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Literacy for What?

by Maxine Greene

We owe young people the open doors
and expanded possibilities that only literacy can
provide, argues Ms. Greene. Literacy empowers people; it
is a beginning, a becoming — not an end In itsell.

w ¢ hear about declimng literacy; it
has become a fact of life — a drab
presence, simply there. We look for scape-
goats: teachers, of course; disintegrating
families; shiftless children; colleges rotted
by relativismi and relevance; ubigquilous
television, We read William Safire and
chortle to ourselves. After all, we reassure
our cultivated friends, he speaks for us.
We listen to the Underground Grammari-
an and wag admonishing fingers at our
very own colleagues. Naturally, he is not
referring 10 thee and me; his irony and
acerbity are meant for *them.”” And, as
we 5o often do in America, we go in
search of the quick fix, a sure way of in-
stilling in students what we have agreed o
call “competencies’” (*“compeience”” and
Yeapacity™ no longer serve), an efficient
moade of training in the basic skills. But
will intense concentration on the * basics'"
inzure what William Safire purportediy
wants to hear and see? Will “‘compe-
iencies'” bring the Grammarian above
ground at tasi and send him on his way?
What do we mean by literacy? What ks it
for?

Hall a century ago John [Dewey ex-
pressed  the need for an artkulate pubtic
and linked its emergence 10 a *‘suhbtle,
delicate, vivid, and responsive art of
communication.”! Only when we have
achieved such communication, he said,
will democracy come into its own, “*for
democracy s a name for a life of free and
enriching communion. . . . [t will have ils
consummation when free social inguiry i
indissolubly wedded to the art of full and
moving communication.” Thirty years
later Hannah Arendt wrote of humans as
acting and speaking beings, disclosing
themselves as subjects through their acts
and words. When they speak directly o
ecach other, she said, they create an “‘in-
between”" or a web of relationships.? Only
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when such a web is formed is there ikely
o be whai she called a **public space,™ a
space. where freedom might finally ap-
pear. Jurgen Habermas, writing in the last
decade, emphasized intersubjectivily and
mutual understanding when he described
“communicitive  competence,”  which
contrasts with purely technical talk geared
fo control.!

Each of these thinkers has linked com-
munication (surely an expression of liter-
acy) to the existence of a free society.
Each has recognized the importance of
authentic speaking and writing — the kind
of speaking and writing that allows people
1o reveal themselves 1o others as they ry
to make sense of Ltheir world. When | read
Dewey, Arendt, Habermas, and the many
others who have probed the meanings of
litcracy and thought of new modes of
communication and new kinds of literacy,
| cannot bul ponder existing instances of
wordlessness and experiences of power-
lessness. | cannot but ponder the kinds of
specchiessness that occur in these imes of
proliferating messages and bombarding
sounds: the constrained or elliptical talk
of 30 many of the young; the technical
talk of so many in the professions (in-
cluding ouri): the hollow kind of public
utterance we hear from our nation's capi-
tal. And | remember how much lanpuage
has to do with thinking, how listening 1o
certain kinds of language can stop Lhink-
ingg, how difficult it is to think if one lacks
appropriate words. My mind {ixes on
stock responses, on euphemisms and eva-
sions, on monosyllables, on **Jordache
jeans"" and "Have & nice day.' on the
pendulum swings between gobbledvgook
and the solemn, impenetrable language of
what often passes as cxpertise.

Then, for some reason, | remember
Herman Melville's Billy Budd, who stut-
ters when he is agitated. Billy can find no
words (o answer the evil Claggart's charge
of treason, and so he strikes out at his ge-
cuser, Claggart falls o the ground, hits his
head, and dies. Billy, you recall, is charged
with murder and sentenced to hang from
the yardarm.* Remembering this tale, |
am compelled once more to ponder the
connections between speechlessness and
alienation and violence. Billy was inno-
cent and handsome and illiterate; his ship-

mates loved him. But the warship, the fn-
domitabie, was an exemplar of organined
society, in which people were not sup-
posed 1o listen 10 their hearts but to
words: 30 Billy, wordless, had to die. T
remember, too, anather kind of death in
Faul Nizan's novel, Anoine Blove. It is
the existential death of a locomotive
engineer in France, a man who spent most
of his life as & middle manager on the
railroad system:

