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ABSTRACT

ORPHEUS AND GALETEA ON CAMPUS:
LOW LEVEL LITERACY SKILLS IN TWO COMMUNITY COLLEGE ASPIRANTS

By

Duane Castanier

This dissertation investiggtes the literacy biographies of three adult
leamers (two of whom | worked with at the community college) who have
struggied with the apprehension of literacy all their lives, finding that the cost of
literacy outweighs the consequent gains. Combining personal interviews and
ethnography, | meet and work with these subjects, as well as many other
developmental reading students, as they are involved with their continued
education, hoping to enhance their literacy skills so as to pursue their various
goals. Their levels of literacy are remarkably different, but they share a common
featuré, or problem--to attain literacy too often means sacrificing a part of
themselves too dear to lose.

Using Sylvia Scribner's Literacy in three metaphors (1984) to situate
these leamners in a literacy field defined by teachers, theorists and The Literate, |
mine their rich literacy biographies so they can eventually find their own place
in the realm of literacy, defining it, conceiving of it, working with it, and
eventually, continually, struggling with it. Proffered often as a gift with promises
of panacea by The Literate to the ‘illiterate’, or those who struggle with literacy,
Brady, Gale, and Cain reach for this offering, but too often find the cost too high
for them to apprehend it as they desire.

This study provides theorists and practitioners with a new slant on their
gift, one that flip-flops the common notion of the passive, grateful recipient. Even

as Scribner suggests new ways to approach the literacy education of these
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adult leamers, they themselves make stunning contributions to the nature of
remedial reading instruction by way of the words and events of their lives. The
transcripts and events are supplemented with rich offerings from a variety of
educational theorists, especially those concemed with reading and its more
critical aperture. But there is a strong reliance too on the cultural capital
literature, which helps explain initial causes for a compromised literacy
education.

But ultimately, the focus 6f this study rests squarely on the three
participants and their self-concepts and notions of literacy and how they are
able to resolve, or not, their persistent difficulties in these matters. This is an
exploration of the intriguing literacy lives of these three people, but more, of the
adult ‘illiterate’ in general. Delving into this study, it becomes all the more
apparent why Street (1995) insists upon using quotation marks around the word
‘illiterate,” and why the word holds such meaning for and power over the three

students.




To Joyce and family

iv



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Without a doubt, | had a very supportive committee and worked within a
very generous academic community. No appeal was ever ignored and a
meeting was always welcome. As dissertation director, David Labaree was
steadfast, insightful, challenging, yet encouraging. His courses, along with
those from other committee members, helped tremendously to set the
foundation for the dissertation.

Again, all along, the committee members were wonderful to me and my
efforts, but especially in particular ways. Steve Weiland set the standard for
what eventuated as ‘literacy biography’ and he helped me to reach for that
standard; continually, his thoughts and insights regarding the work helped me
understand it better.

Susan Floiro-Ruane was a continual support, in very pertinent courses
and several individual meetings, all of which influenced my work, but especially
the difficult job of ascertaining Galetea's essence and the development of
Chapter 4.

In addition to offering continual support and advice, Anna Neumann's
notes on the dissertation from our Defense meeting was my guide throughout
the revisions. | believe the revisions strengthened the study tremendously; Anna
Neumann'’s influence was invaluable.

| continually kept a poet’s vigil as | wrote, a vow | had made to myself, but
one | would have maintained anyway because | knew a poet would read the
work. Laura Apol was more than a muse. The coursework | had with her, the
reserach we did together, the conversations we shared, served to influence all
my work.

Doug Campbell's Research Practicum course and his patience and



R P b oy
wso s s

cate :.4
6 7ol el

[ R P
IRV ROIR




insights throughtout the course and beyond, helped provide and nurture the
roots of this study, especially as applicable to Orpheus.

Diane DuBose Brunner was exceedingly helpful in helping me
understand and work through elements of a difficult final chapter.

If David Labaree is the most obvious beacon in my academic pursuits,
then Cheryl Rosaen is my ‘anonymous deacon,’ representative of her unselfish
and continual assistance and that of this university’s academic community.

Finally, | owe the humblest acknowledgement and appreciation to
Franklin D. Case of Eastern Michigan University, my original adviser, director,

muse, beacon, deacon.

vi






TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1

The Community College: The myth of reading’s last frontier? Orpheus and
GaletBa ON CAMPUS......c.ceveereererrerteiereeseerrreessssessssestsessesassssessessesesessessssesesassnsrsssensanensnns 1
Claim, WAITANt, EVIABNCA............coueruieeeiceieeeerccersteessecsessnisssesssesssessssessesssesssesssessosne 2
Why this study MAaErS...........cccoiiiieniniciinencisennseienstseesteesessssssestsasssssssssssssssssess 7
The role of the community college in this drama............cccccceeveereereenrenrcrsnesersassesnsens 10
THE SIFBN Call......ccriinerieeriieriticesaeseseeeseeassssesessssessesesesesssssnsassesssssssssssesssssanssssasasasnas 13
Departmental repPercCUSSIONS..........ccccecueueerrreeninreseresessssssesseseessssessssssessessssassssassssassssass 15
Institutional costs beyond tUION............ccceieieinieereernerecesesenecee e ecnessessasssenssass 18
Orpheus and Galetea on campus: The myths re-told.............ccccceueeerurrerrcncsnsccannns 21
Bayond the MYth...........cciiiieiccrencirenecreneseeseseesserseereseesesasstsssesesssnsensssssssssassssase 27
Chapter 2

Locating the Literacy Landscape: Lost in the (ter)rain..........cccceeeeecveeeseicnencecssennns 29
To have and have not: The developmental reading student's lack of

coNNECIoN WIth DOOKS........cceiiiiiiieiiincciiee st sassas e asasanas 31
Intimacy: an integral part of literacy acquisition?...........c.cccceeveeereerreersneesnerenssesasans 34
Teachers and the institution and Reading............ccccceccreurinurncnecrssncnicscnesresasssasases 38
A One-way street: Literacy, Not Iteracies................ccceveerereererceesenescsseesssessasssesensass 39
Politics and power in pedagogy and literacy............cc.ceurerccrenrecnncninsnnicssessnssnsanens 47
The achievement gap: NO reason to @ssent.............c.coccevereereeeerrreesencessneesasesssssnns 51
Ancther ‘achievement gap’ PErSPECLIVE............cceccvereereereenrrreeneseeseesessenssassssssasasanns 57
‘Literacy in three Metaphors..............ccvvrireeireninreienininssseesteestessssessessesessssssssssasasns 63
Chapter 3

The Trickster: Brady’s StOry..........ccceuieeeeirnrieneienicieenisceecsereesecssesssessssssssssssasass 69
Introduction: The story of the research data..............cccccceuerureecrreresencenccsisssnsessnsenns 69
THE THCKSEOI......couiuiiiriirieneiiinenstesinseesasenesesassnsssesssessssssssesesassasssnssensssssssssssssasasans 71
In the beginning was the WOI..............ccorreiiiennenennenecseeseesessecssssnsnssnssnsssssasanns 78
So we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly..................... 93
There are no children here................cciiccnccnnnssesessssesssassssassses 98
ROSENDIALE'S POBMN.........cociiiiiiiiinictinnte ittt s ssestsss s sns s s sasnsnassasss 106
A literacCy CUCKOO'S NBSHL...........cccriniriiiiriiiieirecrcetcenee et sssae s saesasasaes 120
Chapter 4

Gale’s Story: A matter of SUNVIVAL...........cccoceireiiinnniiicnciccsses s essssas 130
AIN't MAKIN" f..ceeoeeninnennnnnnennsniiniieissssssisnisissnssssssnessnssssssssssssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssases 132
Further constraints: the role of cultural capital.........ccccccceevereeirniienricsnnnnssississncsaens 139
RBSIAUE FOAIS........cceeueeereecnererennnrassnsesnsansesssssasasssssssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssns 146
Educating Gale..........ccoevuiunmniiniinincrinisinnsinininaseecssesessssiesessisssessasasisessssssssssssssases 151
MIiSSISSIPPI ChANGES.........c.covurunisiinriiinisiniscsiessssssscsssesessnsssssssssssssasssssssssessassssserses 157
Thirdspace reteesasst st s s R R bbbt et e RS SRR e e et e e e e SRR S 169
GaBE INCAMALB...........ccecueenreccreeecaeeseseesanaetesssaessssssssssnsssassessssssesassasssssassssnssssssssases 177



Chapter 5

Between the Masks..........cccocueiiiininicitrccncteicteecneeneess e sane s sesessesensesnssanans 184
Introduction: SAVING faCe..........ccccvveriieiirerieeinrertesre et seeseee et eesesaeseessnssessasnenes 184
HYdE @Nd SBOK.......c.cocveemirriricniieiniinisnctesensessessasssssststssssssseses s sanesssessssssassnsnssanan 189
The garbage and the flowers'...............cccecriiennininnciieseseesessnsesssenns 191
Negotiated destiny............cocccerrruinicninnriiricnesn e nssesssssnssssnsssssnas 193
The remembered hand'.............ccorrinnininninininisreecieesseesessnssssssssssssssanssseses 200
THE CTOSSTOAUS.........ccoveemrecereeseeeaesesnesersasesssssnsseesessessssssssassessnssssssesssssessassesssnssassaensan 201
Cain by way Of SCHDNe...........ccceeieeeerecre e sesaesee e sessessesassassnssesnas 204
Cain's Story: White Tail Strategy...........cccceeervurirerrrreereesererenerseesneseesessessssaessessesens 205
A defining MOMENL..........o st sasssessassssnsssans 207
LOUISIANA ArBGS......ccciiruerirennnsnessrsssseesessnassassnnensesesassasesssesessssssasessassssesssessessassassssasnsss 208
LesSSONS before 18aViNg.............ccocirreirennencnnnnsninsesisssesiseessneneseesesssssassessssessessssasns 213
‘Build on the small things'...........cociviniiiininiiiincineectssecesssssssasssssssssassssans 215
‘Braak(lng) TN HINK ...t cerersteeeee e s e e e seseesessaesessessessesasenassassassnssnanne 217
OUS ABACON'......ccoeerurrsnsarsaasesnasessssssssssassssesssssssssssssssasasessesssssssssssssssssssssssss 223
‘RESPONSE-ADIIILY ........coe ittt sttt sses et senssassasenssans 228
Promises rendered................ccereuivesnicssssssnesnssssssssessssssesssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssss 235
The ‘Collective CreatiVer............ccccuvirmeneiniinrenernierstenessrssessssssnssnsnsesssnssnssssssssassssssess 239
The 0ld hero's JOUMBY ...........ccoereerreereneecrenerseeseeseesaeessesnessessessessessenssssssssassasaeses 248
‘POSItIVE PSYChOIOGY ......c.oucueeeieenieiereecerttss et cnese st sesssesesesssassassssesnsnssanse 252
Appendix A
Chapter NOEES............ccoeueiireriircieiii et ssssssssssssssesesesssnssssssssssns 258
Appendix B
What the story might tell............cccouieiinnninininnnccinesssssssssnsssssssessasssssssases 266
Appendix C
The research site: The settings for data collection.............ccceecveeerveeerreeerrcerecsenenne 271
References eesastensatasasesesessens et et R s bR R sh R RS Sa SRR S H s e e e E S eSS S E SR e BER RS SRR SRS 281

viii



Veye
BTET AT
v re

' Ow eve




Chapter 1:The community college:
The myth of reading’s last frontier?

Orpheus and Galetea on campusl!

Very often theorists, teachers, The Literate view literacy as a gift that adult
leamers with low levels of literacy skills accept gladly, with the promise that this
will turn their life around. In this study | show why some aspirants, adults with
very low levels of literacy skills, do not or cannot accept this gift so readily, so
costly is this gift to them. '

lllustrative of this, as | consider students and their fate in the Academic
Skills Department (a recent designation: formerly known as the Developmental
Reading Department) at Webber Community College! where | have taught
developmental reading for several years now, | am reminded of a pivotal
passage from The Great Gatsby.

His heart beat faster as Daisy’s white face came up to his own. He knew
that when he kissed this girl, and forever wed his unutterable visions to
her perishable breath, his mind would never romp again like the mind of
God. So he waited, listening for a moment longer to the tuning fork that
had been struck upon a star. Then he kissed her. At his lips' touch she
blossomed for him like a flower and the incamation was complete.

(Fitzgerald, 1925; p.112)

While one person is enhanced, blossoms, gains a new life no matter how
perishable, the other loses, becomes mortal. The tuning fork, his link to divinity,
if only in a symbolic way, is muted. Such are the relative fates of two
developmental reading students from the community college whom |
interviewed at length, Brady and Gale. Extending Fitzgerald's imagery a bit into
the realm of mythology, which he was wont to do upon occasion, | more
specifically liken Brady, who dropped out not far into his first semester at WCC,
to Orpheus, who dared to retrieve his wife from the Underworld of the dead, only

to lose her again when he disobeyed the edict of the gods in escorting her

1 Ot course, the names of all institutions and persons and cities in this study are fictitious so as to
maintain the anonymity of those involved.
1

R




e o G
Peme s

Liwgman:

H

4

rast mm -
. =

.
3
Xe rmes

Pareatam bn
- N

ki LV TN
E PRI
3

ey

$.€78 %63

N>
P e
©Ss
Ea
v
<
L C
L
. '
3 o,
[SRY-
Foee
Te Dran
B
a g
.
v e
.;"s an
3
‘ -
£ .ueaf
ana
* .3




home, and Gale, who is taking best advantage of the courses’ many benefits, to
Pygmalion’s creation, Galetea, whom Venus transformed from a lifeless statue
to a woman.2 How could two people in the same literacy story realize such
contrasting fates, such that one, Orpheus-like, loses his cherished goal, and the
other, in imitation of Galetea, transforms her existence remarkably? It is an
interesting tale, involving more than mythology, but unfortunately, several myths
regarding the role of the community college in literacy education. Ultimately, it is
the story of the personal costs attending a literacy education and how the two
students deal with these.

