& CHAPTER I

Literacy and
Cultural Literacy

% THE DECLINE OF LITERATE KNOWLEDGE

This book explains why we need to make some very specific edu-
cational changes in order to achieve a higher level of national lit-
eracy. It does not anatomize the literacy crisis or devote many pages
to Scholastic Aptitude Test scores. It does not document at length
what has already been established, that Americans do not read as
well as they should. It takes no position about methods of initial
reading instruction beyond insisting that content must receive as
much emphasis as “skill.” It does not discuss teacher training or
educational funding or school governance. In fact, one of its major
purposes is to break away entirely from what Jeanne S. Chall has
called “the great debate” about methods of reading instruction. It
focuses on what I conceive to be the great hidden problem in Amer-
ican education, and I hope that it reveals this problem so compel-
lingly that anyone who is concerned about American education will
be persuaded by the book’s argument and act upon it.

The standard of literacy required by modern society has been
rising throughout the developed world, but American literacy rates
have not risen to meet this standard. What seemed an acceptable
level in the 1950s is no longer acceptable in the late 1980s, when
only highly literate societies can prosper economically. Much of
Japan’s industrial efficiency has been credited to its almost univer-
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fundamentally dependent upon literacy, for the essence of literacy
is not simply reading and writing but also the effective use of the
standard literate language. In Spain and most of Latin America the
lirerate language is standard written Spanish. In Japan it is standard
written Japanese. In our country it is standard written English.

Linguists have used the term “‘standard written English” to de-
scribe both our written and spoken language, because they want
to remind us that standard spoken English is based upon forms that
have been fixed in dictionaries and grammars and are adhered to
in books, magazines, and newspapers. Although standard written
English has no intrinsic superiority to other languages and dialects,
its stable written forms have now standardized the oral forms of
the language spoken by educated Americans.? The chief function
of literacy is to make us masters of this standard instrument of
knowledge and communication, thereby enabling us to give and re-
ceive complex information orally and in writing over time and space.
Advancing technology, with its constant need for fast and complex
communications, has made literacy ever more essential to commerce
and domestic life. The literate language is more, not less, central in
our society now than it was in the days before television and the
silicon chip.

The recently rediscovered insight that literacy is more than a skill
is based upon knowledge that all of us unconsciously have about
language. We know instinctively that to understand what somebody
is saying, we must understand more than the surface meanings of
words; we have to understand the context as well. The need for
background information applies all the more to reading and writing.
To grasp the words on a page we have to know a lot of information
that isn’t set down on the page.

Consider the implications of the following experiment described
in an article in Scientific American.> A researcher goes to Harvard
Square in Cambridge, Massachusetts, with a tape recorder hidden
in his coat pocket. Putting a copy of the Boston Globe under his
arm, he pretends to be a native. He says to passers-by, “How do
you get to Central Square?” The passers-by, thinking they are ad-
dressing a fellow Bostonian, don’t even break their stride when they
give their replies, which consist of a few words like “First stop on
the subway.”

The next day the researcher goes to the same spot, but this time
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“<he presents himself as a tourist, obviously unfamiliar with the city.

. “I'm from out of town,” he says. “Can you tell me how to get to

" " Central Square?” This time the tapes show that people’s answers
RN

"= Y are much longer and more rudimentary. A typical one goes, “Yes,

~

= eowell you go down on the subway. You can see the entrance over

there, and when you get downstairs you buy a token, put it in the
-slot, and you go over to the side that says Quincy. You take the
train headed for Quincy, but you get off very soon, just the first
stop is Central Square, and be sure you get off there. You’ll know

. It because there’s a big sign on the wall. It says Central Square.”

% ~And so on.

Passers-by were intuitively aware that communication between
strangers requires an estimate of how much relevant information
can be taken for granted in the other person, If they can take a lot
for granted, their communications can be short and efficient, subtle
and complex. But if strangers share very little knowledge, their
communications must be long and relatively rudimentary.

