Literacy Development
“Literacy is the use of socially -, historically-, and culturally – situated practices of creating and interpreting meaning through texts. It entails a tacit awareness of the relationships between textual conventions and their contexts of use and ideally, the ability to reflect critically on those relationships. Because it is purpose-sensitive, literacy is dynamic –not static- and variable across and within discourse communities and cultures. It draws on a wide range of cognitive abilities, on knowledge of written and spoken language, on knowledge of genres, and on cultural knowledge.”

Kern (2000: 16 – 17) defines seven principles for a literacy-based language curriculum going beyond the concept of literacy as attached to the written language:

1. Literacy involves interpretation. All language users interpret the meanings of the world of their interlocutors. A reader interprets the view of the world presented by the writer, for example.

2. Literacy involves collaboration. All communicative practices are based on an understanding of the interlocutor. In this way, a speaker speaks for a listener and decides what must be said to contribute to listener motivation and understanding.

3. Literacy involves conventions. Cultural conventions govern the way in which people interact in written and spoken language and these conventions can be modified by individual purposes.

4. Literacy involves cultural knowledge. Language users operate within particular systems of attitudes, beliefs, values, ideas and customs which need to be known and understood for communication to be effective.

5. Literacy involves problem solving. Language is embedded in linguistic and situational contexts and being literate involves being aware of the relationships between words, texts and the world.

6. Literacy involves reflection and self-reflection. Language users reflect upon language and its relation to themselves and the world.

7. Literacy involves language use. It is necessary to know how language works to create discourse.

Kern (Ibid: 303) refers to “thoughtful communication” the one that derives from a literacy based curriculum in that “it assumes the primary importance for developing communicative ability in a new language, but it also emphasizes within that general goal, the development of learners´ ability to analyze, interpret, and transform discourse and their ability to think critically about how discourse is constructed and used towards various ends in social contexts.”

The following chart summarizes the main differences between the roles of teachers and learners in structural, communicative and literacy – based curricula.

	
	Structural
	Communicative
	Literacy



	Role models for teachers and learners
	“ Linguists”
	“Native speakers”
	“Discourse analysts” and “Intercultural explorers”

	Primary instructional role of the teacher
	Organizing overt instruction and transformed practice
	Organizing situated practice, overt instruction, and transformed practice
	Organizing critical framing, situated practice, overt instruction and transformed practice.

	Primary mode of teacher response
	Correcting (enforcing a prescriptive norm)
	Responding (to communicative intent)
	Responding (to language as used), focusing attention to reflection and revision

	Predominant learner roles
	Deference to authority
	Active participation: focus on using language in face to face interaction
	Active engagement: focus on using language, reflecting on language use, and revising.


(Summarized from: Kern, R. 2000. Literacy and Language Teaching. Oxford: OUP. Page 312)

The 'three Rs' of literacy-based teaching

Given the centrality of the design processes of interpretation, collaboration, problem-solving, and reflection in the literacy-based curriculum, teacher and learner roles can be characterized by the 'three Rs' of responding, revising, and reflecting. 

Responding
The first of the three Rs, responding, means both 'to give a reply' and 'to react'. Both meanings come into play when one reads, writes, and talks. In reading, readers respond to a text in the sense of 'reacting', based on how well the text meshes with their knowledge, beliefs, values, attitudes, and so forth. Readers also respond in the sense of 'repaying' or participating in a dialogic exchange with the writer, by filling in discourse that the writer has left implicit in the text (see, for example, the Lewis Thomas 'stigmergy' passage in Chapter 4). It is therefore important to bring students to a realization that their understanding of a text cannot occur without some kind of response on their part. Of course, during the process of discussing a text, other students' (and the teacher's) responses become 'secondary lexis' to which one also responds—and these 'secondary' responses will ultimately influence one's response to the 'primary', written text.
Writing involves responding in both concrete and abstract ways. On the concrete level, one may respond to a letter, to a teacher's assignment, or to an exam question, by writing. On a more abstract level, the processes of inventing, planning, redesigning, and evaluating what one wants to say involve responding to a complex array of factors, including the task demands, the ultimate purpose of the writing, the identity of the addressee (and the writer's relationship to the addressee), and limitations in the extent of one's Available Designs. From this perspective, every text that students write is a response, as is every text they read. A literacy-based approach to teaching thus encourages learners not only to respond to the texts they read, but also to have some sense of how the texts they read are themselves responses to something. This involves attention, then, not only to Available Designs (i.e. the inner circle of Figure 2.3), but also to the particular contexts of their use.