The costs that | allude to and upon which | focus throughout this study
have a far more dramatic effect upon the students than is typically considered to
be the case. In fact, the students in large part are unaware of the costs |
examine and yet these costs determine aspects of their identity; indeed, at
times, the masks the students assume determine aspects of the costs they
endure. As Brunner (1998) reminds us, when it comes to matters of masks and
identities, “the world is often portrayed as black and white, yet most of us live in
the gray” (p.8) in the ‘drama’ she assumes identity to be (p.56).

And when it comes to investigating the costs these students must deal
with in this study, much of the drama is indeed enacted in the gray. We are
familiar with costs of an institutional kind, and these | will recount by way of the
cultural capital literature throughout this study. And in the face of these
institutional deterrents, the student encounters costs of a personal kind, often
choosing a given route, or course of action, based upon these considerations. |
will delineate some of these shortly from a recent article by Libby Bay (1999),
and also show some of the less obvious costs, as MaclLeod in Ain’t No Makin’ It

(1995) so nicely details with the Hallway Hangers. These too | will investigate a

2 For a more elaborate rendition of these two myths, please see Note 1 for this chapter in
Appendix A.
2






bit later. But again, the costs | am most concered with are more insidious. In

this respect, they inform my research claim and warrant. (2)

Claim, Warrant, Evidence

My claim is that in my research, in working with and interviewing adults
at the community college with very low literacy skills, | have noticed that there
are certain factors (costs) that inhibit the acquisition of literacy for these
students. In fact, these costs are often as strong or stronger than the factors that
impel them to gain literacy.

Once again, this contention flips the usual perspective of literacy
attainment that is promoted by educators and reading and educational theorists
and The Literate as a much sought-after, but just as important, unalloyed, gift.
Rejecting this gift out of hand, or giving in to constraints that compel the student
away from this gift, runs contrary to the typical notion of literacy achievement.
And again, one of the reasons for this is that these costs, these alloys attached
to the gift, that | delve into are related to but go beyond the institutional costs
inherent for certain students in the educational setting and the students’
responses to them.

Johnson (1985) gives voice to this proposition in his study of three adult
men who have guarded their secret of functional illiteracy for years. Johnson
recognizes that a case study offers the only true picture of reading failure and
that it incorporates the individual’'s goals, motives, and personal situations,
factors too often left out of a non-reading analysis. Further, the author illustrates
that reading deficiency results “from a combination of conceptual difficulties,
rational and irrational use of self-defeating strategies, and negative affective
responses” (p.155).

Johnson courts psychological and social causes as accounting for ‘some



bpvstealie
e
e L
daelaps
ree, e

& e




proportion’ of reading disability. The three readers he studied read at a second,
third, and kindergarten level. He organizes their literacy difficulties in terms of
conceptual problems and strategies (these two relate to the process of reading);
anxiety (a psychological factor); and attributions (a socio-psychological factor
whereby the reader tries to explain his failures to himself). These factors, which |
have referred to as costs, include the shame attending their disabilitiy in a
hyper-literate society; remediation viewed as an admission of failure and
incompetence, if not an unattainable goal; the recognition that to gain literacy at
this point in their lives might indicate (and indict) years and years of wasted
literacy (and life). Related to this point is one indicative of Brady's fears and
those shared by MacLeod's (1995) Hallway Hangers: if the adult actively seeks
education/literacy and fails, then what is left of their already thin self-esteem?
Johnson'’s participants and Brady are victims of a maddening cycle of failure
that perpetuates and assures their illiteracy, anxiety, and unrealistic perception
of the problem. This is a difficult diet for intelligent, competent adults, which
informs my research warrant.

My research warrant then is that when intelligent people (for there is
nothing | have seen in the people with whom | have worked, especially the two
whom | have interviewed most extensively, to suggest they are not intelligent
and competent persons and students) reach adulthood and cannot read in spite
of numerous opportunities (after all, we live and do commerce daily in a hyper-
literate culture and society), there must be factors (costs) that impair their quest
of literacy.

The evidence to support my claim and warrant of course are the
interpretations | derive from Brady’s and Gale’s extensive transcripts. Let me
address this point further. It must be understood that the interpretations |

develop, though rooted in the participants’ transcripts, are influenced too by
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extensive field notes derived not only from close contact with Brady for over a
month and with Gale for over a year, but from contact as well with many other
developmental reading students with whom | worked and/or interviewed, in
some cases as many as a dozen times (i.e. Lacey), or only on a couple of
occasions (i.e. Vivian and Sylvia; please see Appendix C for further discussion
of these and other students), not to mention the students in the several courses |
have taught across several semesters. But their impact on this study cannot be
underestimated, since they helped me understand better the wide range of
developmental reading students and the attributes they might share and helped
me better think through some of the key concepts of this study, such as costs
and memories and others, by either comparing them to or contrasting them with
Brady and Gale.

Let me provide a concrete example of the work of the field notes and the
subsidiary participants conjoining to influence the shape of this study. In
working initially with Brady, | was alerted to the notion that he was slow to trust
me (or so | figured) since he held back on some work during our tutoring
sessions (as an example, he was at first hesitant to write in front of me) and
missed a couple of scheduled meetings, but not without seemingly good
‘excuses. | passed this off as jitters common to the incipient stages of such a
relationship (student to tutor). But between sessions with Brady, | was taking
field notes, trying to reflect upon what had transpired at one meeting, even as |
planned for the next. This continued, the note-taking and reflection, even as |
lost contact with Brady.

But meanwhile, | worked with and observed other students in the
department too, either as an instructor or tutor. And | spotted some of this
bothersome mistrust in others, along with occasional ‘diversionary’ tactics in

class or the tutoring sessions (similar to Brady’s ploys) meant to conceal some

[}



perceived deficiency (from their point of view) of their aptitude or performance. It
was not until | was closely reviewing Brady’s transcript that a certain reference
to a a troubled boy in his son’s classroom, where Brady often helped out the
teacher, offered me insight into the previously noticed aspect of Brady's initial
mistrust with me. It was then that certain field notes connected with various
proclivities and peccadillos in other students that | had experienced and | saw
more clearly some of Brady's (and other students’ too) behavior and
recountings as more than just expected mistrust, but as a sort of ‘con,’” a mask.
Later, | refined this insight and its attendant intuitions into the notion of (Brady
as) trickster, a huge piece of Brady’s identity as | reckon it. Then | was better
able to understand other aspects of Brady’s transcript and educational and
literacy experiences based upon the trickster association.

| will discuss this in much depth later and | will reconfigure the
interpretations of Brady and Gale to show even more how these costs are so
linked with the students’ identities that they continually impair Brady's
acquisition of literacy and held Gale back for over two decades in
accomplishing her most cherished dream and even yet have a certain hold on
her to this day.

Brady and Gale are remarkable examples for we meet them at different
stages of their development, at different points in their struggles with literacy
and the costs, all too often unconscious, that beset them and their goals. But in
analyzing their transcripts and working with the field notes and my personal
experiences with them, these students provide wonderful data for students and
educators alike to heed, for they show that of course the individual may be
inhibited and blocked by institutional and societal constraints, but that agency,
the individual's influence in their own life, is still an important player in the script.

To dramatize this even more, | ultimately enlist the unique biography of Cain,
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yet another adult grappling with literacy, whom we find on a plateau different
than either Brady or Gale. Though encumbered with a host of costs in his long
and relentless pursuit of literacy and beset with many obstacles that would
seem to put him at irrevocable loss, Cain, like Odysseus, seemed to always
have a strategy, or plan, to surmount these difficulties. And like Odysseus, he
was able to take full advantage of the kindnesses and offerings of others to

avoid calamity and keep his goals in focus.

Why this study matters

Before we embark upon a discussion of the key and multifaceted role of
the community college in this work, | want to elaborate upon a point made
Aearlier that speaks to the contributions a study such as this one can make to the
educational research pool, especially to the smaller pond of literacy education
and its instructors, students and curricula. | have already alluded to the idea that
this research indicates the powerful impact that agency does and should have
in the literacy education of students seemingly so dependent upon the
institution and instructors to realize effective change in their educational and
social condition. Again, this notion coincides with the contention posited early
on that equivocates literacy as an unalloyed gift that students fall over
themselves to receive. Instead this research shows literacy as a much more
complicated offering that indeed has innumerable strings and ribbons attached
that make the ‘gift’ highly problematic for these students to merely accept. Too
often for these students their lone source of power, of agency, is found in
resistance to education in general and literacy in particular. The trick is to allow
and help students to realize that their agency can be so much more effective in
gaining literacy as opposed to resisting it.

One of the ways Gale achieves this realization is by way of memories.
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That is, the participants’ memories are a vital part of this research as we probe
their past for insights into their present dilemmas. It is fascinating to see how
Gale uses memories to rectify the contemporary while Brady eschews
memories so as to insulate himself from the past haunting his present. Brunner
(1998) neatly summarizes Gale’s strategy regarding her past when she states
that “...unromanticized memories may light the way to transgressing status quo
inscriptions of identity and difference. Thus the liberation of memory may be the
most fierce secret disturbed in tﬁose openings between masks” (p.16). For Gale
and for this research, memories form a dramatic aspect that simply cannot be
discounted.

From what has already been stated, it can be seen that this study deals
with the whole person, not just the student, even though the investigative
aperture is necessarily narrowed by its unrelenting focus on literacy.3 This is an
extremely important point because it offers the student/person with limited
literacy skills an authentic reflection of themselves that is seldom found in the
research literature. And this study offers a rendering not only of these persons’
literacy plight, but too, their strengths and convictions and talents and agency. In
short, this research gives voice to their person as well as their dilemmas.

And this point ties in so well with memories because in pursuing the
literacy biographies of Brady, Gale and Cain, this work magnifies the very
strong link between early education and later educational achievements, even
as it informs the instructor of adult literacy of possible pitfalls in current
instructional assumptions. And it cautions such instructors to heed Delpit's
(1988) caveat of becoming wedged in pedagogical boxes that limit their

effectiveness with each student’s needs. Pursuing Delpit's contention further,

3| will offer not so much a biography of Brady, Gale and Cain, as a literacy biography. That is,

events in their lives will be proffered primarily in terms of their significance to their literacy

education, or the costs involved with this pursuit. Though this is necesarily limiting, the literacy

biographies provide more than an adequate synopsis and rendering of key aspects in their lives.
8
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she recommends that the student’s expertise must be recognized and
respected. This study elaborates upon these students’ expertise and reaffirms
that for educational efficacy the instructors of such students are indeed
important partners. This note is made all the more manifest by continually
arbitrating the cultural capital literature from a host of theorists, especially
literacy theorists, providing a unique and very interesting marriage with often
surprising and insightful messages.

Even though a literacy lens is used predominantly throughout this study,
it necessarily must be a wide and agile lens to cover the immense terrain,
complex and complicated, that literacy is seen to be for all involved. In a way, in
many ways, though | focus mainly upon Brady and Gale and then Cain, their
literacy biographies are universal in that they compel us to reflect upon our own
and others’ circumstances and insecurities and literacy abilities and latent gifts
and proclivities in a different >way than is usual. It is seldom admitted, but even
among those with supposed literacy talents, too often this relationship can best
be described as one between intimate strangers. That is, there are many
persons in our society with strong literacy skills who nonetheless do not
exercise these talents unless dictated by school, or some other necessity. This
gives added dimension to the contention that literacy is not an unalloyed gift,
even when presented on the proverbial ‘silver platter.’

Especially for the instructor of adult literacy in the community college and
other venues is it necessary to be circumspect as regards literacy, for this
research demands we re-think our stance and commitment to literacy and to
those persons seeking it and to re-think too our pedagogical repertoire and its
efficacy. This study flips not only the usual contention of literacy as an unalloyed
gift, but flips also the notions of expert, of the instructor/student relationship, and

even of the nature of literacy itself.
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In this work, so much of the literacy dilemma plays out on the community
college campus, itself a complex and complicated terrain. But before we visit
that campus, it is important to address one point further. That is, even though the
community college is the more dominant setting, | did not research the
institution (or the institution of the public schools, another prime setting) so
much as the people involved with the institution. This in itself casts a different
hue upon the notion of expertise for this study.

Let me explain. In a recent series of ads for Kentucky Fried Chicken,
Colonel Harlan Sanders, its long-time spokesperson, but deceased, is
reconfigured as an animated character touting the company line. In one of the
ads, having made all sorts of claims about the product, he seeks to assert his
identity (lest the animation leaves anyone bewildered) but more importantly, it
seems, to establish his authorial and authorative voice. He does so by dancing
a short jig and in rhythm to the music claims that “I can do that; I'm the Colonel.”

Pursuing this image minus the music and jig, in this study, when it comes
to Brady, Gale and Cain and their literacy pursuits, how these pursuits were
stalled and re-activated and why, what this portends for education in general
and literacy education in particular, | want to claim that in many ways | am the
Colonel. This is not to diminish the many other officers enlisted for this research,
but merely to say that if | take a seemingly unusual liberty with an hermeneutic

exercise, please hear me say that “I can do that; I'm the Colonel.”

The role of the community college in this drama

In pursuing my research, | sought to talk to people who despite an
unsatisfactory educational experience, still viewed education as a way to
realize their goals. This is why the community college setting was so important

to my study, not only because Shaw (1997) claims that “the community

10



college...emerges as the battleground on which the ideological debates
framing...changes in remedial education policy get enacted” (p.286), but too,
because the individual's enroliment (Brady and Gale) in the college signals
their aspirations.(3)

But let’s look at why the community college is so important to the
aspirants with whom | worked, taught, and studied. Labaree (1990) offers an
analysis of the community college seen in the final stage of the twentieth
century. Looked at through the lens of mixed goals, democratic and market in
nature, Labaree argues that the community college is the new high school and
the last college.