In order to put in perspective the importance of background
knowledge in language, I want to connect the lack of it with our
recent lack of success in teaching mature literacy to all students.
The most broadly based evidence about our teaching of literacy
comes from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).

This nationwide measurement, mandated by Congress, shows that
between 1970 and 1980 seventeen-year-olds declined in their ability
to understand written materials, and the decline was especially strik-
ing in the top group, those able to read at an “advanced” level.*
Although these scores have now begun to rise, they remain alarm-
ingly low. Still more precise quantitative data have come from the
scores of the verbal Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). According to
John B. Carroll, a distinguished psychometrician, the verbal SAT
1s essentially a test of “advanced vocabulary knowledge,” which
makes it a fairly sensitive instrument for measuring levels of liter-
acy.’ It is well known that verbal SAT scores have declined dra-
matically in the past fifteen years, and though recent reports have
shown them rising again, it is from a very low base. Moreover,
performance on the verbal SAT has been slipping steadily at the

top. Ever fewer numbers of our best and brightest students are
making high scores on the test.
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studying, is a dead language that is no
pupils had struggled for several weeks
vocabulary, this news was hard for some of them to accept. One
girl raised her hand to challenge my son’s claim. “What do they
speak in Latin America?” she demanded.

At least she had heard of Latin America. Another day my son
asked his Latin class if they knew the name of an epic poem by
Homer. One pupil shot up his hand and eagerly said, “The Alamo!”
Was it just a slip for The Iliad? No, he didn’t know
was, either. To judge from other stories about information gaps in
the young, many American schoolchildren are less well informed
than this pupil. The following, by Benjamin J. Stein, is an excerpt

from one of the most evocative recent accounts of youthful igno-
rance.
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rain, rudimentary explanations recorded in the second part

Cambridge experiment.
te business letters that alluded to Shake-
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o his associates, because, in his day, business people could
uch allusions with every expectation of being understood.
ance, in my father’s commodity business, the timing of sales
hases was all-important, and he would sometimes Write
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There is a tide in the affairs of men

Which taken at the flood leads on to fortune;
Omitted, all the voyage of their life

1s bound in shallows and in miseries.

On such a full sea are We now afloat,

And we must take the current when it serves,

Or lose our ventures.

» is better than saying “Buy (or sell) now
for the whole year, but if you fail to act
he rest of your life.” That would be

twenty-seven words instead of four, and while the bare message of
the longer statement would be conveyed, the persuasive force

wouldn’t. Think of the demands of such a business communication.
To persuade somebody that your recommendation is wise and well-
cite known examples

founded, you have to give lots of reasons and
at and more in four

and authorities. My father accomplished th

which made quoting Shakespeare as effective as any effi-
ciency consultant could wish. The moral of this tale is not that
reading Shakespeare will help one rise in the business world. My
point is a broader one. The fact that middle-level executives Nno
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phasize the problems of basic literacy or the relevancy of lit-
eracy to specific tasks, and more constructive to emphasize
that blacks will be condemned in perpetuity to oversimplified,
Jow-level tasks and will never gain their rightful place in con-
trolling the levers of power unless they also acquire literacy
in this wider cultural sense.

Although Patterson focused his remarks on the importance of cul-
tural literacy for minorities, his observations hold for every cultur-
ally illiterate person in our nation. Indeed, as he observed, cultural
literacy is not the property of any group or class.

To assume that this wider culture is static is an error; in fact
it is not. It’s not a WASP culture; it doesn’t belong to any
group. It is essentially and constantly changing, and it is open.
What is needed is recognition that the accurate metaphor or
model for this wider literacy is not domination, but dialectic;
each group participates and contributes, transforms and is
transformed, as much as any other group. ... The English
language no longer belongs to any single group or nation. The
same goes for any other area of the wider culture.!?

As Professor Patterson suggested, being taught to decode ele-
mentary reading materials and specific, job-related texts cannot
constitute true literacy. Such basic training does not make a person
literate with respect to newspapers or other writings addressed to
a general public. Moreover, a directly practical drawback of such
narrow training is that it does not prepare anyone for technological
change. Narrow vocational training in one state of a technology
will not enable a person to read manuals that explain new devel-
opments in the same technology. In modern life we need general
knowledge that enables us to deal with new ideas, events, and
challenges. In today’s world, general cultural literacy is more useful
than what Professor Patterson terms “literacy to a specific task,”
because general literate information is the basis for many changing
tasks.

