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ABSTRACT

Literacy has become a popular topic for scholarly investigation in recent years. Historians,
anthropologists, sociologists, linguists, and educationists, among others, have contributed to
the development of 'literacy studies' as a field of inquiry. This thesis concentrates on the
conceptual and ethical dimensions of literacy. The central argument is that people ought to
become critically literate. This idea is developed and defended through a detailed
examination of the work of Paulo Freire, and applied in evaluating contemporary debates in

First World universities.

The first chapter focuses on three broad literatures. A brief critique of adult literacy research
is followed by a more extensive review of the wider literacy studies literature. Four areas
are highlighted for comment: the oral-literate divide; the relationship between literacy and
economic growth; literacy, reproduction and resistance; and postmodernist perspectives on
literacy. A case for further conceptual and ethical work on literacy is advanced. Attention
then turns to controversies over 'political correctness', canons and core curricula in higher
education. The potential value of literacy studies scholarship for assessing debates in these

areas is noted, and the merits of concentrating on Freire are considered.

Freire's ideas are outlined and analysed in chapter two. Emphasis is placed on the
importance of contextualized, holistic, anti-reductionist, critical readings in approaching Freire
from the First World. The major tenets of Freire's philosophy are summarized, and key
features of Freirean pedagogy are discussed. Liberating education, for Freire, is critical,
dialogical and praxical. An exploration of Freire's theory and practice reveals a multifaceted
notion of critical literacy, built around the central theme of ‘reading the word and the world'.
Freire speaks of critically engaging both texts and contexts, and of transforming the ‘text’ that

is social reality itself.
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The third chapter addresses some of the conceptual problems signalled in chapter one. The
chapter offers a framework for analysing definitions and constructs of literacy, and applies
this in evaluating quantitative, qualitative and pluralist responses to the question 'What is
literacy?'. Pluralist stances appear to have the most to offer in understanding the multiplicity
of distinct social forms reading and writing assume. The chapter advances the view that
literacies are non-neutral and not necessarily worthwhile. The value of a given form of
literacy, it is maintained, can only be determined through reference to a substantive ethical

position.

Chapter four responds to criticisms of the assumptions which underpin Freire's ethical and
educational ideal. The notion of conscientization provides the central focus throughout the
chapter. Freire's pedagogy is defended at some length against strong attacks from Berger,
Walker and Bowers. Programmes of literacy education, it is argued, are necessarily
interventionist. Freire's promotion of critical consciousness in his work with illiterate adults
in Brazil, while not without its problems and contradictions, is ultimately supported. The
chapter also considers postmodern critiques of universalist thought, and reaffirms the need
for political commitment in times of dramatic change and uncertainty. An individualist
reading of critical consciousness is rejected, and the concept of conscientization is reappraised

in light of the postmodern recognition of multiple subjectivities.

The final chapter brings ideas from earlier parts of the thesis to bear on a discussion of
battles over political correctness, ‘Great Books', and the university curriculum. The chapter
takes the position that Freire would oppose educational policies and practices premised on
politically correct assumptions. This proposition is contingent upon a particular definition
of 'political correctness': one which specifies intolerance of, or deliberate neglect of, opposing

views as the pivotal criterion. Two main groups in the war over 'the canon' are identified:
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traditionalists and reformists. After finding fault with ideas from both sides of the debate,
an alternative position is articulated. Building on the discussion of conscientization and
critical literacy in earlier chapters, a programme based on the in-depth, dialogical

examination of a small number of texts from a range of perspectives is outlined.
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INTRODUCTION

Where in 1968 a prominent anthropologist could express surprise at the lack of interest
shown by social scientists in literacy,' today it is scarcely possible to avoid hearing the word:
literacy’ - whether being written about, taught, scandalized, resourced, or underfunded - is
everywhere. The academic study of literacy is flourishing, with hundreds of journal articles,
conference papers, books, and reports devoted to the subject every year. While funding for
adult literacy initiatives is still often woefully inadequate, there is at least now some
recognition of the phenomenon of adult illiteracy among official agencies in many countries
of the First World. Alleged declining standards in reading and writing among school
children and university students have been periodically investigated, exposed and lamented.
Media accounts of illiteracy in educational institutions and the workplace have captured the
attention of politicians where academics and adult literacy workers pursuing quieter channels
might not have. As a result, money and resources have been devoted to projects which
might in the past have never seen the light of day. Literacy has become big business, in both

the literal and the figurative sense.