On the one hand, the community college is best understood as the new
comprehensive high school of the late twentieth century...it embodies both
the successes and the failures that characterize the historical development
of the high school. The same contradictory mixture of public and private

purposes that spurred the rapid growth of the high school has heiped to
produce the extraordinary expansion of the community college (p.205).

But on the other hand, the community college can be seen as the last of
the colleges in the sense that it is the latest spin of higher education to allow
students to pursue “the social goals of political and economic development
and...the private goal of individual status attainment” (p.205). But it is the last of
the colleges too because it is the lowest of the forms of higher education,
coerced by market pressures to remain a two year institution and to maintain as
its largest focus its vocational programs.

...during its relatively short history, the community college has quickly taken
on four major functions—college preparation, vocational training, general education,
and community education--that have expressed the same mix of sociopolitical and
market purposes that shaped the history of the old peopie’s colliege, the American
high school, during its much longer institutional existence (p.221).
But the community college is unique too in its very democratic stance,
“...opening its doors to virtually every adult within commuting distance and

offering to serve as the medium for fulfilling a wide range of social and political
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needs in the community” (Labaree, 1990; p.231). No other institution of higher
education is willing to do this. In addition, the community basis for this education
is important too, for it provides a setting for the pursuit of these aspirations in a
friendly and familiar and supportive environment, one in which the student need
not uproot his diumal existence.

But Shaw (1997) jumps in to problematize the identity and generosity of
the commun'rty college by focusing on the debate current in educational policy
that seeks to locate all of remedial education at the two year institutions. Citing
research that shows that one of the community college’s primary functions--
preparing students to transfer to four year colleges and universities--has
dwindled significantly (p.287), Shaw claims that access to one post-secondary
institution very well may abnegate access to another.

...the trend toward placing remedial education solely in the community college
sector represents real reductions in educational opportunity, especially for
the minority and disadvantaged students who disproportionately enroll in these
institutions (p.287).

This is because attaining a baccalaureate degree is much more difficult
when students start “their post-secondary education at a community college
rather than at a four year institution” (p.287). By the end of the article Shaw
‘wonders if the community college will regain its status as a pathway to a four
year college and provide the “disadvantaged students who are tracked into the
growing maze of remediation in the community college” access to these four
year institutions (p.295).

But without a doubt, Shaw’s concems aside, the students | sought to
work with at Webber Community College would have been denied access to
any other college besides a community college. Their extremely low level of
literacy skills would have been way below a generous minimum level a

university might require for admittance. But the community college welcomes

these aspirants, in fact, offers programs in literacy aimed directly at their needs.
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It was in this spirit that pervades the community college atmosphere--a spirit of
universal access and welcome--that | looked for students who aspired to
overcome their deficiencies in literacy. Ironically, it was in many ways the
antithesis of this spirit--academic rejection and exclusion--that put Brady and
Gale in such dire literacy straits.4 That is, they were not necessarily welcome in
their elementary and middle and high school classrooms; they were considered
a burden to be tolerated then passed on to another level so as to be done with
them. At the community college, they find a sort of academic hostel, a classroom
where they are accepted and given the attention and scholastic nurturance they
should have been provided years ago.

| do not use these terms--hostel, nurturance--inadvisedly. For certainly
the-reading courses at WCC are small, safe (that is, the students and their
abilities and voices are respected), supportive, sensitive. The faculty, full and
part time, insist upon this and carry it through nicely. They are genuinely
concemed with the success of the students and have the necessary experience
and education to be effective instructors for these courses. But their efficacy, on
an individual, as well as general basis, is continually compromised by the myth
undermining the promise, as well as by other factors prominent in their

classrooms.

The siren call
Labaree has written elsewhere (1989) that the original goal of American

high schools, that of democratic equality, that is, that public high schools should

4 Though | did not research these various institutions nor interview pertinent teachers who might
verify such a claim, | make this statement, and others similar to it (in chapters 3 & 4 especially) in
part upon the participants’ perception, if not their outright claims in some instances, as to the tenor
of their public school education. In many instances, however, it is possible to make fairly

seemingly accurate inferences, if not indictments, based upon the premise that two students with
first or second grade reading levels were passed on almost to high school graduation and quit
school of their own volition. Many times, the facts, if only implicitly, speak for themselves. At times,
then, | encourage the facts to speak more explicitly.

13
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serve to educate citizens in the Jeffersonian model (4), has deteriorated in the
latter half of this century to equal access (p.16). Unfortunately, from this
perspective regarding the Academic Skills Department and its students, the
idea of the community college and its ‘democratic stance’ is more myth, equal
access, than fact, or substance. Like Jason on the high seas of literacy, these
struggling aspirants heed the siren call of a safe port, but instead find a harbor
awash with broken promises.

Let me explain. Webber Community College has an explicit policy, in
addition to the implicit one described above, that pertains to all community
colleges regarding their stance on ‘open access’ and ‘academic excellence.’
They have established courses in developmental reading, writing, and

| mathematics aimed at the low skills student. When a student scores low on an
admittance skills test, an ATB (Ability to benefit: A federal designation) hold is
put on that student, and according to college policy, in reading, for example, the
student must complete certain developmental courses until they reach a given
grade level in reading (the college mandates this be an 8.1 grade level; the
department strives for an 11.9 grade level. Several area community colleges
range from a reading grade level of 10.0-11.5 to have the ATB hold removed, a
more stringent policy than that of WCC, hence at least an outward show of
concem for the education of the student such as Brady).(5) But the Academic
Skills Department has long complained that students, with implicit, if not explicit,
permission from college counsellors, by-pass the courses dictated by the ATB
hold without any repercussion of an institutional sort.

But other repercussions abound, including the notion, derived from an
internal college study, that ‘underprepared’ students who enroll in one of the
developmental courses “persist longer and perform better” than students who

do not enroll in these courses. Also, from that same study it was determined that
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a remedial reading course was the second highest predictor of student
persistence, just behind cumulative GPA (ASAC, 1997; p.8). Basically, the
Academic Skills Department conducted a presentation to the WCC Board of
Trustess to plead with them to enforce their own policies regarding these
boundary students (the term is borrowed from Mike Rose’s metaphor, Lives on
the Boundary (1989), which is further explained by his insightful comment that
“more often than we admit. a failed education is social, more than intellectual in
nature”). |

Is the reading department ‘manufacturing’ its own myth, or making a big
deal out of a minor problem. Judge for yourself. Since 1990, aimost 40000
students have enrolled at the college with almost 20% of these, about 7500
aspirants, subject to an ATB hold in reading. So it is no small figure we are
discussing. But even more revealing, is that in the Fall of 1996, the WCC
student head count was about 10500 students. Of these, almost 1400 were
subject to an ATB hold in reading. This included almost 600 of the 3100 new
students that semester who were placed on the ATB hold in reading, showing
that the problem is not diminishing. But how many students were enrolled in
‘Basic Reading’ courses that semester out of the almost 1400 who were on the

ATB hold? Just over 12%, or 171 students! (ASAC, 1997; p.12).

Departmental repercussions
No wonder the department is concerned that the college policy regarding
these students is not enforced, but is in fact, blatantly abused. The faculty is
genuinely concemed that the hopes and futures of these aspirants are
becoming unnecessarily impaired. In a way, the community college from this
aperture is perpetuating the seemingly hazardous work of the public schools,

promising yet failing to educate boundary students, especially in the sensitive
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and pivotal area of literacy.

The figures do not show how many of the 171 students enrolled in these
developmental reading courses succeeded, either tested out or went on to the
next stage in the program, but to be sure, Brady, though not a common case, is
by no means alone in his dropping the course and his dreams of a college
education. The invisible effects of the neglect of this all-important policy is that it
puts the department in an untenable situation--it must expend so much energy
and concentration on ‘marketing’ its courses for survival, then executing these
classes to the best of their abilities, that it necessarily detracts from their other
obligations, including fine-tuning their curriculum and instruction. (6) This may
be as pertinent a reason for Brady's demise as any other factor, or cost.

Again, let me explain. Currently, the department practices what may be
described as a ‘one-size-fits-all' curriculum. That is, it is a general, skills-
oriented format that insinuatés that a lot of reading creates a better reader and
concentrates on improvements in comprehension and vocabulary skills, for all
students. Although there are some adjustments made in the most basic course,
the one Brady dropped, due to the very low reading level of the students (1.0-
4.9), for the most part general instruction is not aimed at individuals, but at a
general student audience. These methods are reminiscent of what Meacham
and Buendia (1999) describe as the modermnist approach to literacy and literacy
instruction. That is, the curriculum (as distinguished from the instructors)
enunciates attributes of objectivity and universality en route to ‘totalizing
narratives,’ narratives which seek to transcend human differences in terms of
race, class, gender, culture (p.510). This is just what a general, ‘one-size-fits-
all,’ prescriptive curriculum does: lumps students together under the umbrella of
a supposed range of reading skills, asks them to memorize the same

vocabulary words and familiarize themselves with the same components of a
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paragraph, as if their experiences and goals and literacy insufficiencies were all
the same too.

This style is ameliorated by the aforementioned small class sizes (which
may be more a product of a small clientele limited by disrespect for the ATB
Hold rather than design), the supportive and safe atmosphere, and the
sensitivity the instructors show the students and with which they assume their
jobs. And many students, like Gale, do indeed improve their reading skills
however laboriously, some markedly, and are able to pursue a regular
community college curriculum with more confidence and ability. But to be sure
the institutional costs imposed by the college regarding their laissez-faire
attitude in terms of the ATB hold and their lack of apparent support for the
department, and the costs (to the students) created by the department’'s general
curriculum aimed at enhancing literacy skills, however seemingly necessary, do
not assist a determined achiever like Gale to succeed on a level commensurate
with her ambitions, nor ultimately engage Brady on a level and in a way that he
needs to succeed, or at least persist with the opportunity for success.

And it seems that the department's approach to reading remediation,
their curriculum, looks largely at skills and other reading process factors and
ignores the compelling influences of reading disabilities that Johnson (and this
study) insists form a substantial basis for persistent illiteracy. Again, part of this
is due to the time constraints already detailed. But it still remains that viable
causes for a student’s continued reading failures are ignored and unallayed.

But several other questions still persist from all this. What about the
students, like Brady, who do not successfully complete remediation? Where do
they go, to whom do they tum? And what if the Board of Trustess complied with
the department’s request and enforced the ATB policy stringently: what would

that mean for instruction in these suddenly larger and more plentiful courses,
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arguably an increase of over three hundred per cent? Would the same
philosophical approach work? Would the courses still be as small and as safe
and supportive and sensitive, even as the curriculum diminishes human
differences? As matters now stand, what about these students on ATB hold who
ignore the Basic Reading courses altogether? But more importantly from my
perspective, and the question | would like to address, what costs, hazards,
already await the individual literacy learner, those embedded in the institution?
And what costs does the individual learner already levy against himself, or
herself? That is, Brady and Gale have evaded literacy all of their adult lives--
why is this so and do these circumstances necessarily change because they

enroll at Webber Community College?

Institutional costs beyond tuition

Libby Bay knows about non-traditional students retuming to the
community college years after graduating high school. She researched these
students at her New York college and wrote about this study in “Twists, Tumns,
and Retums: Retuming Adult Students” (1999). She documents the difficulties
and insecurities these students face in their return to academics after their long
hiatus. In her write-up, she looks at these challenges, but too, the satistactions
these students experience and discusses what the college can do to ease the
transition back into school for these learners. Before discussing her findings,
Libby Bay admits: “If anyone has stories to tell it is the returning adult student”
(p.306).

Working mostly from mailed surveys and some brief interviews, the
author describes students (mostly female and white with a largely affluent
income) beset by trepidations, who for various reasons dare to return to school.

These students worried about compromising their responsibilities, about the

18



time constraints school--even part time--would exact. Bay was surprised to find
little indication of family resistance to these students’ return to academics (as we
will see was not the case with Brady), though it played a small part in the lives of
some of the students she interviewed.

But though few found the coursework too difficult, many of the students
felt a math and English anxiety, an insecurity about basic skills. This and other
factors made them and the author wonder about the support system available at
the college for such students, or more, how such systems could be activated
and accessed.

Not just these students, but aimost all of our students come to our
campuses with baggage. The need for counseling services is
heightened when the baggage has accumulated over many years (p.308).

It was not unusual for the students Bay included in her study to be honor
students, but still students who worried about their academic performance, who
suffered stress relative to their return to school, who would welcome support
services to help acclimate them to their new venture. For many of these
students, their trepidation was accented by the idea that they perceived the
“‘community college as the place for another chance” (p.309). The students Bay
interviewed responded to questions about why college was not an option upon

" graduation from high school. Money was often a factor, but so too were a lack of
confidence, a lack of direction, a dissatisfaction with academics in the public
schools, and the need to experience life a bit more before being tied to
coursework (pp.307-08).

Throughout the article, money and tuition and school debts and depleted
savings pop up as recurrent themes, tied directly to the students’ perception of
school and its costs. More implicit in the study are the costs that these non-
traditional students endure and have endured for a number of years--a dearth of

self-esteem and of their perception of their abilities, of confidence. Some see
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school as risky, a venue in which they apply for a final chance to recover their
life--but what if they don’t make it? What if in fact this community college is
merely an extension of a bad public school experience?

These latter costs were not emphasized in the article and the reader
assumes that some may have been isolated responses from a small percentage
of those questioned. Again, Bay worked with an audience who was largely
relatively affluent white women, competent academically, who were non-
traditional because of their age. Reading this account, it becomes apparent that
many of the students have nothing to fear (academically), except fear itself.