Liks mamy men, he was impelled by de-
mands, ideas, decisions connected with
his job. . . . There was no opporunity
tov think about himself, to meditate, to
know himsell and know the world, He
did no reading: he did not keep himsell
i cowerawd, Every evening, beflore going
o sleep, he opencd his Life of Georpe
Stephenzon and, having read through
iwo pages, which he kad got 1o know by
heart, he fell agleep, He glanced at
newspapers casually The evemis they
told of belonged 1o znother planet and
did not concern him. The only publica-
thons e rook a vital intenest in were the
technical magazines with their descrip-
thans of engines. For o space of fourtesn
or [ifteen years, there was no man less
conscious af himsell and his own life,
less informed on the world than Antoine
Bloye. He was alive, no doubt; who is
nat alive? To go through the motions af
life all you nesd s a well-fed body. He,
Antoine, moved and acted, bui the
springs of his life, and the drive of his
actions were not within himself, !

And the narralor asks, ""Will man never
be more than a fragment of a man, alien-
ated, mutilated, a stranger to himsel(7""
And | think aboul naming the world and
making sense of it; about the place of
litermcy in reflective and tenie living, in
overcoming automatsm, wordlessness,
and pasaivily.

o f course fundamental skills are need-
ed: knacks, know-how, modi oper-
grndi. Bul | want o see the means of
achicving literacy made comtinuous with
the end-in-view, and | would also remind
teachers that fiferocy cugh! (o be cons
ceived as an opening, o becoming, never o
Jixed end, 1 believe, with Dewey and



“When the reward
system of a school
is geared toward
guaranteeing

Gilbert Ryle, that fundamental skills are
only the foundation, the firs level, and
that learning does not actually begin until
people begin teaching themsehves, Rybe
talks about the importance of advancing
beyond low-level skills and employing
them in higher-level tasks that cannot be
done without thinking. He talks of an
ordinary, “‘unbrilliznt, unstupid boy"
learning to read:

He learns to spell and resd mronosylla-
Bles fike "hat,” “bad,” “'aL*" “ring,"
“gimg,'t ele., dnd some two-ayliable
words lke “running,’* “‘dagger,"’ and &
few oibers. He has not beem taught,
iy, the word “'batting™; yet so0n he i
reading and spelling unhesitanily the
word “hatring'”; and he may say, if
nakedd, that he learned from himsell how
the word looks i priny, how to write i
down, and how 10 spell it out loud, Ing
sense, he has 1aught the word 1o himself
withoat yel knowing it.®

His teacher had taught him how to read
monosyllables and some longer words.
Thus the teacher had empowered him to
make some independent moves on his
own, 1o make specific applications him-
self, in the hope that eventually he would
transform what he had learned into a per-
sonal method of operating by his own
tgglf-criticized practice.” Another point
is that the boy will learn untaught things if
I needs them somewhere, if they respond
to gquestions he is provoked to ask fof
himself, Ryle says that teaching ought to
open gates, oot close them; peaple only
begin to learn when they go beyond what
they are taught and begin teaching them-
selves. This is teaching, in my view: crexl-
ing situations that impel people 10 reach
beyond themselves, 1o act on their own in-
itistives. And teaching, 1oo, includes en-
abling persons 1o perceive aliernative re-
alities, more desimble orders of things.
Only when they can scc things as if they
could be otherwise, are they free in any
meaningful sense. Only as they can im-
agine a better condition of life, are they
able 1o pereeive what s lacking in their
present momenits and to reach forward, 1o

beyond.