As a burgeoning literature on literacy has emerged in the past fifteen years, assumptions
about reading and writing which were previously taken for granted have increasingly been
placed under a critical spotlight. The supposedly 'neutral’ character of literacy, for example,
has come under sustained attack. Literacy policies and programmes, it has been argued, are
inescapably political in nature; that is, they are shaped by and serve competing interests,
values, beliefs, and ends. Radical educational critics have come to appreciate, however, that
literacy is a double-edged sword: it can serve to promote and entrench inequalities across
class, ethnic, gender and other lines, but it can also be employed in resisting dominant ideas

and repressive social structures.
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While politicians frequently extol the benefits of creating and living in a literate society,
attributing to literacy the development of a host of individual, social and national
characteristics - rationality, social mobility, economic growth, etc. - is now considered by
many scholars to be simplistic, conceptually misguided, and mythical. The rendering of
reading’ and 'writing' as unitary, essentially cognitive, individual processes has been found
wanting in recent years as the social, cultural and historical dimensions to literacy have been
increasingly revealed. There is, some theorists maintain, no single, universal phenomenon
or set of abilities which can invariably and exclusively count as 'literacy’. Conventional
definitions of literacy as 'the ability to read and write' mask the importance of differences
between specific forms of reading and writing. Literacy, it has been argued, always entails
more than simply the capacity to perform certain tasks or demonstrate particular skills.
Literacies - i.e. practices and conceptions of reading and writing - are social, various and

many.

With this advance in research, publication and understanding, 'literacy' has taken on a new
face: theories of reading and writing have become both more complex and better informed.
Yet, perhaps precisely because so much scholarly attention has been devoted to literacy in
recent years, many hitherto unidentified theoretical problems have been unearthed. Far from
exhausting all, or even most, avenues for productive theoretical and empirical inquiry, the
recent torrent of intellectual activity has expanded prospects for further research on literacy.
These opportunities have multiplied in tandem with the dizzying pace of technological
change over the past two decades. A number of scholars believe we are poised on the edge,
if not already in the midst, of an epochal reconstruction of social life. We have entered a new

era: the postmodern age.
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Among the myriad dimensions of transformation in postmodern times, those associated with
systems of communication have been especially dramatic. The medium of print is being
superseded, or at the very least complemented, by a plethora of images in many spheres of
public and private life. Advertisers compete vigorously, ingeniously and ruthlessly for
consumer attention through a variety of visual forms. Television has become a powerful
instrument of political propaganda, with elections being won or lost on the strength of media
impressions. Computers have become a linchpin in commercial and educational activity.
Information is shared, shifted, sorted, and traded at lightening speeds and in vast quantities
in an electronic global marketplace. These changes have prompted a re-examination of
traditional notions of 'reading’, 'writing’, 'texts’, and 'literacy’. Talk of 'online literacy' is
becoming commonplace. 'Writing' often implies not pen and paper but a keyboard and a

computer screen. Theorists now 'read’ and analyse television, film and video 'texts'.

In some respects, though, the world has not changed. The brute realities of daily human
suffering and structural oppression continue unabated in the postmodern era. In the Third
World, in particular, poverty, homelessness, malnutrition, disease, and exploitation are as
deeply entrenched as ever. Third World nations are also characterized by high rates of adult
illiteracy. Some theorists see this as a 'cause’ of the problems just mentioned; others see it
as an 'effect’. Increasingly, widespread illiteracy is seen to both reflect and perpetuate or
exacerbate broader structural inequalities. Whatever the explanation, national literacy
programmes have been perceived by policy makers and politicians as a crucial aspect of

Third World development.

Whether learning to read and write for the first time via an adult literacy campaign in the
Third World, or attempting to negotiate the information highway under 'New Times'

capitalism in the West, the challenges for literacy students, teachers and researchers are
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formidable. In both Third World and First World contexts, perhaps the most important
question of all is 'What form(s) of literacy should be fostered?’. The central thesis of this
study is that people ought to become critically literate. More specifically, the argument is for
the promotion of Freirean critical literacy in, through and beyond core university courses.
The ultimate aim of the study is to evaluate contemporary debates over 'Great Books' and
university curricula from a Freirean perspective. Addressing this objective demands that
Freire's position on literacy first be outlined and analysed. Preliminary consideration also
needs to be given to the reasons for concentrating on Freire: What does Freire have to offer
that is distinctive among literacy scholars? This question is initially addressed at the end of
chapter one. Chapter two attempts to give substance to the claims made in the first chapter
by outlining Freire's ideas on literacy at some length. Chapters three and four reinterpret,
rework and extend conceptual and ethical aspects of Freire's work. The ideas developed in
chapters two to four are then applied to the question of what, how and why students ought

to read in (and beyond) universities. In greater detail, the thesis develops as follows.