But what about the non-traditional student who has legitimate cause for
concermn in their retumn to the community college? That is, what about the student
who has never been successful in the public schools, in fact, looked upon
school as occasions of derision and scom? A member, not of the dominant
culture, but a minoﬁfy who' was throughout his academic career seemingly
expected to fail. A hopeful student who measures the costs of community
college not in dollar signs, though that is too often a factor, but in other ways that
though remotely akin to some of the costs incurred by Bay’s students, would be
largely unfathomable to them. (7)

When several of Bay's respondents mention a lack of confidence in their
abilities to achieve in school, or that the prospects of continuing school meant a
continuation of the embarrassment (p.307), most are speaking in the past tense,
as a newly graduated eighteen year old. | wonder how many are like Brady, an
eleventh grade drop-out with minimal literacy skills; a 30 year old black man
working itinerant jobs, married and responsible for four young children? What
special costs does he envision as he tries to fill out the application to Webber
Community College in Treetops, a hub of midwestern higher education?

To be sure, Webber Community College offers support services to the
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non-traditional student such as Brady and Gale and in large measure, most if
not all of these services emanate from the Academic Skills Department in an
informal manner. But in many ways, such support is offered from generous
educators to deficient students/readers, who perhaps once again feel labelled,
stigmatized, marginalized, ‘found out.’ This type of support is far different than
that generated by Bay’s study for non-traditional adults deemed to be
competent. The competencies of Brady and Gale are more a side issue, pushed

to the edge by their overriding deficit, the focus of their return to the classroom.

Orpheus and Galetea on campus: The myths re-told

Brady and Gale's stories are not only very interesting, but too,
educationally provocative. That is, they not only confirm many aspects of the
cultural capital literature, but too, sponsor many questions in terms of literacy
and a literacy education, remedial and developmental reading and instruction,
and the plight of and the costs encountered by adult students returing to
college. Later, in chapters three and four respectively, | examine the literacy
biographies of Brady and Gale in great detail and render analyses of them. But
for now, it is helpful to offer brief sketches of their biographies pertaining to
literacy and education especially, since the second chapter occasionally
alludes to significant aspects of their transcripts. Too, that chapter is better
understood with a notion of their histories in mind, thus providing a particular
context for the more general contentions of the chapter.

When | interviewed Brady extensively several years ago, he was a thirty
year old, married Black man with four children. He had dropped out of school
during his junior year, very likely because he had too much integrity to
(eventually) accept a degree he could not read. He had not been retained at

any grade level and though threatened with it early in his academic career, he
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had not been an official Special Education student. A very articulate, adept, and
competent man, he worked at a variety of odd jobs over the years to help
support his family; it was not unusual for him to quit a job, such as driving a
truck, due to literacy constraints (i.e. he admitted he could not read the road
signs fast enough).

Brady's elementary grade years were spent in a school heavily impacted
with minorities (about a 50% Black population) during the early ‘70s when
cultural dissonance, school readiness, and cultural awareness and acceptance
of other cultures were not common school jargon or practice. As Rist (1970) so
aptly describes it, students, even beginning students, were judged by their
cultural capital, or lack of it, by their speech pattemns, their clothing, their
demeanor, their body odor. And of course, by their race. Since then, others
have shown that these boundary students (who are created in the society and
the classrooms) are, like Brady, competent, adept, articulate in their own
fashion, and do not, as supposed, suffer deficits, but are merely different from
the dominant culture’s ‘model’ students (i.e. Anyon {1981}; Cazden, {1988};
Delpit, {1988}; Heath {1991}). But Rist (1970) shows how the students with ‘low’
cultural capital, those predicted to do poorly, eventually did so, the
consequence of being treated as failures, what he called a ‘self-fulfilling
prophecy.’ Even today, Treetops, Brady’'s home district, is grappling with a
devastating achievement gap between its white and Black students, that has
persisted from its roots in the early ‘70s.

Another feature often attributed to working and lower class students,
especially boundary students, in the schools is that of resistance to education
(i.e. Anyon, (1981); Erickson, (1984); Kohl, (1991)). Though Brady recalls
sheepishly that he was not immune to ‘horseplay’ in the classroom, the more

prevalent notion that comes through probing in this direction is that he resisted
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the embarrassment, humiliation and shame that attended his not being able to
‘do’ school well, especially as regards reading, a large part of the early grades’
curriculum. In order to defend himself againt these continual occasions of
degradation, Brady eventually built up a complex defense system, what | have
likened to African folklore's trickster mechanisms, that helped him evade the
humiliating circumstances, but with it, the leaming and literacy too, even as he
maintained as best he could ‘normal appearances’ (Goffman, 1970). Since so
much of Brady’s persona, as | see it, resides within the trickster realm, a brief
sketch of the trickster in a few pertinent cultures and how these relate to Brady
will be offered. But later, in Chapter 3, a much more extensive look at the
trickster will be given.

In speaking of the trickster, | hearken back to the African and West Indies
folk tales and myths and eventually the American imports of these tales that tell
of a certain folk-hero. |

This funny fellow is a rogue, a wise and loveable trickster [speaking of Anansi].
He is a shrewd and cunning figure who triumphs over larger foes (McDermott, 1972).

Brer Rabbit is an American version of the same, “the funniest and most
effective trickster of all, and he remains our best example of how the small and
weak can often outwit and thereby triumph over the large and powerful” (Rees,
1967). And this is how | relate the idea of the trickster to Brady in one very
important sense, who in dealing with his educational woes and their attendant
potential for humiliation, used his tricks as “a sort of passport to survival in a far-
from-ideal world” (Bennett, 1994). And just like the trickster, whose cunning at
times boomerangs on him, Brady’s tricks, meant to minimize his conspicuous
lack of literacy and the shame he knew accompanied this, concurrently
managed to evade an eventual acquisition of literacy and learmning, since the
retention of the former, the trickster strategies, precluded the apprehension of

the latter, leaming to read. Again, this is a large feature of Brady’s developed
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persona, for it is tied in such an integral way with his personal cost of education.

As a consequence of his evasion strategies and ability to ‘play the con’
so as to maintain a semblance of normal appearances, he was not retained at
any grade level in school (as was alluded to before, teachers probably were
glad to be done with him and pass him on). But more importantly, he came to
rely upon these strategies so much in his social and work lives, that he could
boast that few people in his acquaintance knew of his inability to read. All his
energies and intellectual prowess had gone into fortifying this complex schema
of the trickster mask. So much so, that when it came time to set goals and
conquer his literacy difficulties, Brady faced a severe cost in returning to school,
a sort of emotional tuition not publicized in the WCC bulletins. Confronted with
the reality of a classroom and an instructor, not only was he transported,
reminded of previous unpleasant memories, but he realized, if only intuitively,
that in order to truly leam this time around, he would have to relinquish that
which had been his most valuable ally, his nest of strategies and defenses.
Included in the cost of his possible re-education, was the notion too that his wife
feared a new, educated Brady, because he might then find his family and her
too confining, too pedestrian to fit in his educated aperture.

Like Orpheus, the past haunted Brady. On the verge of the threshhold
leading to the beginning of a new life, Brady entered the classroom and
flinched. He looked behind him and saw the humiliating experiences of
classrooms past and his goals dissolved and disappeared, wraith-like. He left
the classroom and retumed to his former life, deprived now of his wife, after all,
and his family, but too, his hope, his dream, anchored now only with his
adopted persona and his normal appearances.

Gale, like Daisy, blossomed during her first year as a community college

student. And like Galetea, she was enabled to trade in the clay of her old life for
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a new beginning, a new life. Reviewing the events of Gale’s life of clay, one
wonders at the remarkable transition. Certainly, for Gale, education proved to
be Pygmalion, a sculptor she had been seeking since she was a child,
someone to chisel away the terrible classroom experiences that clung to her
like a nightmare, to release the competent individual she knew resided within.

To listen to Gale relate her story, it is difficult to imagine her as a reticent
early elementary student in Mississippi in the early ‘60s, like Brady, trying to
figure out ways to fend off the humiliation of her school ignorance and seeming
ineptitude. For now, she speaks with a wisdom and surety that belies this too
humble scholastic beginning, where, as Gale puts it, “you get whipped at school
and whipped at home” for seemingly arbitrary reasons. Even as a child she
wanted desperately to leamn, to read like the others in her class, to go to the
blackboard as they did and perform mathematics and various literacy tasks.
Miraculous deeds in the eyes of a seemingly inept child. But she never did learn
in that situation in the deep South, save, as did Brady, to avoid as best she
could the attendant embarrassment of her incapacities.

Eventually, upon entering high school, Gale moved to Treetops and
attended high school there for two years, but it was more of the same. A
counselor virtually laughed in her face at her ignorance of history, especially
Black history. Since her mother worked days, Gale avoided school as much as
she could get away with it, and took to drink and drugs to assuage her sinking
self-concept. Eventually, she dropped out in the tenth grade, only to return, and
drop out in her junior year. For over twenty years her life was dominated by
alcohol and drugs, during which time she had four children whom she knew she
was continually neglecting due to her own problems.

When she arrived on campus, she was attended with a reading level of

barely fourth grade, this after just completing her G.E.D. But she was also
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attended by a deep hunger for leaming and a yeaming to rectify some of her
past mistakes and some of her past. She had been ‘clean’ for several years
after her first year at the community college, a year in which Gale studied and
performed mightily, a huge challenge for someone who had not been
successful academically in her entire life.

But her determination made up for her prior inadequacies. And her
resolve for the future gave ample warning that she was not to be deterred.
Continually during our interviews she reflected on her past, on her early
struggles with schooling that established the pattern that was to rule her
scholastically for so many years. This was reminscent of Brady's pre-occupation
with his early years of schooling. But unlike Brady, for Gale, these experiences
became incentives and she set about her college career as if intent upon
salvaging the memory of the shrinking, little girl who was her self, as if the little
girl, the memory, or its wraith, implored the woman to gain for her some type of
resuccitation, or redemption. This seems to highlight Gale’s ambition--to
compensate now and in the future for every failure the little girl had to endure.
The little girl was helpless, vulnerable, admits Gale, squelched by an insensitive
educational system that merely tossed aside those who did not keep up. Today,
‘Gale gains strength, and life, from those prior, long-ago weaknesses that
emerged as a consequence of a rigid educational institution and inflexible,
myopic teachers. Though her vision is trained straight ahead, towards a
bountiful future, Gale cannot help but look back at what preceded these events.
But not as Brady and Orpheus did, but as Galetea might, in her joy at the
promise of a new life, made even brighter by the looming clay shadow of the

past that will forever be etched in her memory.
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Beyond the myth

It is so interesting to note, even in these brief literacy biographies, the
sharp differences between Gale's and Brady’s approaches to literacy and the
reasons for these, their goals and aptitudes for them, their various constraints
and how they reconcile them, or not. But it is interesting to note too that had
Brady not left his first classroom at WCC, Orpheus and Galetea might have
shared the same classroom and the same curriculum. A curriculum that
dissolves human differences, dissolves too individual constraints and goals and
aptitudes. It also ignores meaning and the social aspects of reading. The
instructor has an answer key to questions posed by the narratives in the
textbook. Like the ‘New Critic’ (Meacham & Buendia, 1999; p.511) approach to
literature spawned by the modemist tradition, the author's meaning rules and is
to be yanked out whole by the fisherman/student and displayed, trophy-like, as
an indication of compreheﬁsion.

What exactly is this brand of literacy that students like Gale and Brady
encounter in the community college’s developmental reading classes? And
does it in fact ameliorate already overwhelming costs they must tolerate, or in
fact, does this brand of literacy and its manufacturing process, invite even more
such costs? Is this brand of literacy and its process ripe for the adult ‘illiterate’
and will it fit their needs, alleviate previous reading difficulties, and allow them
to grasp literacy with the firm grip of a citizen in a democracy and a potentially
worthy employee?

Already we have shown that the community college in general and
Webber Community College in particular is beset by certain factors that already
constrain the develpmental reading student, that prove costly to him. And we
have shown that these costs are and can be manifold, not isolated examples of

a system gone awry: they are in fact inherent in the system. In general, the
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promise the community college extends seems to be a myth. For now, Brady
fails; Gale seems to succeed. For now. But if in fact other promises--the literacy
proffered and its guarantee--are mythical, might not Gale's small victories be
ephemeral, her enthusiasm and success eventually expire? This is our next
commission: once in the sanctuary of the community college’s developmental
reading classroom, is the student safe from the myths that plague the college in

general? Or do these broken promises permeate even this shelter?
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Chapter 2: Locating the Literacy Landscape
Lost in the (ter)rain

And so the younger one [in leaming to read] was launched on the
perilous jourmney, crossing the bridge that can never be recrossed (p.88).
Once in a while | take my castoffs down and tum their pages for
exercise, stroke them a bit. They have the slightly dusty, forlom
patina of people seldom held or loved, while their neighbors stand
upright with self-esteem, for having been known, partaken of
intimacies. | am regretful but my heart is hardened (p.7).

How are we to spend our lives, anyway? That is the real question.

We read to seek the answer, and the search itself-the task of a
lifetime—becomes the answer (p.13).

-Lynne Sharon Schwartz, 1996; Ruined by Reading

One of the more remarkable episodes in my brief career as a
developmental reading instructor occurred innocently enough during a
vocabulary review for one of the ‘higher’ level courses in the Academic Skills
Department. (1) On this day, the students, a dozen or so, had (supposedly, to
one degree or another) reviewed the 20 vocabulary words and accomplished
the attendant work sheets. My routine was to review the words, then go over the
worksheets for which the students are graded, ask for any outstanding
questions, then administer a quiz regarding these words. Too often, some of the
students learn the words for the day then fall below a 70% on their Unit Test two
weeks later.

But on this particular day we were looking at a word with which several of
the students were having trouble understanding. In what | thought was a nice
pedagogical move, | compared the word’s meaning to another vocabulary word
we had studied a month earlier. This was too much for Carey; she blew out her
frustration with a heavy sigh and feigned a momentary cry. Spotting this, | asked
her to explain her reaction so that the other class members might learn from her
perspective. Usually reticent, she demurred and regretted her brief display. She

was a young woman, just out of high school, with limited reading skills and a
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low self-confidence who had aspirations for further college and a good job
someday. But | insisted (though | had insisted before, she usually stuck to her
reticence). This time, Carey drew a deep breath and looked at me. This point
obviously troubled her a great deal. | braced for the worst. She stammered.