........................................................................................

Revising

The second of the three Rs, revising, is often associated exclusively with writing. Literacy-based teaching, however, incorporates revision in a wide range of language activities. At the level of the lesson plan, as well as at the level of curriculum, literacy-based teaching emphasizes rereading, rewriting, rethinking, reframing, and redesigning language. The point is not to repeat, but to redo within a different contextual frame, purpose, or audience, in order to develop learners' ability to reflect on how meaning is designed differently in different situations. Tierney and Pearson (1984) discuss the importance of the revising process in reading as follows:

If readers are to develop some control over and a sense of discovery with the modeis of meaning they build, they must approach text with the same deliberation, time, and reflection that a writer employs as she revises a text. They must examine their developing interpretations and view the modeis they build as draft-like in quality—subject to revision. (Tierney and Pearson 1984: 41)

As we saw in Chapter 3, rereading is a way to fine-tune interpretations and make connections that were not at first obvious, but it is also a way to better understand the reading process itself. By evaluating their responses to reading from various angles, readers can experience the contingencies of meaning that accompany shifts in context. If readers remain bound to a view of reading as remembering as much as possible from a single pass through a text, they not only limit the richness of their reading experience, but also hold themselves back from fully developing their communicative potential as language users. One implication of this view is that in-depth reading of fewer texts may be more beneficial to language learners than superficial reading of a large number of texts (although there should certainly be a place for extensive reading too, as an out-of-class activity, based on learners' interests). And it is in-depth reading that most requires the careful guidance of a teacher.

…………………………………………………………

Reflecting

The third R, reflecting, takes us back to the point made in Chapter 4 concerning the importance of evaluation of designs (including responses and revisions) as a goal in literacy-based pedagogy. From the standpoint of receptive language use (i.e. listening, reading, viewing), reflecting might involve questions such as the following: What might be this person's intentions? What does this particular manner of expression (use of language) imply about the speaker/writer's beliefs and altitudes about the topic, about me (the reader/listener), and about our relationship to one another? Are other signs (for example, body language, gestures, situational context, text formatting) consistent with or in opposition to the semantic meaning of what has been said or written?

From the standpoint of expressive language use (i.e. speaking and writing), reflecting might involve questions such as: In what ways might the other person interpret what I say if I say/write it like this? What am I assuming that he or she knows or believes? Is it appropriate for me to say this, given my social role vis-a-vis my interlocutor/reader? What might be communicated (about me, about our relationship to one another) by the very act of communicating this?

Imbricated in all of these questions are issues of cultural norms and cultural knowledge (i.e. relationships across the three circles of Figure 2.3). In reflecting on culture, teachers must concern themselves with the target culture to which learners are being exposed, but also with the culture (s) that learners themselves bring to the language classroom, and the relationship between the two. As Jin and Cortazzi (1998) have pointed out, the culture learners (and teachers) bring to the foreign language classroom is more than just a background influence. It shapes what happens in the classroom, including how teachers and students interact and how they evaluate one another's roles and performance (p. 98). Jin and Cortazzi recommend that language learners become more aware of their own cultural presuppositions and those of others in order to build a bridge of mutual intercultural learning. The process of raising cultural awareness implies a willingness for classroom participants to challenge their own assumptions. (p.99)