Chapter one reviews the literature on literacy and sketches some of the key dimensions to
recent debates over canons, core curricula and political correctness. As this study is
concerned with the reading practices promoted by and for adults in university settings, the
literature on adult literacy provides a useful starting point. Research in this area is
categorized under four headings: instructional, programme evaluation, individual case-study,
and psychological. Five problematic features are noted: (i) the often largely uncritical or
untheorized acceptance of the value of literacy; (ii) the excessive emphasis on skills and
techniques; (iii) the lack of attention to questions of social structure as these pertain to literacy
and illiteracy; (iv) the neglect of extended theoretical work in favour of more immediate
practical concerns; and (v) the unnecessarily narrow conception of what counts as appropriate

subject matter for adult literacy research.
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These weaknesses are addressed in the broader literacy studies literature. Among the many
themes explored in this field, four have been especially prominent: (i) the differences (and
similarities) between literate and oral modes of communication as regards their 'nature’ and
‘consequences’; (ii) the link between literacy and economic growth; (iii) the relationship
between (il)literacy and the reproduction of, or resistance to, inequities across class, race,
gender, and other lines; and (iv) the impact of postmodernism on constructs and practices
of reading and writing. Two areas in literacy studies merit further development. First,
important conceptual questions pertaining to 'literacy' and 'illiteracy' remain undertheorized.

Second, the relationship between literacy and ethics warrants deeper investigation.

Paulo Freire's work overcomes some of the key difficulties in adult literacy research, and is
underpinned by a thoroughly developed ethical theory. Conceptual questions are not
ignored by Freire, though much of what he has to say about the definition and 'nature’ of
literacy must be drawn by inference. The Freirean notion of critical literacy provides a
helpful standpoint from which to evaluate recent debates over Bloom, the 'canon’', and
political correctness in universities. Some significant challenges to fundamental tenets in
Freire's philosophy and practice must be addressed, however: some of these are signalled in

chapter one and later explored in chapter four.

Chapter two situates Freire's approach to literacy within his wider philosophy and
pedagogical theory. After a brief biography, some potential problems in reading,
understanding and applying Freirean theory in First World settings are highlighted. Care
is required if the dangers of decontextualized, fragmented, technocratic, or uncritical
interpretations and applications of Freire's work are to be averted. Freire's theory of literacy
and practice of adult literacy education are intimately intertwined with his ideas on human

beings, knowledge, and the nature of reality. Key features of Freire's metaphysic, ontology,
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epistemology and ethic are outlined in this chapter, while chapter four places elements of

Freirean philosophy under critical scrutiny.

Chapter two also examines pivotal aspects of Freire's pedagogical theory. The classic
distinction between ‘banking' education and 'problem-posing’ education in Freire's most
famous work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, provides a starting point for discussion, but in
elaborating the Freirean educational ideal it is necessary to turn to the broader corpus of
Freire's writings - especially those published in the past decade. If education is to be
liberating, it must, from Freire's point of view, be critical, dialogical and praxical. This
demands structure, direction, a strong sense of purpose, and high standards of academic
rigour. Freirean liberating education stands opposed to both authoritarian and laissez-faire

approaches to pedagogy.

The remainder of the second chapter is devoted to Freire's literacy work. Freire's approach
to adult literacy education in Brazil is outlined in some detail, and brief mention is also made
of his contribution to programmes in Chile, Guinea-Bissau, and Sao Tome and Principe. The
Brazilian campaign was built around dialogical investigation of a small number of
'generative’ words and employed a series of pictorial representations of everyday life. In his
later theorizing on literacy, building on his practical experiences, Freire often speaks of the
importance of linking ‘word' with 'world'. Just as 'words' in the conventional sense can be
'read' and 'written', so too, for Freire, can we talk of 'reading’ (interpreting) and 'writing'
(transforming) the world. The ultimate 'text' to be read and written is social reality itself.
The relationship between word and world is integral to the Freirean notion of critical literacy.
There are three levels or dimensions to Freirean critical literacy: (i) critical engagement with -
i.e. a 'rewriting' of - written texts, (ii) the linking of texts with contexts, and (iii) critical

transformation of the social reality 'text' through ‘speaking a true word'.
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At the most basic level, Freirean critical literacy implies an attempt to engage the ideas
presented in texts. Reading critically involves asking questions, posing problems, and
evaluating the strengths and weaknesses of an author's arguments. It demands an effort to
'get beneath the surface' of what an author is saying, probing layer after layer of meaning,
while at the same time striving to maintain a global view of a book's structure and aims.
Freirean critical literacy implies the adoption of a restless, curious, probing, investigative
stance in the act of reading. At a second level, critical reading entails relating the material
in one book to ideas presented in other texts, and placing an author's work in its social
context. Freire speaks of texts providing the basis for critical reflection on social practices
and structures past and present, actual and ideal, in both the reader's own society and in
others. At a third level, texts, if engaged critically, can be brought to bear on the lived
struggles and activities of daily life, such that reading and writing become acts of resistance
in the process of social transformation. This is the process of 'rewriting' social reality through

critical, dialogical praxis: collective reflection and action on word and world.