This view of reaching is very much at
odds with the approach taken in many
classrooms  today, especiafly in those
which concentrmie on competencics.
Teachers are schooled to think of students
as reactive creatures, behaving ofganisms.
Cveralfecied by the technical ethod, they
are likely to focus on measurable or ob-
servable performance or to function ac-
cording to whist Ryle calls a “erude, semi-
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certain predefined
performances or the
mastery of discrete
skills, reachers too
often become
trainers. "’

surgical piciure of teaching as e forcible
insertion into the pupil’s memory of
sirings of officially approved
tions, . . "7 When the reward system of a
school is geared toward guarantesing cer-
tain predefined performances or the mas-
tery of discrete skills, leachers oo often
become trainers — drilling, imposing, in-
serting, testing, and controlling. They are
too distanced from their students to talk
with them or to them. Instead, they talk ar
them, work on them very often, but not
with them. Teachers who concgive their
students a3 some plastic raw material, or
some sort of resistant medium, cannot
think of empowering students to learn
how o kearn, to articulate, to be with one
anather, or 1o develop an “in-between. "
Teaching for literacy conceives
ing as action rather than behavidr, The
notion of action involves the reflective
taking of initiatives: trying out what has
been learned by rote, acting on the so-
called competencies. This &s in contrast
to an unreflective, semi-automatic move-
ment through predefined  sequences of
what is somelimes optimistically called
Yinastery. ' A concern for beginnings, for
action rather than behavior, is different
from a preoccupation with end points,
with predetermined objectives. Indesd,
onee teachers approach their students as
novices, as newcomers® (o a learning com-
munity extending back through time and
ahead into a future, they may well open
themselves (as well as their students) to all
ﬂuol‘ untapped experiential possibili-
The notion of the acsthetic and the im-
portance of the humanities unite in mov-
ing people to learn how Lo learn in this
way. ‘*Rooted in language and dependent
fn particular on writing,” writes the
Rockefeller Commisasion on the Human-
itigs, "the homanities are inescapably
bound 1o liveracy.”* And, a few lines
later: “‘In Kterature and the ars, the
imagination gives public expression w
private experience.” When we work to
promote what i called sesthetic literacy,
an informed awareness of works of art or
works in the humanities, we start with the

assumpiion that the more a person can
come 1o know, the more he or she will
come to see and hear, certainly where
works of art are concernad. We start, oo,
with the idea that there i no way 10 realize
a work of art, to make it live in a person's
, if that person is not actively
involved with it. It is imporiant 10 MECog-
nize that every encounter with a work of
art represenis a new beginning, even if the
work i1 moderately familiar and has been
encountered before. Bvery time we be-
come present, say, (o a Cézanne painting
or an Emily Dickinson poem, we ife —
whether consciously of not — about 1o ex-
perience something new. Whoever we are,
we are al a particular point in our life
history; we are different from what we
have been, even & day before, (And 1 want
to stress the great importance of fecling
onesell to be in process, to be on the way.
1o be em roule (0 what is not yet.)
1i may be that we have learned more,
over time, aboutl what it signifies 1o look
a1 a painting, 1o attend to its forms, (o see
Its contours emerging, Lo engage with is
thrust of color or illusions of space. Hav-
ing thought about i, having questioned it
{and ourselves, perhaps), we shall be able
1o see differently, to see more. And,
strangely, we may discover — Il we allow
ourselves to do 50 — that cvery lime we
come to a Cézanne painting or an Emily
Dickinson poem, there is always maore 1o
be seen, if we are willing to think about it,
o think about our own thinking with
respect (o it. We can never exhaust it
never use it up. To enler into it imaging-
lively, 1o shape the materials of our ex-
perience in accord with It, Is lo find
something in our memory, in Our con-
even in our lived situations
that we might never have found were if
not for the painting or the poem and our
changing awareriess of it. It can never be
wholly absorbed; it can never be com-
plete, There is always, always more.