“Why are there so many words?”

“What?” is all | could manage. | was stunned. Her query was not posed
with vengeance, nor anger, nor vehemence. There was a cry in her voice. She
truly wanted to understand why the language could not be more simple and
accommodating, why the need for so many words if they were in fact, as |
intimated continually that semester, akin in definition to other words. | admit that
| explained the language poorly that moming

| used words like ‘nuance’ and ‘context’ and ‘deeper meanings’, but I'm
afraid | left Carey still frustrated, still vexed with a vocabulary list that seemed
unnecessarily long and supérﬂuous. But | have been thinking of Carey’s
powerful question ever since. If nothing else, | gained a deeper appreciation for
the students who inhabit these classes, a much better understanding of the
landscape they patrol. And I've wondered, for a long time, why it is that Lynne
Sharon Schwartz (1996) and others like her, for certainly she is not an anamoly,
have such a deep and abiding, rich and romantic love for and appreciation of
words, such that she regrets there are not more with which to tum a phrase or
conquer the ineffable. To her, this is a source of etemal frustration and vexation.
She recognizes the power of words; she believes in their beauty, their
versatility, their depth. She embraces them; possesses them as best she can.
Schwartz believes in words, while Carey is miffed there are so many. Why is
this? And what does it mean for the developmental reading student and her
pursuit of literacy? Is this another encumbrance to their realization of literacy,

another cost? Or is it in fact perhaps the harshest cost of all? | would like to
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investigate this proposition even as | roam the bumpy literacy landscape and
identify several of its features and show perhaps that Carey’s distance from
words, from the language, from literacy, as is Brady’s and Gale's, might be a
conditioned response to literacy and learning, an arranged one with

consequences for their pursuit of literacy.

To have and have not: The developmental reading student's lack of
connection with books

The title to Lynne Sharon Schwartz’ brief testament, Ruined by Reading,
is somewhat ironic. That is, she by no means believes a person is ruined by this
act, though she does admit that a girl can get sick from reading (p.91) and that if
no girl was ever ruined by reading, then, on the same token, she was not saved
either (p.114). It is assumed that the title is playing upon that old Victorian
shibboleth that certain things can ruin a girl. Indeed, Schwartz’ piece is a
testament to her love of reading, though the book begins with a challenge to the
efficacy and purpose of reading, even beloved as it is. She spends the hundred
plus pages detailing events from her youth and adulthood that confirm this deep
affinity for reading. She explores numerous books and dramas and poems (|
dare not say ‘text,’ for the author abhors and eschews this word: “What is wrong
with being unabashedly a novel or a poem?” P.108) and authors by way of
personal and scholarly anecdotes, immersing the reader in a highly literate
reception that demonstrates her own uncanny immersion in the act of reading.
She explores reading too, her brand of it, whereby she admits that she did not
“read for the story, only for the taste” (p.65), confirming what she stated earlier,
that she enjoyed, no loved, reading so much she practically licked the words off
the page (p.24). As can be seen, the author demonstrates too a very literate and
creative imagination and displays a zest for words. She lives her love.

But what is most fascinating about this love affair between Schwartz and
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reading is that it is so entwined with every aspect and moment of her life. “We
should theorize this way (about books we have read) every waking hour” (p.82).
And it is truly reading that the author loves, not so much the books, though she
states that “(t)here were some books | wanted to possess even more intimately
than by reading” (p.66). This intimacy that Schwartz feels with reading and
wants to enhance even more, is a feeling intrinsic to her, represented and
exercised by way of books, the word, but a connection that surpasses the page.

...in the end, even if all my books were to vanish, | would stili have them

somewhere, if | had read them attentively enough. Maybe the words on

the page are not even the true book, in the end, only a gateway to the

book that recreates itself in the mind and lasts as long as we do (p.85).

Ultimately, reading is the gift, reading is the key. The pages are in a way
absorbed, translated by way of Rosenblatt’'s (1978) transaction, and stored, no,
cherished in the mind and body forever. The impression, the lasting impression,
transcends the book itself. Relishing the idea of the book upon its consumption
is more the ‘real’ book in this beholder’s eye.

As | read Schwartz’ pledge of allegiance and love to reading, | was
continually reminded of Carey and Brady and Gale and their ‘perilous journey.’ |
have remarked often these past years as an instructor in the developmental
reading classes at Webber Community College, that the students indeed lack
an affinity with reading, with words, with books. And | sadly wondered what our
classes were doing to amend this lack of connection, but simply treating reading
like a mechanical process--step one, step two, step three; proselytizing the joys
of reading via personal anecdotes and plentiful, well-placed placards and
posters, and assigning the students 1000 pages of ‘outside’ reading from books
they choose in a kismet fashion, in many cases, Romances, that do not
necessarily ‘show off’ the language well. It is not unusual to see book reports on
texts from which movies have been made and | (and other instructors too)

wonder if in fact the book was read, or watched. Their writing skills too are so
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low that it is difficult to determine if they have read the book (and the book report
outline is so feeble that the department offers that in many cases the student
could read the jacket and a few pages from the book and mimic an acceptable
report). And | hesitate to quiz them on the books personally for fear they would
be insulted by the insinuation. Given their low reading abilities, it would be
unlikely that they could answer our inquiries very well.

Brodkey (1991) asserts that too often in literacy campaigns and
programs--and from her description, community colleges--literacy is defined as
functional literacy and that “most functional literacy materials define literacy
conventionally as a set of reading tasks, and reduce reading to lockstep
decoding procedures and multiple-choice comprehension questions...Curricula
designed from such materials define the functional illiterate as someone who
needs to learn how to follow instructions” (p.165). And Nespor (1991) describes
the nature of reading that emerged from a community college’s developmental
reading course that he studied: “Reading’ was thus presented as the activity,
not of constructing meanings or using written texts for practical purposes, but of
searching for fully formed and unambiguous ‘generalizations’ supposedly
embedded in the texts by their authors” (p.185).

The mechanical process, ‘lockstep procedures,’ the proselytizing, the
posters, the reading assignments for the sake merely of reading, the thin and
meager soup of a book report, the suspicions--the developmental reading
students have seen these all before and have maintained their distance from
reading. And this is a big part of the problem of the students’ inability to read
well--not only the distance, but the worn-out strategies and approaches to
literacy that seldom take the individual and her life and sensibilities and
experiences into account.

Neuman et al (1998) realize that “literacy is not something that can be
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‘done’ to people” (p.250).
In contrast to prepackaged curricula and predetermined objectives, [literacy]
programs need to engage participants in their own education, connecting

literacy--the discourse practices and the ways of using language--with real-life
social issues and concems in the community (p.250).

But again, this lack of connection, this ‘lockstep procedure’ curriculum,
prepackaged and predetermined, is a cost that Brady and Gale and their peers
are used to, that they have seen throughout their academic careers, such as it
is, and the institution and instructors have been very efficacious and generous
in allowing the students to accept the blame for their apparent failure in not

gaining literacy from such programs and approaches to literacy.

Intimacy: an integral part of literacy acquisition?

At one point in Talking Voices, Deborah Tannen (1989) discusses the
importance of emotion in terms of oral and written communication. (2) In a
delightful and fascinating chapter meant to delineate three strategies used to
create involvement--repetition, constructed dialogue, and details and imagery--
Tannen examines this idea by describing an example of academic writing using
involvement strategies that are more common to fiction. Throughout the chapter
however, she underscores the tight connection between emotion and thought.
Invoking Friedrich (1986), she explains that

...images work through the individual imagination to create involvement.
The invoking of details--specific, concrete, familiar-makes it possible for an
individual to recall and a hearer to recreate a scene in which people are in
relation to each other and to objects in the world. In this way, and by a kind
of paradox, the individual imagination is a key to interpersonal involvement,
and interpersonal involvement is a key to understanding language (p.166).

The academic writing in the chapter that Tannen describes is vital and
realistic and meaningful because the author, who is describing transactions at a
scholarly conference on cybemetics, is able to “bring readers closer to the

participants and their ideas by creating a sense of immediacy and intimacy”
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(pp.169-70). She (the conference rapporteur) purposefully seeks to join
emotion and thought, recognizing this marriage as a necessary component of
involvement, meaning and understanding.

Tannen extends this notion of “the inseparability of emotion and
cognition” (p.170) by pointing to another reearcher’s work with literacy
acquisition.

Heath (1985) explains that leaming to read is not merely a matter of
acquiring decoding skills. Children leam to read when written materials
are integrated in their lives, when they know they will find themselves
in situations requiring them to talk about what they have read. Similarly,
to be motivated to read, children need models of literate adults with whom
they feel intimate. It is the human intimacy, or invoivement, that gives
motivation and meaning to the acquistion of literacy...(p.172).
_ | find Tannen'’s and Heath'’s points to be terribly relevant to the students
in WCC'’s Academic Skills Department. Hearken back to the sharp contrast
between Schwartz and Carey in their approaches to and involvement with
reading. What defines Carey’s perspective is very much a seeming lack of
emotion, an impersonal relationship to language and literacy, a tossing aside of
words and meaning like spent matches. But to say that there is no emotion in
her, and others in her situation, relations to reading, would be inaccurate. It is
just that the relationship is one born of frustration and anxiety and suspicion.
Carey was not so much angry with language for its redundancy, as she was
suspicious, worried that the complex layers of language were an attempt to
thwart her literacy efforts.

Brady offers special insight into this tenuous relationship with language
and reading too. Describing one of his visits to his son’s school, where he often
helps out in the classroom, an unusual venture for a working class parent,
especially one with such low literacy skills (Lareau, 1987), Brady talks about

how some of the kids in this second grade classroom cower when he begins to

hand out the books for a reading assignment. He focuses upon one child in
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particular.
But as | passed those books out you could see the change in his
attitude when it is time to sit down and everybody in the class
studies one page and like the teacher's standing..."O.k., who
wants to do the first problem?” (p.21).

Of course, the students in question are afraid of being called on, but
afraid more of the shame and humiliation that attends their limited literacy skills.
To them, unlike Schwartz, reading is not a time of anticipation and joy, but one
of dread. As a child, Brady admits to having books in his home and that his
mother would buy the children books, but he eschewed the practice of reading.
“But | just never read, [though] | would have books” (p.28). When the emotional
association with books is such a negative one, it is no wonder that these
students’ responses to reading is marked by a necessary, self-defensive
insouciance.

Yet Schwartz so much embraces literacy, reading, words, that her love is
often described in terms of oral anticipation and gratification.Her first encounter
with fairy tales was a delightful meal. “They tasted bitter and pungent, like
curries” (p.24). And though her father disapproved of the young Lynne Sharon
reading at the dinner table, an uncivil act in his mind, she found few acts “so
completely satisfying. The two infusions, food and words, intermingle” (p.64).
Remember, Schwartz did not read for the story so much as the taste (p.65), so
that a survey course in literature made her want to “sample every century and
take every course, like a greedy person at a buffet” (p.81). But in truth, reading
and books enhanced all Schwartz’ senses, for what is undeniable about her
connection to literacy is that emotion and cognition are continuously at play.

Heath alludes to this connection as ‘interpersonal,’ but one’s affinity to
books and reading may be ‘intrapersonal,’ if you will, recognizing all the while
that reading is a social act that is difficult to isolate to the individual. But too, the

intimacy that Heath speaks about in terms of a conduit from one individual to
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another to facilitate reading, may carry over to the act itself. That is, if intimacy
may be a part of leaming to read, of embracing reading, then it must certainly be
transferrable to the individual's approach to reading and the manner in which
they cherish books and words and language. And | think Heath intimates this at
the end of her brief passage--the intimacy is interpersonal, but it becomes
intrapersonal in terms of acquiring literacy.

Or not. What is striking about Carey’s stance towards reading and words
and books, as is many other such students, is its ‘impersonal’ attitude. Smith
(1988) might contend that Carey feels no ‘ownership’ with reading or with
books, that kids are always learning from a very young age, and that reading
should be just one more activity leamed in their life. In this way then, reading
should bear an ‘organic connection to the rest of the reader’s life’ (McCormick,
1994, p.32). But Carey and many others are missing this ‘organic connection’,
are indeed strangers to the abt, to the book, to the word.

But the question that riles this study, is why is that feeling missing on the
part of many of the students encountered in the Academic Skills' Department ?
Why are/were they deprived of this organic connection and can it be yet
established? Can there be, perhaps, an adult form of emergent literacy, replete
with intimacy? These matters are addressed implicitly in the ensuing literacy
biographies of Brady and Gale, but it is important to look at them now in a more
general way. In doing so, we will further explore the literacy landscape of
American society and its classrooms. And too, hopefully, we will come to see
that for aspirants like Brady, intimacy in terms of reading is a moot point,
considering his diffculties in acquiring literacy, or is it? Given a fertile ground for
the establisment of this intimacy with literacy at a young age, could Brady’s
literacy story have been far different? And are community colleges, like WCC,

obviating any chance of its students gaining an intimacy with literacy by
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pursuing their skills approach to the instruction of developmental reading?

Teachers and the Institution and Reading

But, in a way, | am as culpable as others of limiting literacy in terms of
these students and of casting them in an essentialist shadow, when | ask why
they do not share the intimacy with books and reading that another person
feels. That is, simply, | contend that one of the greatest costs students like Brady
and Gale face throughout their lives in their struggle to attain literacy is having
to conform to a very narrow definition of what literacy is and how it is to be
appropriated and used. | seem to further narrow that vision when | intimate that
readers should embrace literacy as does Schwartz, that their reading should
resemble hers. But my point is not one of what should be in terms of reading
style, but what should be in terms of opportunity. Sadly, | believe that many
would-be readers are deprived not only of the opportunity to gain or to choose
an intimacy with reading, to avail themselves of it, but worse, deprived of, or
excluded from patrticipation in the act itself. Many readers could take it or leave it
(the act of reading). But they have no difficulty with it, are not encumbered
personally, socially, or in terms of employment by it, so their non-intimate
perception of reading is viewed as a stylistic feature--like wearing a hat or not--
rather than as an impediment to be lumped with all the others clogging the path
of literacy to the boundary student.