The third chapter takes up the challenge posed in chapter one for further conceptual work
on literacy by addressing debates over the definition, nature and consequences of literacy.
A framework for analysing definitions or constructs of literacy is proposed: this enables
potentially ambiguous statements by Freire on 'reading’ and 'literacy’ to be interpreted in a
new way. Three types of definition are delineated: stipulative, essentialist and prescriptive.
These categories are then applied in analysing three approaches to the problem of defining
literacy: quantitative, qualitative and pluralist. Freire's pronouncements on literacy generally
fall within the qualitative realm, although elements of his work are also consistent with a
pluralist perspective. I suggest that many ostensibly essentialist statements about reading and
literacy by Freire (and others) are really prescriptive (normative) declarations about the forms

reading and writing ought to take. The pluralist view on the problem of definition, while not
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without its difficulties, appears to best capture the dynamism, fluidity and diversity of actual
and possible literacies, especially in the face of rapid changes in systems of communication

and patterns of daily life.

Chapter three also addresses questions pertaining to the 'consequences' and 'value' of literacy.
From Freire's point of view, literacy is never neutral. Depending on the form it takes, literacy
will be either domesticating or liberating. However, the view that literacies are non-neutral
and not necessarily valuable must be defended against those who see literacy as a unitary
skill or set of abilities. A number of influential scholars - Goody and Ong foremost among
them - have characterized literacy as (facility with) the technology of writing. To this
technology they attribute a whole range of desirable consequences, including the
enhancement of critical, logical and analytical thought. Given the earlier discussion of
pluralist approaches to the problem of definition, this view must be regarded as flawed. I

adopt an alternative position, as follows.

'Literacy' has no absolute or final essence, though there are certain characteristics which many
constructs of literacy and practices of reading and writing have in common. At the end of
the day, however, we all become 'literate' in different ways. There are always 'consequences'
in becoming and being literate, but these are not mechanical, 'cause-and-effect' outcomes.
Conceptions, policies and practices of reading and writing are necessarily partial in the sense
that they always favour particular worldviews, interests, systems of social organization, and
so on. The 'consequences' of literacy vary according to the character of given practices of
reading and writing. How we view the 'consequences’ of literacies (as regards their 'value’) -
that is, as either desirable or undesirable - depends on the ethical assumptions we begin with.
On several ethical positions - including Freire’s - there are good grounds for describing some

forms of literacy as 'harmful’; hence, the popular conception of literacy as necessarily
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'valuable' is problematic. The notion that people ought to become literate in society where
reading and writing are fundamental to everyday life is compelling, but it is vital that
consideration be given to the ways in which people learn and practise reading and writing.
This thesis supports the view that people ought to read and write critically, though it does

not claim that this is the only worthwhile (i.e. ethically desirable) form of literacy.

Chapter four responds to work which calls crucial assumptions in Freire's ethic and
pedagogy into question. The theme of conscientization is a central focus throughout the
chapter. Ibegin by outlining the three levels of consciousness identified by Freire in his early
writings on conscientization. This provides a reference point for the rest of the chapter. The
major task in the first part of the chapter is to defend Freire's interventionism against a strong
attack from Bowers, who seeks out the roots of cultural invasion in Freirean education. For
Bowers, Freire is a 'carrier' of a Western mind set which has been thoroughly oppressive
when applied in traditional or non-Western settings. Bowers, together with other critics such
as Berger and Walker, sees Freire's approach to adult literacy as 'impositional’ (and thus
undesirable) in certain respects. I argue (i) that literacy programmes are necessarily
interventionist, (ii) that Freire's pedagogy in Brazil was 'impositional’ in particular ways, but
not in the strong sense implied by Bowers, (iii) that elements of the codification and
decodification processes in the Brazilian campaign were 'non-dialogical’ (though not 'anti-
dialogical'), but with justification, (iv) that the potential for criticizing and repudiating Freire's
approach was built into the inner logic of his literacy work, and (iv) that when properly
contextualized, a 'critical' consciousness was clearly ethically preferable - and in this sense

'superior’ - to 'magical’ and 'naive' ways of viewing the world.