I emphasize all this not simply because
1 believe that the ars should play a
central role in the schools. [t happens that
1 do believe this passionately, knowing as
1 do that sesthethe experiences are pot only
affective and intuitive, knowing that they
Imvolve persons perceptually and cogni-
tively as much as they do emotionally,
knowing that they provoke people fo
wide-awakeness and 10 posing guestions
and pondering their worlds. To be able to
attend to the shapes of things and their
qualities, 10 pay heed 1o sounds, to be in
touch with the rhythms of the world: All
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of thiz is 10 be move alive, more open,
mode resistam to slasis gnd to all that
stands in the way of literacy. Bul my emi-
phasis on ihe connections between the ani
and literacy also suggests so many things
about how teaching in many realms might
proceed. | mean the kind of tesching that
moves young people 1o search, 1o ceach
oul, 1o think (az Dewey often sid) pro-
spectively and as participants. | mean the
kimd of tcaching that ¢nables persons (o
he observant and imaginative and careful,
awake to their own lived worlds and what
is deficient aboot them.

To encounter the ans and other sub-
jects in .8 mood of discovery and mindful-
pess and rational passion is 10 have ex-
periences hat exclude inerness, Students
experience inertness when they are con-
(romted with information thar bs soelidi-
fied, packaged, and in some way dead:
pieces of what s incorrecily called
knowledpe, something students are ox-
pected b0 insert into thelr minds. Such a
barren approach (o teaching or 10 ¢om-
minication can only discourage thinking
and mindfulness, {1 anticipate with same
horror the advent of videodiscs and ad-
divional cable networks il we cannot coun-
tervail againsi thas; ) Afier all, the value of
what we come 1o know |z subordinale 10
it use in thinking: and iner ideas all 1oo
often stop thinking i is tracks, @ All of
ws cxn recall people {noi only childeen)
whao say, *°l know, | know,"" meaning that
they do not wait 1o think abodl somme-
thing. All of us are familiar with the kind
of certainty tha makes people feel there is
o more need to think, and we are Gamile
iar with the numbing ¢ffect of packaged
medin messages and categorized “‘infor-
mation."”

In an encounter with a work of an, the
point of knowing something about form
and color or imagery and meter is 10 allow
whai s being attended 10 o grow i oui
expericnce. Smmply 1o store a piece of in-
formation about Cézanne’s effort 10 ie-
store structure (o the visible world is not
1o come 1o know of (o learn; mor 8 I 10
heighten understanding or 1o enable one-
self to see. The discipline required and the
rigor involved are what make freedom in
the quest for meanings possable, The poing
& io purture the thinking process, ihe
sense-making process — nol 10 move peo-
ple o say, 'l know, | know"" and switch
the dinle or turn off the set,

he notion of ieracy of which |am
speaking B & notion of process, of
restlesaness, of quest. | recall Virginia
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"“[Tlo speak . . . is to
develop the power
Virginia Woolf talks
about: the power
against nonbeing and
loneliness — the
‘nondescript cotton
wool® that obscures so
much of life.”’

Wooll wrining aboul how much of her
childhood contined what she called s
large proportion of cotten wool,"" mean-
ing that much of it was oot lived coo-
schously, Bui she alio wiltes about "'ex-
ceptional moments.” She  remembers
looking ut o fower and suddenly seeing
the fMlower as part Mower and part earth;
and she pul away that thought (o save.
She captured an clusive fnsight in the el
of fanguage, It is the pleasure to be found
In making new connections, the insight 1o
be gained in discovering the relations he-
tweer. whal is perceived or understood
and what follows from it. It s, as Wealf
aaid, the *woken of some real thing behind
appearances; and | make li real by puiiing
it into words. 1 s only by puning it imo
words that | make it whole. . . "1 1Lk
the significance of discovering an mterest,
a concern that links one human being 1o
another. All of these canpot bat illumi-
nate ongoing experience and expand the
apheres of potential mesning.