Cultural literacy is even more important in the social sphere. The
aim of universal literacy has never been a socially neutral mission
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»s last comment is often omitted when the passage is quoted,
crucial one.

Jefferson

but it’s the

Books and newspapers assume a “common reader,” that is, a

I On race or clags ¢ person who knows the things w:oi:. by other :8&8 persons in
n the present day, the culture. Obviously, such assumptions are never identical from
modern society can p . ; writer to writer, but they show a remarkable consistency. Those
level of universa] liter i . ‘ ig who write for a mass public are always making judgments about
what their readers can be assumed to know, and the judgments are
closely similar. Any reader who doesn’t possess the knowledge as-
sumed in a piece he or she reads will in fact be illiterate with respect
to that particular piece of writing.
Here, for instance, is a rather typical excerpt from the Washing-
ton Post of December 29, 1983.

A federal appeals panel today upheld an order barring fore-
closure on a Missouri farm, saying that U.S. Agriculture Sec-
retary John R. Block has reneged on his responsibilities to
some debt ridden farmers. The appeals panel directed the USDA
to create a system of processing loan deferments and of pub-
licizing them as it said Congress had intended. The panel said
that it is the responsibility of the agriculture secretary to carry
out this intent ““not as a private banker, but as a public bro-
ker.”

Imagine that item being read by people who are well trained in
phonics, word recognition, and other decoding skills but are cul-
turally illiterate. They might know words like foreclosure, but they

8rasp the meaning would not understand what the piece means. Who gave the order
reader. All citizens | that the federal panel upheld? What is a federal appeals panel?
of substance, aboyt Where is Missouri, and what about Missouri is relevant to the issue?
mark: Why are many farmers debt ridden? What is the USDA? What is
a public broker? Even if culturally illiterate readers bothered to

look up individual words, they would have little idea of the reality

being referred to. The explicit words are just surface pointers to tex-

tual meaning in reading and writing. The comprehending reader must
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language. But much of the knowledge required for literacy in, say, ‘
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to the United States.

For instance, a literate Australian can typically understand Amer- 2
ican newspaper articles on international events or the weather bu X
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icans who read Australian newspapers. Many of us have heard ¥
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Once a jolly swagman camped beside a billabong,
Under the shade of a coolibah tree,

And he sang as he sat and waited while his billy boiled,
“You’ll come a’waltzing Matilda, with me.”

Waltzing Matilda doesn’t mean dancing with a girl; it means walk-
ing with a kind of knapsack. A swagman is a hobo, a billabong is
a pond, a coolibah is a eucalyptus, and a billy is a can for making
tea.

The national character of the knowledge needed in reading and
writing was strikingly revealed in an experiment conducted by Rich-

f we wanted b |
t . eech )
oo:wmwmm. To know what &CWMM %maso:_ma plece of Emoqzm:%: | ard C. Anderson and others at the Center for the Study of Reading
don’t know about elm trees jg the mm people know aboyt tigers but _, at the University of Illinois. They assembled two paired groups of
readers, all highly similar in sexual balance, educational back-

ground, age, and social class.!” The only difference between the
groups was that one was in India, the other in the United States.
Both were given the same two letters to read. The texts were similar
in overall length, word-frequency distribution, sentence length and
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L ] or written communication requires a lot of shared back-

om»r:oi_mmmn. It’s not the difficulty or novelty of the idea that
caused it tO receive so little attention.

%o Let me hazard a guess about one reason for our neglect of the

abject. We have ignored cultural literacy in thinking about edu-

catio inly I as a researcher also ignored it until recently —

—- certal
vanmwa_w w.mnwcmn it was something we T.mum vmm.: able to take for
ted. We ignore the airwebteathe until 1t 1s thin or foul. Cultural
m:% is the oxygen of social 58.80_.:%. OJQ when we run into
caltural Mliteracy are we shocked into recognizing the importance
of the information that we had unconsciously assumed.