These arguments are extended in the second part of the chapter, where I critique two essays

which highlight some of the ethical difficulties for literacy educators (among others) posed
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by the reorientation of ‘meaning’ and the demise of universals under postmodernism. In the
first piece, Gee encounters (and creates) problems in attempting to reconcile a postmodernist
perspective on meaning with principles of harm in deliberating over a moral dilemma. In
the second, Ellsworth, in recognizing multiple lines of oppression among participants in an
anti-racism course, reaches a state of what might be termed 'pedagogical paralysis’. While
the hierarchical conception of oppression implicit in Ellsworth's account is found wanting,
the postmodernist renunciation of metanarratives provides a powerful challenge to Freirean

notions of oppression and liberation, and must be acknowledged.

This discussion leads usefully to a fresh interpretation of conscientization (and, by
implication, critical literacy) in the final part of the chapter. I reject developmental and
individualist accounts of conscientization, and draw an explicit link between conscientization
and praxis. The postmodern recognition of multiple subjectivities renders the categorization
of individuals into 'personality types' or single levels of consciousness problematic. People
operate at an infinite number of levels, within a plethora of discourses. Consciousnesses shift
constantly as people move within and between different discourses. I contend that
conscientization can be conceived, broadly, as any process - including processes involving
reading and writing - through which people expand the range of discourses within which
they can reflectively, knowingly and actively participate. More specifically, conscientization
can be interpreted as the moment of knowing which occurs when reflection is dialogically
synthesized with action. If the original impulse of conscientization is to be retained,
particular emphasis must be placed on enhancing reflective engagement with, and dialogical
transformation of, discourses of oppression. Critical literacy entails continually engaging
(and relating) 'word' and 'world' within an increasingly expansive 'discursive universe', with

a view to promoting a better (more fully human) social world.
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In chapter five ideas developed in the preceding chapters are applied in evaluating
contemporary debates over political correctness, canons and core curricula in universities.
The first section addresses the question: 'Where would Freire stand on issues of political
correctness?’ I note that the label 'political correctness' has been applied to a confusing array
of different attitudes, practices and policies, and seek to clarify conditions for using the term.
Following a discussion of the relationship between 'correctness’ and 'criticalness' in Freire's
work, I offer key criteria for defining political correctness from a Freirean point of view.
Political correctness, it is argued, relates to intolerance of views other than one's own. In
classroom situations, a charge of political correctness would be valid were a teacher to
suppress questions and criticism, or fail to alert students to opposing positions in the full
knowledge that such alternatives exist. Thus defined, political correctness stands opposed

to the Freirean notion of critical consciousness and must be resisted.

In the second section I turn to the battle over canons and core curricula. Two main
antagonistic groups are identified: traditionalists and reformists. The former wish to defend
a traditional programme based on the reading of 'Great Books'; the latter wish to see the
canon broadened to include more works by women, ethnic minorities, and other groups.
Allan Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind has been pivotal in these debates, and
provides a useful starting point for discussion. After an overview of Bloom's ideas and a
brief discussion of the origins of 'Western Civilization' courses in the United States,
consideration is given to two stances on the question of how texts ought to be selected for
core reading lists. One view, advanced by Bloom but supported by many other
traditionalists, holds that books should be chosen on the basis of their intrinsic literary and
philosophical merits (which can be determined by writers of quality); the other position
suggests that the gender, ethnicity, sexual orientation, or country of origin of the author

should be a prime criterion for selection. Both positions are found to be problematic.
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The final section offers an alternative approach to the problem of deciding what and how
students ought to read in core university courses. Building on my discussion of
conscientization in chapter four, I maintain that core courses for students at (or near) the
beginning of their university studies have a potentially significant role to play in expanding
the discursive universe within which students might participate. I propose that a small
number of texts be examined in great depth - i.e. critically, in the Freirean sense - from a
range of perspectives. I accept the view that there are certain questions of enduring human
significance, and suggest that these provide a helpful focus for classroom dialogue. A
programme of this kind offers ample scope for forging relationships between 'word' and
‘world’, and allows for critical reflection on not only texts and social contexts but the very
process of reading itself. The objective is to foster a particular approach to reading (i.e. a
specific mode of literacy), while enhancing the breadth of perspective necessary for further
critical reading. This approach opposes political correctness and affirms Freire's emphasis
on tolerance, diversity, questioning, and debate as indispensable characteristics of university

life.
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Note

1. Goody, J. 'Introduction’, in Goody, J. (ed.) Literacy in Traditional Societies, London,
Cambridge University Press, 1968, p.1.