Surely there are Mlowers and the equiv-
wlents of Mowers in the sensed and per-
ceived worlds bved by students: flowers
and faces and city streets and burned-oul
storefronts and other people — phenom-
ena (o be attended 10 a3 Virginia Wooll
attended 1o what was happening in hei
world. There are fved actualiiies that raise
guestions nol pow answerable, thoughts
1o beput away in the mind, 1o be recon-

cetved and reexamined and, loier on, es-
plained, Let me emphasize my concern for
consclouanest and the Hnking of con-
sciousness 10 thinking and explaining. To
feel passive oF powerless b o be open (o
the despair and horror most of us fin-
cluding our children) know all oo well.
pethaps particularly in the citles, bul ac

tually across our entire naiion

One of ihe Imporiam connbutions o
be made 1o the initiation e anicutiale-
nesd, into literacy, i the overcoming of
this sense of powerlosnes,  Yirgima
Woolfl did this by putlting her experiences
Imio words, b | do naot think it necessary
10 be a writer to do so, We must do all we
can t0 enable ihe young to ariiculite, 10
express whan they sec and hear, They need
1o be empowered Lo give voice to whal
horrifies them, what dulle and deadens
them = by telling their stories aloud,
writing logs, keeping jouwrnnls, inverniilng
fictioms, creaiing poeiry, cditing news-
listters, of cven rendering whal they per
ceive through paimit or gesture or sound
To speak through one of these several k-
guages b oot only & way of overcoming
passivity: it i3 way of beang frec along
wiily others, because 10 ipeak of (o express
i to give public farm 1o privale aware-
fieds, Lo commumnicate what is known, (L is
1o develop the power Virginia Woalf talks
about: the power against nonbeing and
loneliness — the *“‘nondescript  cotlon
wool" tha obscures so much of life.

Yes, (he silence and the powerlesdines
s somehow be overcome, (f literacy
tor be dchieved. The teacher of literacy, 1o
be swihentic and effective. musl be in-
quirer, discoverer, critic, sometimes loved
one. He or she must be soimcone who
cares, someone who s ready 10 engage a
subject mstter of § cresled form as an
always open possibihty. The true reacher
of lieracy i not the Kind who comes [0
class having ""done’” Rowmeor gnd Sulies op
the history of the Civil War or the science
of geneticy — with all gueillons answered
and the subject fturned into an objecs
ready 1o be consumed. Rather, he or she
miuat be prepated o think critically, giving
aood reasons for the claims made and
even the demands, encouraging students
w look critically upon the performances
i which they are asked 1o engage, part
cipating mn discussions with the students,
masking explicit the norms that govern
their being togedher, kecping ihe emier-
prise open, allowing for possibiliny. Of
course §i 15 4 burden for the ieacher; bui
meaningful litzcracy s mosi walikely o
teachers do not display, against all odds,
the modes of beang {and of foresight and



“Our task is o move
young people to be able
to educate themselves

integriny) ihey wish students to chogse for
themselves,

Owur task is (o move young people 1o be
able 1o educate themselves and Lo create
the kinds of classroom siluations (hat
gtimulate them 1o do just that, Doing so,
they may find themselved in a position 1o
discover and use certain of the concepls
ihat enable liierate human beings 1o im-
pose order and meaning on inchoaie ex-
petience. Concepls are perspectives of @
sort: they are clusters of meaning. They
EMPOWET PCrsOns 10 OrgRnize cxperience
in order 1o lnerpret i1, to have some
power aver it, 1o see and, yes, 1o sy, To
achieve literacy is, in pari, 1o learn how 1o
think conceptinally, to structure experi-
ence, 10 look through wider and mare
diverse perspectives at ihe lived world.

Crbwiously, in many schools the public
emphasis is on literacy, basic skills, and
est results, and there are administratons
throughout the U.S. who care mainly
about numbers and whar is finally guanti-
fiable. And there are abstracted fages in
classrooms, young people for whom
school is Ffar less important than television
or pop music or life on the sireeis. It i
certatnly true that, for children who lock
a1 television six hours each day, school
cannot be interesting or relevant, For one
thing, school makes demands that TV
does not; it makes people feel infenior, as
TV seldom docs; it does not seem oon-
cerned with ““real’ things.