Meanwhile, Webber Community College holds up a dual lens in their
classrooms. On the one side, the joys of reading, the intimacies to be
anticipated, are expounded, not only by way of the posters alluded to before,
but by recommendations for the outside reading, by personal anecdotes on the
part of the instructors, and by the texts and their readings that are used (many

show literacy and life success stories). On the other side, that very technical,
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skills-oriented, lockstep approach to reading is evidenced not only by the claims
(from posters and anecdotes) for better employment opportunities, but more, by
the texts that break reading down in pieces, to paragraphs, to sentences, to
phrases, to words, so that the student can study these pieces, familiarize herself
with them, put them back together when in the act of reading, then show their
leaming and understanding in dubious quizzes and tests, that wittingly or not,
are aligned with a political and ideological stance. That is, that reading is
mechanical and skills-based and can best be learned that way; that the
meaning of a passage, or story, or book, is embedded in the pages and it is the
student’s task to yank the correct meaning from that text even if it (the process
and the meaning) make no sense; and that the single Literacy that is being
promoted, however it is identified, happens to be appropriate to the diverse
array of students who inhabit these courses. And this is what | want to explore
more in terms of the questions and contentions surrounding intimacy and
reading: the political and ideological aspects of literacy that are so often
ignored, the literacies that go continually unrecognized, and the thin slice of

literacy that is in fact promoted.

A One-way street: Literacy, not literacies

Street (1995) provides a brilliant venue for such a discussion throughout
his book, Social Literacies. Responding to various literacy programs and
campaigns that seem to boast a monolithic concept of what literacy is and how it
is best acquired and then what this means to the recipient, Street addresses
three areas pertinent to this study in that they convey a subtle though persistent
cost to the adult ‘illiterate’ and too, help us understand better the distance to
reading and schooling with which many of these students seem to be burdened.

His ideas also give us a better picture of the educational classroom the
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boundary student endures and what it portends for their participation in the
literate culture. The three areas to be examined are briefly: a.) the ‘great divide’
theory, which situates the adult ‘illiterate’ and others’ (especially teachers and
instructors) impressions and perceptions of them; b.) the notion of multiple
literacies and their cancellation by a single Literacy and the construction and
production of stigmas that characterize the ‘iliterate’; and c.) the
‘pedagogizatioh' of literacy, in which this single, dominant Literacy is valued
and reified, marginalizing all others. Of course, we will see that these three
areas overlap and that they are all imbued with notions of power and ideology
which serve to enhance some people, some students, while marginalizing
others, all under the umbrella of literacy and literacy instruction.

Street succinctly defines the ‘great divide’' theory: “illiterates’ are
fundamentally different from literates” (p.21). Kintgen et al (1988) tells us in what
ways they are supposedly fundamentally different. In their introduction to
Perspectives on Literacy, they state that this theory “suggests that literacy affects
the ways members of a society think: literate thought is conceptual, non-literate
thought, concrete. As opposed to their non-literate counterparts, literates
engage in abstraction, generalization, systematic thinking, defining, logos rather
‘than mythos, puzzlement over words as words, and speculation on the features
of the language” (p.xii). Street adds that this has social ramifications too, in that
social groups lacking in literacy, but living in a mostly literate country, will be
perceived as being disadvantaged, ‘backward,’ and that the lack of literacy is
the cause of this. But when properly infused with the panacea literacy, social
mobility follows, along with economic and political equality (p.21).

But Street and others (i.e. Shannon, 1993) know that linking the
acquisition of literacy skills to employment, as community colleges are prone to

do if only as a marketing ploy, is a false connection. He states in no uncertain
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terms that studies (i.e. Graff, 1979) show that when it comes to securing
employment, literacy takes a secondary role to issues of gender, class, and
ethnicity, “that the lack of literacy is more likely to be a symptom of poverty and
deprivation than a cause” (p.18). Street also claims that literacy tests connected
to job applications provide more a gatekeeping function than a true indication of
skills (p.18). Brodkey (1991) situates this literacy/job connection best when she
maintains that “(i)lliteracy does not explain unemployment any more than
literacy explains bureaucracy” (p.165).

Beyond this myth, the ‘great divide’ theory has tremendous ramifications
for adult non-readers because it provides a built-in rationale for instructors to
have lower expectations for such students. But such can be damaging to other,
younger students too, who may be classified as a group to share some or all of
the traits of the non-literate, or oral culture, especially in the first years of formal
schooling when children eﬁter the classroom as part of an oral culture, though
certain of their counterparts -are already skilled in certain literacy practices. (3)

But Street maintains that these distinctions popularized by the ‘great
divide’ theory are in fact myths, results more of early research emerging from an
‘autonomous’ view of literacy, that is, one that studies literacy in its technical
aspects, not taking into consideration social context. Of late, a contrasting view
of literacy, the ‘ideological' model, whereby researchers see literacy as
entwined with cultural and power structures in a society and realize the
“significance of the socialization process in the construction of the meaning of
literacy for participants” (p.29), has ameliorated some of the distinctions of the
‘great divide.’ But many of these newer research views in this area, in fact,
contends Street, are but softer versions of the same autonomous viewpoint
(p.160). But in contrast to the research that seems to validate the outcomes of

the ‘great divide’ theory, Street sees these supposed ‘illiterates’ indulging in
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and possessing “(p)lay on figures of speech, skill in rhetoric, as well as the
ability to develop and appreciate different genres” and other traits and skils that
they are not supposed to have (p.22). Indeed, Scribner and Cole (1988), after
extensive research with the Vai, a West African traditional culure, and their
varied literacy practices, had to conclude that their studies suggest “that the
metaphor of a ‘great divide’ may not be appropriate for specifying differences
among literates and nonliterates under contemporary conditions” (p.70).

Ogbu (1988) neatly reinforces this point in his discussion of the
educational travails of the contemporary African American student in an article
into which we will delve shortly. Eschewing the notion that the school failure of
Black children is due to their emanating from an oral culture, he points out that

.their school problems as regards leaming are far different from those of the
“‘members of the so-called oral cultures of small-scale societies and immigrants
into the United States from residual cultures of more complex societies” (p.241).
These children from an oral culture, Ogbu maintains via the pertinent research,
upon the introduction of schooling, find their cognitive and linguistic or
communicative capacities moving closer to those of middle-class populations of
more advanced, literate societies. Addressing the problem more directly, Ogbu
succinctly asks of the supposed ‘great divide’ backers: “Why, then, after
generations of school attendance by blacks and centuries of interaction with
whites, haven't their cognitive and communicative strategies changed to those
of the white middle class?” (p.230).

But Street's observations regarding the “supposed illiterates™ play and
facility with language (as well as Scribner and Cole’s and Ogbu's conclusions)
are not recognized or attributed to certain persons and groups, but especially to
the adult non-reader because the ‘autonomous’ researcher neglects the social

implications of literacy regarding these individuals and teachers view them too
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often from a single perspective, the classroom lens, when, as Street asserts,
“(hiteracy itself varies with social context” (p.23). And this segues nicely into the
second area of Street's discussion, the idea of multiple literacies and how these
are neglected even as the ‘illiterate’ becomes unfairly stigmatized.

Responding to various literacy programs and campaigns that seem to
boast a monolithic and self-assured concept of what literacy is and how it is best
acquired and then what this means to the recipient, Street suggests instead the
recognition of “the multiplicity of literacy practices rather than assuming that a
single Literacy has to be transferred in every Literacy Campaign.” Further he
states that “questions regarding which literacy is appropriate for a given context
and campaign is itself a political question, not simply a matter of neutral choice
by technical ‘experts™ (p.14).

These recommendations of course may be extrapolated to other literacy
sites, besides literacy campaigns, i.e. schools and community colleges, but
what they signal, distressingly, is a lack of recognition of ‘local’ literacies, of
individual and community competencies and ways of doing and knowing.
“People are not ‘tabula rasa,’ waiting for the novel imprint of literacy, as many
campaigns [and schools] seem to assume” (Street, 1995; p.15). Especially
when the common fruits of literacy--some of those suggested by the ‘great
divide’ theory and especially, enhanced employment--are overblown. “Lack of
literacy skills may...be less of a handicap in daily life than is often represented”
(Street, 1995; p.18). But what is not less of a handicap to these people is the
great burden the stigma of illieracy provides.

And Street recognizes that the rhetoric of such literacy campaigns and
programs perpetuate, if not construct and produce, descriptions and attitudes
and beliefs that characterize and stigmatize the ‘illiterate’ such that the stigma

becomes more oppressive than the lack of literacy competence. And the point of
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contention in understanding the problem and the people affected by it is the
idea that the ‘illiterate’ is gauged against an arbitrary standard defined by a
single Literacy, a single literacy concept, completely ignoring the competencies
and skills that the individual might bring to the literacy table.

It is not only meaningless intellectually to talk of ‘the illiterate,’ it is also

socially and cultural damaging. In many cases it has been found that

people who have come forward to literacy programmes because they

think of themselves as ‘illiterate’ have considerable literacy skill but may

be needing help in a certain area (Street, 1995; p.19).

But of course this person has been conditioned and stigmatized to think
of himself in an inferior manner, as incompetent, as having no skills, as a lost
and wandering soul waiting for the literacy messiah. But this conditioning is not
necessarily a feature of adulthood. Oftentimes the groundwork for this stigma
and debillitating self-concept has been set some time before.

This is what the third point addresses--how schooling, beset by factors of
power and ideology in terms of literacy, sets the stage for certain students to
succeed even as others are necessarily shoved to the margins. Street
introduces this discussion, a continuation really of what we have looked at
previously, by posing a question that penetrates to the heart of an ideologically-
situated literacy.

...how is it that one particular variety [of the multiple literacies] has come to

be taken as the only literacy? Among all of the different literacies practiced in the
community, the home, and the workplace, how is it that the variety associated with
schooling has come to be the defining type, not only to set the standard for other
varieties but to marginalize them, to rule them off the agenda of literacy debate?
Non-school literacies have come to be seen as inferior attempts at the real thing,
to be compensated for by enhanced schooling” (p.106).

Responding to the issue and debate regarding cultural literacy, which
champions a single literacy, spearheaded by Hirsch (1987), Street wonders
why at school and even at home, “dominant conceptions of literacy are
constructed and reproduced in such a way as to marginalize altemnatives

and...to control key aspects of language and thought” (p.106).
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Street sees this occurring by way of what he calls the ‘pedagogization’ of
literacy, the mechanism which spawns the meanings and uses of this dominant
literacy. By his use of ‘pedagogy’ Street is deviating from the common, narrow
usage of the term which signifies “specific skills and tricks of the trade,” and
envisions a broader concept, one that portrays the institutional aspects of
teaching and learning. “(P)edagogy in this sense has taken on the character of
an ideological force controlling social relations in general and conceptions of
reading and writing in particular” (p.107; italics in original).

Based upon a modem, westem literacy, “with its emphasis on formal,
male, and schooled aspects of communication,” this dominant literacy not only
invalidates, or destroys other literacies and their features, but infuses this school
literacy with “western assumptions about schooling, power, and knowledge
rather than being necessarily intrinsic to literacy itself’ (p.110). Of couse, it
comes as no surprise that Street asserts that this single version of literacy,
dominant as it is in the schools, is reflective more of power and dominance in
the wider society than necessarily merely a school-related matter. The process
of pedagogization helps tremendously to sustain these power relations and
dominance in school and society, in part by permeating the home-based
literacy instruction which further damages community and local literacies, of
which of course there are initially large disrtinctions (between school and local
literacies). This occurs because an ‘autonomous’ model of literacy is assumed
by people--even against their own experiences--in which they conceive of
literacy as a “separate, reified set of ‘neutral’ competencies, autonomous of
social context.” Procedures are established; social roles too, and this literacy
model is disseminated, then intemalized (p.114).

The construction and intemalization of the autonomous model of literacy
is achieved by a number of means...the ways in which language is treated
as though it were a thing, distanced from both teacher and leamer and
imposing on them external rules and requirements as though they were
but passive recipients; ‘metalinguistic’ usages--the ways in which the social
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processes of reading and writing are referred to and lexicalized within a
pedagogic voice as though they were independent and neutral competencies
rather than laden with significance for power relations and ideology; ‘privileging'-
the ways in which reading and writing are given status vis-a-vis oral discourse as
though the medium were intrinsically superior and, therefore, those who
acquired it would also become superior...(p.114).

So what we have witnessed along this One-way street is the “great
divide’ theory, labelling and situating the ‘illiterate’ not only in terms of academic
expectations, but in terms too of his competencies. This becomes further
damaging and costly to the ‘illiterate’ (4) when they are robbed of their local and
community literacies and personal ways of doing and knowing and given
instead an imposing single Literacy to learn, which all too often goes contrary to
their experiences. And the pedagogization of literacy helps distance even more
the ‘illiterate’ (again, this occurs at a very young age also, so that it is fair to say
the “forming ‘illiterate’) from literacy by the process of acceptance and
internalization of this monolithic Literacy. The would-be learner, already
stigmatized, must feel all the more disabled and incompetent when for a reason
unbeknownst to him, he cannot successfully integrate the dictates of this
autonomous model of Literacy in to his life and experiences and ways of doing
and knowing which have been steadily compromised and disaffected.