CHAPTER ONE

STUDYING LITERACY, FREIRE AND THE UNIVERSITY

In the United States, Canada, Britain, Australia, and New Zealand people are surrounded by
print. Print is employed in a multitude of different ways. Tax, insurance, and
unemployment-benefit forms are produced on printed paper; supermarket products use
printed labels; books are a vital part of schools, universities, colleges of education, and
technical institutes; laws are encoded in print; information of current events is gleamed from

newspapers; print is a key means of communication in business.

Literacy - typically (though not unproblematically) understood as the ability to decode print
in reading and encode it in writing - has become interwoven with the very fabric of modern
society. Literacy is assumed when writing reminder notes, reading road signs, writing letters
to friends, or browsing in bookshops and at news-stands. Literacy is taken for granted by
doctors and chemists writing and reading life-saving prescriptions, by children reading
comics, by teachers giving lessons, by judges and juries deciding on the basis of printed

evidence whether to incarcerate someone for life, by adults reading Stephen King novels.

There have been massive changes in communications technology in the Western world this
century: television, computers and fax machines are now accepted by many people in
Western societies as an integral part of everyday life. Modifications to systems of
communication have been accompanied by transformations in organizational structures and
social relationships in homes, educational institutions, government departments, and myriad
spheres of industry and commerce. Yet with most advances toward ever more sophisticated
forms of communication this century, the need for literacy has remained. Computer users

and programmers rely on instructions in manuals and technical guides. Televisions project
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written messages as well as pictures. Electronic mail is still mail that is read. Literacy, far

from being under threat, seems to be a more vital part of contemporary life than ever before.

Given the importance of literacy as a means of communication in Western societies, the
possibility that some adults may be illiterate in First World countries is perhaps cause for
considerable alarm. In the past, it was commonly believed that the problem of adult illiteracy
was largely confined to the Third World. Certainly in New Zealand it was routinely taken
as given for many years that every adult knew how to read and write. In 1964, for instance,
the International Bureau of Education reported (on the basis of information supplied by the
Department of Education in New Zealand) that '[t]he proportion of illiterates in the [New
Zealand] population fifteen years ago was between 1 and 2% and is still less now'. The
tuition provided for adults was described in a single sentence: 'Adult education is mainly

concerned with cultural activities and the use of leisure time'.!

The assumption of near 100% literacy among the adult population may have been based on
the widely-held presupposition that any problems a person might have with print would be
identified and addressed through the schooling system. If it was, it now seems that this
confidence was misplaced: in New Zealand, as in many other areas of the western world,
there are substantial numbers of adults experiencing difficulties with reading and writing.
Recent estimates of adult illiteracy or functional illiteracy in the United States, for example,
range from twenty-three million to almost eighty million people; in Britain the figure may
be as high as six to eight million. Ten percent of Australian adults and 50,000-100,000 New

Zealanders over the age of 15 have reading and writing difficulties.”

In the Third World, rates of illiteracy have been a matter for international concern for some

time. Figures from 1980 suggest (adult) illiteracy levels of 60%, 37% and 33% for Africa, Asia
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and Latin America respectively.’ In the decade from 1970 to 1980, the total number of adult
illiterates across the globe increased from 760 million to 814 million;* by 1985, one estimate
put the figure at 889 million people.” Some expect the number to rise to 900 million by the
end of this century.® Of course, all calculations of 'literacy’ and 'illiteracy' levels ought to be
viewed with caution in light of the difficulties associated with adequately defining these
terms.” Nonetheless, given the sheer number of adults in many countries who have been
considered 'illiterate’ by almost any definition, it becomes easier to see why one author was
led to comment that 'the problem of illiteracy...[is] the most gigantic and demanding one of

our generation'.?

Where the phenomenon of adult illiteracy has been recognized and officially acknowledged,
millions of dollars have been spent on literacy programmes. Hundreds of different methods
and techniques for teaching adults to read have been devised. Yet, people have seldom
stopped to ask: What is all of this spending and commitment to adult literacy for? What does
it mean to be 'literate' or ‘'illiterate’? Toward what social or personal end(s) should literacy

initiatives be put? These questions lie at the heart of this thesis.

