with a more complex understanding of a term that s all too often
used in very simplistic fashion and that they will see the many stories
they have written, read, and heard as necessary and important
complications, as they think about what lteracy might mean for those
they teach and those they know. As one of my students last term
responded,

Justas you promised, | cannot defin literacy anymare than could

atthe beginning of the semeser. You messed it up for s ust ke

‘you sad you would. .. If it possible, you both confused me

and opened my eyes a the same time. Bt have a clearer under-

standing of things | had barcly thought bout previously on the.

Subjct. Somehow, I hink that was th pointanyway:

Asfar as I'm concerned, that’s a success story.
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