But for some learners, this Literacy very much fits their experience. They
have not been disenfranchised from the social realm nor the academic. Instead
of continually being denigrated, implicitly or publicly, the messages they receive
hail their achievements, real and potential, and their competencies. Their ways
of doing and knowing are pretty much congruent with the school’s. These are
part of the political and ideological aspects to which Street alluded in his tour of
the dark side of Literacy. Taylor (1996) addresses the power with which literacy
is laden when she describes people burdened, no, ravished by toxic,

bureaucratic texts. “If you have power and privilege in society, literacy can be

used to maintain your social status. You can use print to your advantage and to
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the disadvantage of others....Injustice and prejudice are maintained through
print and are a permanent part of our national psyche...Their stories [the
burdened and ravished] provide us with the opportunity to consider how those
with power and privilege in American society take control of official texts and

use them to their personal advantage” (pp.10-15; emphasis in original).

Politics and power in pedagogy and literacy

Gee (1987) has addressed this idea of Literacy being more accessible
for some leamers than for others in his essay, “What is Literacy.” In fact, his
discussion resonates well with Street's, save that Gee offers the linguist's
perspective to this topic. So instead of talking about ‘multiple literacies,” Gee
speaks in terms of discourses, which he defines (he offers several definitions en
route to his definition of ‘literacy’) as “a socially accepted association among
ways of using language, of thinking, of acting” that places oneself as a member
of a group (p.21). In fact, he uses the metaphor of an ‘identity kit’ to represent
‘discourse,’ replete with appropriate costume and instructions as to how to play
a particular role that others will recognize. Like Street, Gee does not stray far
from the notion that discourses, like literacies, “are intimately related to the
‘distribution of social power and hierarchical structure in society” and that this
can lead to the social goods of power, money and status (p.22). In this way he
terms the power-laden discourses the ‘dominant discourses’ and those that
possess these as the “dominant group” (p.23).

Other definitions that Gee promulgates pertinent to his ultimate definition
of literacy are those of ‘acquisition’ and ‘learning.’ The former he sees as a
“process of acquiring something subconsciously by exposure to models and a
process of trial and error” (p.23). This process occurs in natural settings and is

meaningful and functional to the receiver; he wants to gain this acquisition so as
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to be able to function well in this natural setting. Gee uses control of one’s first
language (our primary discourse) as an example. In this way, Gee states, we all
develop our primary discourse in different ways based upon the context in
which it is developed and the experiences in the service of that development.
Thus, a mainstream middle class child uses English to make sense of his world
differently than do say, Black children. But, Gee cautions us that “(s)o-called
‘Black Vermacular English’ is, on structural grounds, only trivially different from
standard English...these [Black] children use language, behavior, values and
beliefs to give a different shape to their experience” (p.25).

‘Learning’ is distinguished from ‘acquisition’ in that learning “is a process
that involves conscious knowledge gained through teaching” (p.23), though this
(teaching) person need not be officially designated a teacher. Leaming is
characterized by explanation and analysis and the leamer gains a meta-
knowledge of the matter. Gee further specifies that acquisition is associated with
performance, and learming with understanding. “(W)e are better at what we
acquire, but we consciously know more about what we have leared” (p.24).
Also, Gee asserts, certain cultures value acquisition more than learing, while
others value teaching and learning over acquisition. Though he does not
specify at this point, the reader guesses that the acquisition culture may be
likened to the working class/oral culture, while the other might be the more
affluent/literate culture (p.23). Here Gee enters into a discussion of ‘secondary
discourses,’ those we acquire after the socialization process through a
combination usually of acquisition and learning, but again, the two are valued
differently by different people due to their different functions and thus are related
to power and politics.

...acquisisition is good for performance, learming is good for meta-level
knowiedge...Acquisition and learmning are thus, too, differential sources
of power: acquirers usually beat leamers at performance, leamers usually

beat acquirers at talking about it, that is, at explication, explanation,
analysis and criticism (p.24).
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With these definitions in hand, Gee goes on to define literacy as “control
of secondary uses of language, i.e., uses of language in secondary discourses”
(p.25). He then defines ‘dominant literacy’ too as control of a secondary use of
language used in what Gee refers to as ‘dominant discourse’ (p.26). Now Gee’s
contention is that usually secondary discourses are learned. But with the
dominant group, or ‘mainstream students’, so paraliel is their primary discourse
to the secondary discourse proffered by the school, that in fact (research shows,
says Gee), “they are acquiring these literacies through experiences in the home
both before and during school, as well as by the opportunities school gives
them to practice what they are acquiring” (p.26).

The leaming they are doing (these mainstream middie class kids), provided it
is tied to good teaching, is giving them not the literacies, but meta-level cognitive
and linguistic skills that they can use to critique various discourses throughout
their lives (p.26).

But the acquisition route to literacy is not open to children from non-
mainstream homes, whose primary discourse and experiences do not run
parallel to the literacy provided by the school. Not only does this incongruence
mean that the children must leam literacy, that is, if it is tied to good and fair and
equitable teaching, but such leaming does not allow them to “use this leaming-
teaching to develop meta-level skills since this requires some degree of
acquisition of secondary discourses to use in the critical process” (pp.26-27).

So, even though they come about it from different directions, using
different discourses, both Street and Gee find the boundary student
compromised in terms of literacy merely because of their orientation, inheriting
costs and setbacks in the acquisition of literacy from the very beginning of their
experiences. And the costs only continue to exacerbate their frustration with
literacy learning, including the notion that encumbered with such disadvantages
in trying to grasp and embrace a literacy that is so contrary to their perceptions

and experiences, these children/students have little chance of gaining an
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intimate connection with literacy. (5)

It cannot be overestimated how invaluable an advantage the dominant
group of students has over the non-mainstream students when it comes to
developing “control” of this secondary discourse, or literacy. This control, or lack
of it, influences every aspect of the student’s early education. Teachers and
administrators value and draw conclusions and create expectations for learning
based upon these linguistic cues. A non-mainstream child who stumbles in this
regard, reverting necessarily béck to primary discourse patterns for academic
‘survival,” may very well appear to be inept, socially and academically.
Especially when Rist's ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’ kicks in and the student’s self-
esteem and self-concept suffers and he begins to perceive himself as inept.
Meanwhile, the middle class/affluent student is performing swimmingly in terms
of this control of the secondary discourse, an easy conversion from their primary
discourse based upon learning and most importantly, acquisition too.

Gee contends that ‘intimates’ are an integral part of the acquisition of our
primary discourse, but that the secondary discourse is usually attained in
institutions surrounded by ‘non-intimates’. In the scenario Gee depicts in this
essay, so similar are the two discourses for the middle class/affluent group, that
it is not unreasonable to envision a carry-over of the influence of the intimates
from the primary discourse acquisition to the attainment of the secondary
discourse, thus providing a marvelous opportunity for these students to gain in
fact an intimacy with literacy. Alas, for the non-mainstream student, this
connection is stifled, snapped. The distance between their primary discourse
and the secondary discourse they are asked to assume is indeed characterized
by that awful distance symbolized by the switch from intimates to non-intimates.
And of course, an intimate affinity with literacy is very remote, given that these

students are hard put to procure this Literacy, let alone embrace it well.
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It is interesting to note that at the end of his article, Gee makes some
practical suggestions based upon his theoretical positions delineated earlier.
One of the more interesting of these deals with the ‘best’ way to gain (and
master) literacy such that one is able to acquire it rather than leam it. Regarding
this, he alludes to ‘settings’ which must (or are more prone to) foster acquisition,
rather than leaming, and admits that “(t)his is certainly not liable to be a
traditional classroom setting...but rather natural and functional environments,
which may or may not happen to be inside a school” (p.27). However vague,
this is interesting fodder for the community college to gather since they are
charged with assisting the boundary students pursue literacy after their initial
attempts.

The achievement gap: No reason to assent

It is unfortunate that the problems identified by these theories and
theorists (i.e. by Street and Gee and others) are in fact played out in school
districts in America. But Foucault reminds us that the political spin to the 3 R'’s
has long been on the educational agenda, in America and elsewhere.

Education may well be...the instrument whereby every individual, in a
society like our own, can gain access to any kind of discourse. But we
well know that in its distribution, in what it permits and in what it prevents,
it follows the well-trodden battie-lines of social conflict. Every educational
system is a political means of maintaining or of modifying the appropriation

of discourse, with the knowledge and the power it carries with it..
(Kintgen, Kroll, & Rose, 1988; p.273).

As an example, Treetops, Brady and Gale’s home school district (Brady
was born and raised in Treetops while Gale moved there in high school from
Mississippi; too, it is the home of Webber Community College), has suffered
with an achievement gap for a number of years between its Black and white
students. In the latter part of the 1970s, when Brady was in elementary school,

Black students were continually being underserved by the school system,

especially in those schools heavily impacted by minority students, such as
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Nathan, Brady’s elementary school which was 50% Black (Zweifler,1994,
personal communication). This problem culminated in a nationally prominent
lawsuit brought by the Student Advocacy Center and Ruth Zweifler (its director)
against the school district. They sued on behalf of the minority population which
was struggling to succeed academically, but legal maneuverings and
mechanisms distilled this suit to focus on only several students attending the
district’'s most affluent elementary school. And the issue centered not on cultural
dissonance per se, or other reasons as to why these students were not
successful academically, but instead on the relatively new notion of Black
English. Do these students have the right to use Black English in the school
without suffering academic repercussions and should some of their instruction
be addressed in Black English?

Though prominent in headlines in Treetops newspapers and across the
country for several weeks, the case was resolved when the court ruled that
indeed the students had been discriminated against linguistically. The judge
ordered the school and the teachers to undergo certain sensitivity training to
alleviate this situation. But this ruling, besides bringing attention to the fringes of
a serious problem in Treetops and other urban educational sites, did not
address the real problem of the majority of the non-mainstream students in the
district, nor was any real purpose served in focusing on a handful of
experienced teachers and administrators who happened to be caught in the
crossfires of this dilemma. The seminars to address the problem were a sham
and to this day teachers still resent being singled out for a problem that if it did
exist (they maintain), was least evident in their school with a miniscule minority
population and a cadre of excellent, sensitive teachers (6).

But today, this achievement gap and the implicit underserving of non-

mainstream students persists as much as ever in Treetops. It has received a lot
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of attention the past few years when the problem escalated to unimagined
heights. It culminated not long ago when the state-mandated educational
assessment tests showed not only the familiar gap between the Black and white
and Asian students, but indicated sadly that Treetops’s Black students had
scored lower than Blacks in larger and supposedly more troubled
(academically) and poorer urban districts across the state. For a city and a
district that prides itself upon being a “liberal, integrated college town...(a) place
known for its good minds and goodwill...(a)nd excellent public schools, among
the best funded and best performing in the state” (Tilove, 1999; p.B1), this was
indeed a bitter consequence.

As an example of the ‘gap,’ a quick look at reading scores betrays the
problem. The percentage of Black fourth graders in the district (the test is
administered only to fourth, seventh and tenth graders each year) who received
a ‘satisfactory’ ranking on the reading portion of the 1997-98 test was 28.7%
compared to 72.1% by the ubiquitous ‘others.’ The seventh grade scores were
better. Thirty-seven per cent of the Black students received a satisfactory score,
again compared to about 72% by others. In terms of grade point average for the
Treetops high schools, the Black population averages a score of 2.06, while the
Caucasian GPA is 2.94 (Tilove, 1999; p.B2).

Throughout the course of the many articles that have been written in the
Treetops News regarding the achievement gap, many reasons have been
proffered as to the cause of the problem. Low expectations from teachers and
administrators; internalized inferiority on the part of the Black students; a cultural
dissonance and a lack of understanding by the (mostly) white teachers towards
the Black students such that the teachers ‘allow’ them to fail; the notion that the
‘gap’ is so prevalent and persistent that every Black child is seen by teachers to

be a part of it; the competition to succeed is so high, especially among the white
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parents who aspire for the best colleges for their children (and as one long-time
Black administrator said in capturing the perception of these parents towards
the Black student population: “We want you to do well, but we don’t want you to
do too well” {p.B1}); and at times, of course, the problem is seen as racial, seen
as being laced with racism.

There are socio-economic reasons too for the persistence of the gap, but
in Treetops, the middle class Black students are being outperformed by the
lower class white students ( p.B2). Indeed, it is a complex dilemma with a host of
reasons for its existence and persistence. One long-term Black school board
member-parent in the district recounts the time when she was infuriated with her
son’s teacher for some obvious slight and hurried over to the school prepared
for a battle with the white teacher.

“This district broke my heart...| was all prepared to go up there and punch
some white woman in the face and | walked up there and tumed around
and had to walk away because it was a black woman who had taught my
kid that he was not smart” (Tilove, 1999; p. B2).

What is so surprising regarding the achievement gap and its discussion
is that there is hardly any mention of the ideas proffered by Street and Gee (for
example), or even the notion that students choose to ‘not leam’ (Kohl, 1991). It

_is not uncommon for non-mainstream students to not participate in learning
when they feel such would be acquiescing to a ‘white man’s world and
curriculum’ of which they are an afterthought at best. The peer pressure is
sometimes great to not succeed academically in these circumstances. And | am
sure there is this element at work in Treetops’s achievement gap complex. But
too, individuals may take it upon themselves to not participate in the leaming, as
Kohl depicts in his book, “/ Won't Leamn From You! The Role of Assent in
Leaming.” (7)

Believing that “learning what others wanted you to learn can sometimes

destroy you,” Kohi claims that ‘not-learning’ consists of an active, often
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ingenious, willful rejection of even the most compassionate and well-designed
teaching. It subverts attempts at remediation as much as it rejects learning in the
first place” (pp.10-11). Kohl sees not-learning as a conscious endeavor on the
part of some individuals to refuse “to be molded by a hostile society” and that it
is one way they have found to preserve their self-respect and identity.

To agree to leamn from a stranger who does not respect your integrity

causes a major loss of self. The only altemnative is to not-leam and

reject the stranger’s world (p.16).