Clearly, these issues have relevance far beyond the specific domain of adult literacy; there
is scope for exploration of the forms literacy might take in a variety of institutional and
informal educational settings. This study, then, is concerned with theoretical questions about
literacy in general as well as problems pertaining strictly to adult literacy. However, in light
of (i) the interest adult illiteracy has generated among First World politicians and the media
(albeit belatedly), and (ii) the centrality of adult literacy education to Freire's theory and
practice, the literature devoted specifically to this topic provides a useful starting point. After
a (very) brief overview and critique of work in this area, consideration is given to the broader

literacy studies literature. A case for further investigation of conceptual and ethical questions
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(pertaining to literacy) is advanced, and key dimensions of contemporary debates over
political correctness, canons and core curricula are outlined. The distinctiveness of Freire's

contribution is noted, and the direction of the rest of the thesis is signalled.

The Literature on Adult Literacy

While the literature on adult literacy can be examined from a multiplicity of angles, there
appear to be four main categories within which many studies fall: instructional, programme

evaluation, individual case-study, and psychological.

Instructional Material

A significant proportion of the literature deals with practical suggestions for adult literacy
instruction. The emphasis here, to put it crudely, is on the 'how to do it' approach, and
many articles under this rubric actually specify ‘helpful hints' for adult literacy instructors.’
Some authors pass on 'favourite techniques' based upon their own experience as adult
literacy tutors,' or recommend a specific method or approach for improving the teaching of
reading and writing skills. This might be anything from mnemonics, to the use of graphics,
basic word lists, 'interest inventories', or everyday reading materials."' Attention has been
paid to the ways in which family and friends can be 'utilized' to assist in literacy instruction
for adult illiterates.”” The role schools might play in helping parents who cannot read has

likewise attracted some comment."
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Programme Evaluation

The second category comprises those articles, books and reports which are concerned with
evaluating some form of adult literacy programme, policy or campaign. In the Western
world, the Adult Performance Level (APL) programme in the United States attracted much
attention in the 1970s and 1980s."* Efforts to recruit and instruct adult illiterates through
television and other media have also been thoroughly evaluated.”” The enhancement of
reading and writing skills among factory employees and other workers in industrial and
manufacturing sectors has been seen as a priority for some time, and in recent years a
sizeable literature has developed on workplace literacy.’® Similarly, with the growing influx
of immigrants into Britain, the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, the
demand for literacy programmes which meet the specific needs of non-English speaking
families has increased.” ESL (English as a second language) courses have mushroomed, and
with the emergence of specialized training for teachers in these programmes a corresponding

body of instructive and evaluative material on ESL has evolved."

National literacy campaigns in Third World and non-Western countries have also been
extensively evaluated.”” The Nicaraguan literacy crusade of 1980 has become especially well-
known. With its primer based on discussion of overtly political themes, its mobilization of
large numbers of student volunteers, and its spectacular success in dramatically reducing
levels of adult illiteracy in a very short period of time, the Nicaraguan crusade has often been
compared to the Cuban campaign two decades earlier.?? Of the other countries where large-
scale literacy initiatives have been instituted, evaluative comment has been made on

programmes in such diverse places as Ethiopia, Mexico, Vietnam, China, and Russia.?!



19
Personal Case-Studies

A number of articles focus on individual case studies of adults who have experienced
difficulties with reading and writing. These often include sensitive accounts of an adult's life
history, with much credence being given to the student's own analysis of the reasons for his
or her illiteracy.”? Sometimes the person who has tutored a student will detail the methods
used with that person to overcome literacy difficulties.”? In adult literacy journals and

newsletters, the case-studies are frequently autobiographical.**

Psychological Studies of Adult Literacy

Although most psychological work has focused on reading and writing for children, there
is a small literature on the psychological study of adult literacy. Malicky and Norman, for
example, have demonstrated that adults achieve better reading comprehension using
grammatical clue strategies than phonics.” In other work the same researchers relate the
reading stages identified by Chall in her account of the reading process for children to adult
readers.” Strong correlational relationships have been found between metacognitive reading
abilities and job performance in a number of technical fields.” Among adults experiencing
difficulties with reading, oral reading accuracy and comprehension have been identified as
important contributing factors.”® Boyd and Martin have developed a methodology for the

analysis of psychosocial profiles of adults with limited literacy skills.””

Adult Literacy Research: A Critique

The literature on adult literacy derives from a range of sources, including journals, books,

adult literacy newsletters, pamphlets, and reports. A comprehensive critique is beyond the
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scope of this thesis, but, with regard to the categories identified above, four brief comments

are in order.