To be sure, a minimal level of information is possessed by any
pormal person who lives in the United States and speaks elementary
English. Amost everybody knows what is meant by dollar and that
cars must travel on the right-hand side of the road. But this ele-
mentary level of information is not sufficient for a modern democ-
racy. It isn’t sufficient to allow us to read newspapers (a sin against
Jeffersonian democracy), and it isn’t sufficient to achieve economic
fairness and high productivity. Cultural literacy lies above the every-
day levels of knowledge that everyone possesses and below the
expert level known only to specialists. It is that middle ground of
cultural knowledge possessed by the “common reader.” It includes
information that we have traditionally expected our children to
receive in school, but which they no longer do.

During recent decades Americans have hesitated to make a de-
cision about the specific knowledge that children need to learn in
school. Our elementary schools are not only dominated by the
content-neutral ideas of Rousseau and Dewey, they are also gov-
erded by approximately sixteen thousand independent school dis-
tricts, We have viewed this dispersion of educational authority as
an mnsurmountable obstacle to altering the fragmentation of the
school curriculum even when we have questioned that fragmenta-
tion. We have permitted school policies that have shrunk the body
of information that Americans share, and these policies have caused
our national literacy to decline.

At the same time we have searched with some cagerness for causes
such as television that lie outside the schools. But we should direct
our attention undeviatingly toward what the schools teach rather
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emands on students, has resulted in a steady
monly shared information between genera-

ionS and between young people themselves. Those who graduate
from the same school have often studied different subjects, and
those Who graduate from Jifferent schools have often studied dif-
ferent material even when their courses have carried the samé titles.
The inevitable consequence of the shopping mall high school is a
jack of shared knowledge across and within schools. It would be
hard to invent 2 more effective recipe for cultural fragmentation.
The formalistic educational theory behind the shopping mall school
(the theory that any suitable content will inculcate reading, writing,
and thinking gkills) has had certain vo_.:._nm_ advantages for school
administrators. It has allowed them to stay scrupulously neutral
with regard 10 content.? Educational formalism enables them 1O

regard the indiscriminate variety of school offerings as 2 positive

virtue, on the grounds that such variety can accommodate the dif-
ferent interests and abilities of different students. Educational for-

malism has also conveniently allowed school administrators to meet
itional literate materials that used to be taught

objections tO the trad

in the schools. Objectors have said that \ﬁEbEbbEP%-mno

class-bound, white, Anglo-Saxon and Protestant, not to mention

sexist, and excessively W . Our schools have tried to
objections from liberals and

y to meet these
rvatives. Caught berween ide-

racist,
offér enough diversit

enough Shakespeare to satisfy cons¢
ological parties, the schools have been attracted irresistibly 1o 2

quantitative and formal approach to nc:._nc_ci er._nmnmﬂrmn %»:
o:ogmnaon sound judgments about what should be taught.

Some have objected hat teaching the traditional literate culture
n answered

means teaching conservative material. Orlando Patterso
that objection when that mainstream culture is not

he pointed out
the province of any single social group and is constant}y changing
by assimilating Dew elements and expelling old ones.”* Although
mainstream culture is tied to the written word and may therefore
seem more formal and elitist than other elements of culture, that
is an,illusion. Literate culture is the most democratic culture in our
Jands it excludes nobodyj it cuts across generations and social groups

and cfasses; 1t 18 not usually one’s first culture, but it should be
second, existing as it does be ond _the narrow s heres

, nei hborhood, and region.
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. much to say that the story of George Washington and the
el tree has done more harm, and in a shorter space of
ﬁ.&.n_@%m: any other moral tale in the whole of litera-
¥ E”M. . And the amusing part of the whole thing is that the
“ﬂonw .om the cherry tree is an absolute myth.?