It seemms evident thay, i the school's
primary Function is 1o countervail against
all of this, the literacy it attempts 1o make
possible must be linked to critical reflec-
tiveress, 1o wide-awakeness, Indeed, | in-
sist that no other insthution or agency in
soclety has thal partcular responsibility.
If we in education do not succeed in ac-
complishing this mission, we zhall (as
mast of us are quite aware) leave a popu-
lation passive, sunned, and literally
thoughtless in front of television or with
mininture speakers in their ears, They will
become increasingly fearful in the face of
what they see happening in *'the world."
increasingly confused by the ides of a
movie nctor playing President, increasing-
Iy numb 1o terms like “'El Salvador' and
“hudget” and *“defense.”” Horror, de-
spair, passivity, and nondescripl cotan
wool. We have only to offer the power
that comes with the ability to explain, 1o
locate, 1o concepiualize, 1o perceive pos-
sibilities. That, as | see i, signifies lit
ETACY.

Let me conclade with a section from
Niozake Shange's choreodrama, For Col-
ored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide

PHI DELTA KAPP AN

and to create the kinds
of classroom
situations that
stimulate them o
do just that.”

When the Rairbow Is Eayf, because it
deals with the theme of this article and be-
aste it suggests o very much,

de Tibeary waz night down from de crodly tracks
croes (rom de lassdry-mal

thry de big shinin Ao & grankic pillars

ol s lowis is Tamous Tor

| Found toussaint

but mod il =fies monihs uv

cajun katie/ pippt longsiockin

christopher robind eddie heyward and & poat

L§
in ghe children's room
only ploneer girks & mags rabbiss
& big clry white boys
| knew § waen'i sposedia
bigt | ran tnam ihe ADULT READING ROOM
& came across
TOUSSAINT
mmy firsl bk man
{1 never coumed george wanhingeon carvef
cuz i didn’\ like peamuis)
still
Toussaint wae s bk man & negro Uke my mamas

Ay
whi refused 1o be o slave
& he spoke french
& didn’t low mo white man 1o el him noshin
ol napodean
mned maximillien
nol robespicrre
TOUSSAINT L'OUVERTURE
waz the beginning ov reality for me
iy thee surmmer contes for
who colored child can veail
15 boiks in 1hroe weeks
| won and raved abi TOUSSAINT L'OUVER-
TURE
wi ihe alternoan ceremoy
was disqualified
cur Toussainl
betanged in the ADULT READING
ROOM

i did not matter. She loved Toussaint.
She took him home, and he became her
imaginary friend. And she walked with
him and explored with him and ialked 1o
him, until finally she mel a boy named
Toussaini Jones who iurned oul to be nol
100 different from her Toussaing; but this
one spoke English and ate apples and was
all right with her: “no tellin what all
spirits we ed move down by the river.”
And the section ends, *hey wait.""

Would such a person o/ master the
basics, with the Aduli Reading Room in
sight? | ask myself how we can create
situations that might release persons fo
take the kind of leap thar girl took —
away from the magic rabbits of the chil-
dren's room 1o the Adull Reading Room,
Mo one could have predicted that that
child would find Toussaint; but | want (o
believe that there is afways & Toussain
waiting there ahead, if we dare to think in
terms of beginnings, o see from the van-
tage point of the beginner, the secker —
Imstead of seeing fom the vantage point
of ihe gystém or the bureatcracy of the
framework. What supervisor, principal,
iestmaker, of other functionary could
possibly predict a little girl's making that
run into the Adult Reading Room and
finding the beginning of her reality thait
way, making connections, reading 13
books in three weeks? But, from the van-
1age poim of thal 8-year-old, why not?
And when she says, "'hey wait,”" we know
she has that sense of incompleteness that
will impel her on, and we know no meas-
urement scale can grasp that either. Bul
think what she will have thought. Think
aboul her gains in lteracy.

We owe young people that sor of dis-
content, as we owe them visions of Adult
Reading Rooms. We owe them the sight
of open doors and open possibilities. We
need to replace the drab presence of
declining literacy with images of Mowers
and pew realities. Litersey. after all,
cught 1o be a leap.
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