(i) The overwhelming (and predominantly uncritical) acceptance of the assumption that
literacy is good, valuable and desirable - and that illiteracy is undesirable - is problematic.
Few people would deny that literacy can open up many potentially worthwhile opportunities
which are unavailable to those who are unable to read and write. As Jonathan Kozol
cogently demonstrates in his classic study, Illiterate America, literate folk seldom appreciate
the trauma experienced by those who are illiterate in a print-dominated society.* It must be
acknowledged, however, that the value accorded literacy is dependent upon certain
presuppositions about what is good, just and necessary in specific social settings, under
particular historical circumstances. Literacy is worthwhile to the extent that it enables adults
to do certain things, or to achieve certain goals, which they (or others supposedly speaking

on their behalf) regard as desirable, at a given time and place.

It is also important to recognize that literacy takes many different forms, some of which can
actually be considered harmful for human beings, rather than beneficial. Becoming literate
opens people up to the possibility of manipulation through the printed word (e.g. by the
media). Teaching the skills of reading and writing can, some have argued, become an
exercise in social control if those learning these skills are not encouraged to question the
material they are reading.®® Programmes of literacy education, as Davis points out, often
perpetuate the values of dominant groups.* A literate population, others have noted, is a
population that can be governed: literacy allows people to read instructions, to follow written
rules and regulations, to become compliant and obedient, and so on.* These ideas will be
revisited later and need not be discussed any further at this stage. The key point is that the

value of literacy in much of the literature on adult literacy has simply been taken for granted,
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and the negative nature of illiteracy assumed uncritically, without sufficient exploration of

the issue.

(ii) The emphasis on skills in much of the literature is also somewhat worrying. This is most
explicit in the instructional material, but it is also highly visible in the psychological
literature. There is talk not only of 'the skills of reading and writing' (which are to be
mastered by those becoming literate), but also of the techniques to be employed by

instructors in assisting the acquisition of literacy 'skills".

The argument that people ought to learn whatever skills are necessary to gain employment,
participate in educational institutions, and engage in recreational pursuits seems eminently
reasonable. Indeed, in today's rapidly changing world, with daily advances in technology,
the learning and re-learning of specific skills (in handling machinery, in dealing with complex
business systems, in operating computers, etc.) is almost essential. The problem arises when

experts and laypeople start to think of literacy purely in terms of skills.

This, for a start, might narrow one's view of what counts as literacy, with any definitions that
speak of qualities beyond the technical aspects of reading and writing being pushed aside
or ignored. More significantly, though, an excessive concentration on the teaching print-
related skills, with little time on anything else, heightens the risk that adults may learn how
to perform certain tasks but not know why they are performing them. This is where the
trouble lies with much of the instructional literature: numerous techniques and methods have
been devised for assisting adults in learning how to read and write, but rather less has been
said about what these reading and writing skills might be for. They may be directed toward
the enhancement of critical thought, literary appreciation, informed political comment, etc.,

but on the basis of what is discussed in most instructional material there is no way of
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determining if this is the case. It is the skills themselves which become the centre of attention
in the instructional literature, not what adults 'do with' these skills. Indeed, as a number of
theorists have pointed out, the separation of skills and techniques from the social contexts
within which reading and writing take place gives, at best, an incomplete picture of literacy.
At worst, the view that skills have autonomy from their application is conceptually

misguided and dangerously misleading.*

This is not to diminish the importance of continuing research efforts to find the most effective
techniques for learning how to use the medium of print. It would be foolish, if not
irresponsible, for scholars to ignore the very real requirements of teaching people how to
decode written words, how to form the letters of the alphabet, how to construct sentences,
and so on. Modern (and postmodern) societies demand an increasing degree of technical
competence from their citizens, and it is imperative that those who wish to master the
complexities of print are not denied the opportunity to do s0.* In many respects, greater
emphasis needs to be placed on 'how to' (methodological and technical) questions than ever
before. The point is, however, that there is more to literacy than simply the learning of print

skills.

(iii) This leads to a third criticism: insufficient attention has been given to the relationship
between literacy, illiteracy and social structure in the literature. The studies of literacy
campaigns in revolutionary societies (e.g. the Cuban and Nicaraguan crusades) are somewhat
exceptional here. In these campaigns literacy was seen (and has been written about in these
terms) as a crucial part of the overall process of structural change under revolutionary
conditions. And Paulo Freire (to whom reference will be made below) has long stressed that

literacy and politics are inextricably intertwined.
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The neglect of structural questions is, once more, most evident in the instructional and
psychological literature, where questions about the social context within literacy 'skills’ are
practised and acquired are typically left to one side. But the case studies also suffer from a
lack of depth in this area. Student analyses of the reasons for their difficulties and their
motivations for learning find ready expression in such studies. The trauma many people
experience as illiterate adults in a literate world is at times vividly portrayed. But while the
consequences of illiteracy for individual adult l