For us NO less than for Wilde, the values affirmed in .:m&:o:m_
Jiterate culture can serve a whole spectrum of <m_:.m mz::ﬁ.ﬁm. Un-
n__._nmaozmv_wv decisions about Hnnr:_amn,m of conveying Qma:_nmm to
our children are among the most sensitive and important decisions
of a pluralistic nation. But the complex problem of how to teach
values in American schools mustn’t distract attention from our
fundamental duty to teach shared content.

The failure of our schools to create a literate society is sometimes
excused on the grounds that the schools have been asked to do too
much. They are asked, for example, to pay due regard to the de-
mands of both local and national acculturation. They are asked to
teach not only American history but also state and city history,
driving, cardiopulmonary resuscitation, consumerism, carpentry,
cooking, and other special subjects. They are given the task of
teaching information that is sometimes too rudimentary and some-
times too specialized. If the schools did not undertake this instruc-
tion, much of the information so provided would no doubt go
unlearned. In some of our national moods we would like the schools
to teach everything, but they cannot. There is a pressing need for
clarity about our educational priorities.

As an example of the priorities we need to set, consider the
teaching of local history in the Commonwealth of Virginia. Suppose
Virginians had to choose between learning about its native son Jeb
Stuart and Abraham Lincoln. The example is arbitrary, but since
choices have to be made in education, we might consider the two
names emblematic of the kind of ‘priority decision that has to be
made. Educational policy always involves choices between degrees
of worthiness.

The concept of cultural literacy helps us to make such decisions
because it places a higher value on pational than on Jocal infor-
mation. We want to make our children competent to communicate
with Americans throughout the land. Therefore, if Virginians did
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have to decide between Stuart and Lincoln they ought to favor ¢
man from Illinois over the one from Virginia. All literate Americ;

know traditional information about Abraham Lincoln but relativg
few know about Jeb Stuart. To become literate it’s therefore moj
important to know about Lincoln than about Stuart. The priorig

hagngthing to do with inherent merit, only with the 2
culture, Stuart certa

erél) d

mly had more merit than Benedict Arnold dig
But Arnold also should be given educational priority over Stuarf
Why? Because Benedict Arnold is as much a part of our nationg
language as is, say, Judas.

To describe Benedict Arnold and Abraham Lincoln as belongin

to the national language discloses another way of conceiving culi

tural literacy — as a vocabulary that we are able to use throughoug]
the land because wé-share assoct T

S 1n our society
A universally shared national vocabulary is amatogousTo a universall

currency like the dollar. Of course the vocabulary consists of more}

than just words. Benedict Arnold is part of national cultural literacy;
eggs Benedict isn’t.

% THE CRITICAL IMPORTANCE OF
EARLY SCHOOLING

Once we become aware of the inherent connection between literacy 1
and cultural literacy, we have a duty to those who lack cultural

literacy to determine and disclose its contents. To someone who is
unaware of the things a literate person is expected to know, a
writer’s assumption that readers possess cultural literacy could ap-
pear to be a conspiracy of the literate against the illiterate, for the
purpose of keeping them out of the club. But there is no conspiracy.
Writers must make assumptions about the body of information their
readers know. Unfortunately for the disadvantaged, no one ever
spells out what that information is. But, as the Appendix illustrates,
the total quantity of commonly shared information that the schools
need to impart is less daunting than one might think, for the crucial
background knowledge possessed by literate people is, as I have
pointed out, telegraphic, vague, and limited in extent.
Preschool is not too early for starting earnest instruction in lit-
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antly entering and departing from mainstream culture.
Oher subnational nc_ﬁznmm,._zn_:a_zm. those of science and tech-

also cause changes in the mainstream culture. DNA and
nolog?> now part of cultural literacy, were unknown in 1945. In
short, terms that :88% people know in the 1980s are &m.mmnn_:
from those ”rnw. _Sni._: 1945, and forty years hence the literate
culture will again be different.

The flux in mainstream culture is obvious to all. But stability,
not change, is the chief characteristic of cultural literacy. Although
historical and technical terms may follow the ebb and flow of events,
the more stable elements of our national vocabulary, like George
Washington, the tooth fairy, the Gettysburg Address, Hamlet, and
the Declaration of Independence, have persisted for a long time.
These stable elements of the national vocabulary are at the core
of cultural literacy, and for that reason are the most important
contents of schooling. Although the terms that ebb and flow are
tremendously important at a given time, they belong, from an edu-
cational standpoint, at the periphery of literate culture. The per-
sistent, stable elements belong at the educational core.

Let me give some concrete examples of the kinds of core infor-
mation | mean. American readers are assumed to have a general
knowledge of the following people (I give just the beginning of a
list): John Adams, Susan B. Anthony, Benedict Arnold, Daniel Boone,
John Brown, Aaron Burr, John C. Calhoun, Henry Clay, James
Fenimore Cooper, Lord Cornwallis, Davy Crockett, Emily Dick-
inson, Stephen A. Douglas, Frederick Douglass, Jonathan Edwards,
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Benjamin Franklin, Robert Fulton, Ulysses
S. Grant, Alexander Hamilton, and Nathaniel Hawthorne. Most
of us know rather little about these people, but that little is of
crucial importance, because it enables writers and speakers to as-
sume a starting point from which they can treat in detail what they
wish to focus on.

Here is another alphabetical list that no course in critical thinking
skills, however masterful, could ever generate: Antarctic Ocean,
Arctic Ocean, Atlantic Ocean, Baltic Sea, Black Sea, Caribbean Sea,
Gulf of Mexico, North Sea, Pacific Ocean, Red Sea. It has a com-
panion list: Alps, Appalachians, Himalayas, Matterhorn, Mount
Everest, Mount Vesuvius, Rocky Mountains. Because literate peo-
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ple mention such names in passing, usually without explag
children should acquire them as part of their intellectual |
ment.

Children also need to understand elements of our litera
mythic heritage that are often alluded to without explanatiog
example, Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and the Flood, I
and Goliath, the Twenty-third Psalm, Humpty Dumpty, Jack ${
Jack and Jill, Little Jack Horner, Cinderella, Jack and the Bean
Mary had a little lamb, Peter Pan, and Pinocchio. Also Achi
Adonis, Aeneas, Agamemnon, Antigone, and Apollo, as wel
Robin Hood, Paul Bunyan, Satan, Sleeping Beauty, Sodom
Gomorrah, the Ten Commandments, and Tweedledum and Twj

dledee. :
QOur current distaste for memorization is more pious than re
istic. At an early age whe . ortes ROS ive, ch

dren have an almost instinctive urge to learn specific tribal traditior
At that age they seem to be fascinated by catalogues of informatid
and are eager to master the materials that authenticate their meng
bership in adult society. Observe for example how they memoriZ
the rather complex materials of football, baseball, and basketbalf
even without benefit of formal avenues by which that information
is inculcated. ,

The weight of human tradition across many cultures supports
the view that basic acculturation should largely be completed by }
age thirteen. At that age Catholics are confirmed, Jews bar or bat
mitzvahed, and tribal boys and girls undergo the rites of passage
into the tribe. According to the anthropological record, all cultures
whose educational methods have been reported in the Human Re-
lations Area Files (a standard source for anthropological data) have
used early memorization to carry on their traditions.?

In Korea, “numerous books must be memorized, including the
five Kyung, and the four Su.” In Tibet, “from eight to ten years of
age, the boy spends most of his time reading aloud and memorizing
the scriptures.” In Chile, the Araucanian Indians use the memori-
zation of songs as an educational technique to teach “the subtleties
of the native tongue, and an insight into the customs and traditions
of their tribe.” In southern Africa, the children of the Kung bushmen
listen for hours to discussions of which they understand very little
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admirable writers as Theodore H. White, John Kenneth Galbraith,
Lewis Thomas, Peter Medawar, and Richard Feynman, who are
able to communicate their complex expertise to a wide audience of
educated people. We will be able to achieve a just and prosperous
society only when our_schools ensure that everyone commands
enough shared backgroun to be able to communicate

effectively with everyone else.
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