Considering the Black students in the Treetops school district, not-
leaming does not seem a far-fetched notion to explain some of their academic
performances. They are well aware of the achievement gap and the discussions
surrounding it and know that in many ways they are expected to fail, or be
subordinate academically. If that's what's expected, they might be saying, then
we'll be sure to give it to them (teachers, parents, administrators). Like the
Hallway Hangers in MacLeod's Ain’t No Makin’ It (1995), they assess the
situation and decide that they do not want to compete in this sham of a race,
which has meaning for some students, the mainstream ones, but little for them.

They had consciously placed themselves outside the entire system

that was trying to coerce or seduce them into learning and spent all

their time and energy in the classroom devising ways of not-leaming,
short-circuiting the business of failure altogether. They were engaged

in a struggle of wills with authority, and what seemed to be at stake

for them was nothing less than their pride and integrity (Kohl,1991; pp.16-17).

This description is so reminiscent of Brady and his trickster mechanisms,
designed to ward off the humiliation and shame that attended his inability (or
refusal) to access literacy, at least the Literacy that was proffered to the very
young student. Brady did not come from a home or environment devoid of
literacy and models of literacy. His niece, who lived often with his family, was an
avid reader. Brady points to the fact that his friend down the street worked hard
to become an engineer, so how could it (his lack of literacy skills) have been a

matter of socio-economic status and the low-income neighborhood in which he
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grew up (Brady asks)? And as much as Brady craved gaining literacy skills as
an adult, | doubt very much he consciously refused to learn as a child and
neglected to mention this during our many conversations (even though he has
suppressed, | believe, much of his early schooling due to the embarrassment
that must have swirled around his desk).

But it is feasible to suppose that the young student, in the early 70s, not
far removed at all from civil rights activism, especially in liberal Treetops, and
amidst all the scholastic turmoil that would eventuate in the infamous court
case, sensed that this Literacy that was foisted upon him was remote form his
experiences and values, that it perhaps suffocated him, the suffocation that

threatens integrity, not to mention identity. Without a doubt, Brady expended

| much time and energy and craft in honing his trickster skills to have survived
over ten years of schooling with such low levels of literacy skills, at least in
terms of how the school defines and interprets literacy skills. And without a
doubt, Brady’s local literacies, his more personal affiliations with language
gleaned from his living room and backyard and neighborhood, were neglected,
squelched, prohibited perhaps in allegiance to the Literacy of Nathan school
and its pedagogization. Now Brady suffers the consequences of academic
inflexibility and his responses to it. He may not have consciously sought to not-
learn, but not leaming was the result of his scholastic career. It is indeed an
immeasurable cost in terms of the balance sheet of his life and his frustrated
pursuit of literacy.

Deciding to actively not-learn something involves closing off part of

oneself and limiting one’s experience. It can require actively refusing

to pay attention, acting dumb, scrambling one’s thought, and overriding

curiosity. The balance of gains and losses resulting from such a tuming
away from experience is difficult to assess (Kohl, 1991; p.13).
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Another ‘achievement gap’' perspective

John U. Ogbu (1988) investigates the root causes of America’s Black
achievment gap from its inception in a most direct and comprehensive manner.
Tracing the social and school histories of African Americans over the centuries,
Ogbu proceeds to dismiss the most common causes proffered for current school
failure among Black students. Not that the theories he eschews have no validity,
he just finds them wanting, either incomplete in their explanation of the problem,
or off the mark in their assumptibns. He recounts and eliminates such
perspectives on the problem as the ‘deficit’ theory, then the ‘difference’
perspective which evolved from the former, both of which we have discussed
above, and eventually the ‘mismatch’ hypothesis, akin to that which has already
been alluded to as ‘cultural dissonance’ as it appears in the classroom (pp.228-
229). Ogbu then goes on to dismiss the notion of the pertinence of the ‘great
divide’ theory.

Before he introduces his perspective regarding this persistent issue in
American education, Ogbu delineates the types of minorities in the United
States. He discusses three groups of minorities, referring to one group as
‘autonomous minorities’ and uses as example the Jews and Mormons. He sees
them as numerical minorities who, despite experiencing some prejudice, are
nevertheless not necessarily subordinated in ‘systems of stratification,’ nor
subordinated economically or politically.

The ‘immigrant minorites’--the Asian population is an example in our
contemporary society--are those minorities who come to this country on a
voluntary basis and are free to leave without much political or economic loss.
Though such minorities may experience discrimination, Ogbu states that they
“have not experienced such treatment as an ingrained part of their culture and

thus have not been disillusioned to the same extent” as other subordinate
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minorities (pp.232-33).

These subordinate minorities are in fact ‘castelike minorities,’ including
African Americans, Chicanos and Indians. These people have been
subordinated by force or conquest and incorporated into the society
involuntarily and given an inferior status socially, politically, economically. Ogbu
further distinguishes the castelike minority from what is referred to as the ‘lower
class’ by explaining that the latter is assigned such a position based upon
‘achieved criteria,’ that is, their education, jobs, behavior and income. Too, there
is prominent in society “a built-in ideology which encourages lower-class
people to strive for social and economic self-betterment “ (p.233). This
ideological incentive, Ogbu maintains, is strong enough that white Americans
view this country in terms of opportunity and believe that success may be
gained through effort and education.

He contrasts this with fhe castelike minority (Ogbu focuses squarely on
the African American) who is assigned his position in society not on an
‘achieved criteria,’ but an ‘ascribed’ one that is based largely on skin color.
There are few options to escape that designation and thus does caste give
class among the Blacks in America even more disadvantages: “a white lower-
class American is only lower class; a Black lower-class American is also faced
with a job ceiling and other caste barriers” (p.233). Anticipating MacLeod (1995)
and his Hallway Hangers and The Brothers, Ogbu admits that for the past 30
years “civil rights legislation and other efforts have raised the job ceiling and
somewhat reduced other racial barriers, but they have not eliminated these
barriers altogether” (p.234). In fact, Ogbu uses affirmative action and other such
programs to prove his point: if Blacks in this country were not so oppressed,
these competent people would not need such help in achieving social and

educational and economic opportunity and equity.
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This brings Ogbu to his perspective on the Black achievement gap in
America, what he calls a ‘cultural ecological’ explanation that he considers
more pertinent than those he has dismissed because it allows a connection to
be made between “the school or leaming processes and societal forces...which
affect school curricula, classroom attitudes and efforts, and various activities of
school personnel and other members of the educational system” (p.234;
emphasis in original).

Cultural ecology is the study of institutionalized and socially transmitted
patterns of behavior interdpendent with features of the environment...It
does not deal with the overall physical environment, but with the effective
environment, that is, those aspects that directly affect subsistence quest...
and physical survival. In modern societies the effective environment is
primarily the bureaucratized industrial economy (p.234).

But in order to take advantage of the offerings of the effective
environment, a population must be equipped with the requisite skills and
knowledge and strategies that allow for the proper adaptation to this
environment. “Childrearing and formal education are culturally organized to
insure that children in a given population meet these criteria for adaptation”
(p.235). School then, from one aperture, is viewed as a training field and test
grounds for “allocating and rewarding individuals in society’s status system,
particularly in the economy” (p.235).

And therein lies the rub, argues Ogbu, who declares that indeed it is part
of the local white epistemology that economic opportunities and advancement
coincide with educational achievement. But, this is not part of the Black
experience in America, people who for centuries have been allocated the
economic leftovers despite competence and educational achievement. Ogbu
reaches back in history to provide an intriguing example of this discrimination.
For years, during the growth and urbanization of the south, Blacks were

provided an ‘industrial’ education so as to be able to handle service jobs in

order to cater to the dominant culture. “But when many desirable factory jobs
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began to require special training, Black school curricula began, ironically, to
emphasize classical and academic [which was long denied them] rather than
industrial education, which was now offered to white schools” (p.237).

So Ogbu finds that though Blacks were afforded some education prior to
emancipation and then increased education, still their literacy rates declined.
He cites three overriding reasons, among others, why this is so. One is that
Blacks have had to fight for every increased access to public schools as if this
access was not their right. Another reason is that too often this education for
Blacks has been inferior and separate and :generally based on white
perceptions and stereotypes of Black status in society and especially in the
economy” (p.236). Then, a third reason: because Blacks do not share this White
perception, they do not accept the education that has been designated for them.
Ogbu concludes then that education was designed to exclude Blacks from
social and occupational equality; they could not compete for desirable
employment positions because education acted as more a disqualifier than a
credential.

Ogbu need not go back in time to offer examples of this; current
situations, including the one in Treetops, are testimony to his argument. He
indicates that even ‘subtle mechanisms’ still act to ‘track’ the white and Black
students to different economic outcomes and futures. He points to the inordinate
number of Black students labelled as educationally ‘handicapped.’ A recent
article in the Treetops News cited this disparity from a district survey that
showed that 16% of the Black student population were in special education
programs, compared to 8.4% of the non-Black student population (Rioux, 1997;
p.Al). This and other such ‘subtie mechanisms’ lead Ogbu to contend that black
students respond to these inequities and the nature of their responses further

damage their school achievement. These responses need not be associated
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with a given time frame; they seem valid responses to inequities on the part of
Brady in the 1970s as they do for the contemporary Treetops Black student.

Before detailing the three responses he cites, Ogbu reminds us that
“castelike minorities do not usually accept their subordination passively and that
blacks have been fighting since emancipation for more and better schooling
and against the job ceiling” (pp.237-38). Given this, it is not unexpected to find
“Black school conflict and msitrust” as the first response offered. Among other
issues past and present that cause the Black students and parents concem are
bias in testing, tracking, textbook bias, and biased counseling (p.238). Ogbu,
summarizing a report on the same material, concludes that this confiict with and
mistrust of the schools do not allow the students or parents to accept as
legitimate the school’s “goals, standards, and instructional approaches” (p.239).
Thus their co-operation may be limited as well as their adherence to rules and
requirements for academic achievement. The mistrust of the Treetops schools
by the leaders of the achievement gap reform is neatly evidenced by staging
their meetings at a local church, not on school property.

The second response Ogbu mentions is the bitter disillusionment
experienced by Blacks over the ‘job ceiling’ and by implication, academic
‘efforts. They have seen for years and years their competence and academic
standing compromised and belittled by access to jobs for which they are
overqualified. And again, civil rights actions and programs only reinforce the
notion that a Black education is of little value by itself. Without these mandated
benefits, they realize they “have fewer opportunities than Whites to to benefit
from education” (p.240). Recall how one speaker in Treetops noted how
stringent is the competition for the academic credential, especially among many
of the white students and parents who realize that this credential is a passport to

a favored university and then to a favored position in the job market. Black
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parents teach the same message, argues Ogbu, but their words are
compromised by their own and others’ in their community underemployment, or
even unemployment. As a consequence, the Black student feels he must be
twice as good to achieve half as much. Given this disillusionment with the small
window of opportunity, the Black students’ academic failures may be seen as
their only souce of resistance, of power.

Finally, Ogbu argues that given this dire situation in public schools for
many Black students, they must develop what they see as suitable ‘survival
strategies’ that are too often incongruent with the requisites of schooling. He
cites two types of such strategies for survival. the first is to increase the
conventional economic and social resources by promoting and advocating for
increased programs that render employment and social rewards. These are
usually collective efforts aimed at enhanced civil rights and consequent
benefits. But this activity aléo often infers what Ogbu terms ‘clientship,’ that is,
gaining higher economic status by way of compliance, or white patronage,
favoritism as opposed to merit.

The second type of survival strategy is the less conventional one that
involves ‘pimping’ or ‘hustling’ and exploits non-conventional economic and
social resources. Thus, within the Black community it is generally accepted that
economic and social advancement via the ‘legitimate’ route requires collective
action and/or clientship in addition to educational success (p.241). It is not
difficult to imagine then how daunting, if not unfair, school looks to the Black
student caught in this cultural and institutional web. Ogbu, as if addressing the
Treetops achievement gap, summarizes his cultural ecological perspective’s
final premise.

We have suggested that survival strategies may require knowledge, attitudes,
and skills that are not wholly compatible with white middie-class teaching and
leaming behavior. We have also suggested that children leam the survival

strategies during preschool years as a normal part of their cultural leaming;
consequently, the potential for leaming difficulties may already exist
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when children enter school. Whether and to what extent those
difficulties arise depends on the individual child's experience in
school and the classroom. We suspect that insofar as children have
become competent in these survival strategies they may lack serious
attitudes toward schooling and toward academic tasks in general,
including test taking (p.241).

In a most recent work, Ogbu (1999) further complicates the Black
student’s difficulties in school by showing how it may be that the student feels
pressure at school to speak and perform in a ‘White’ manner, yet those same
pressures are exerted at home also to maintain their Black identity (symbolized
by their ‘slang’ English). Ogbu refers to this contradictory message posited by
the Black caregiver, that is--leam proper English at school for the sake of social
and employment advantage, but at home and in the community maintain your

- Black speech and behavior, your heritage-- as a ‘dialect dilemma’ (p.168). His
research of a California Black community showed that none of the participants
were aware of their contradictory message given or received, but that it did
indeed complicate the school experience for Black students and reinforce their
oppositional attitudes and behaviors towards White systems, including schools.

So very likely, given Ogbu's scenarios, the Black student in Treetops
(and elsewhere, of course) enters school already at a disadvantage, not only
educationally perhaps, but too, attitudinally, which probably further hampers
their potential for educational achievement. Too often, then, especially in large,
urban districts, the second set of survival skills and strategies outlined by Ogbu
seem the most fitting and appealing and accessible to many of the Black
students, who, like Brady, opt to drop out of school rather than continue to

submit to the continual humiliation that marked their school career.

‘Literacy in three metaphors’

Street and Gee pin their ideas and theories on examples like the Treetops

‘Black English’ court case of twenty years ago and the district's current dilemma
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involving the achievement gap. Ogbu does the same, only seemingly much
more directly and in a more comprehensive manner. Too, especially in his final
pronouncements, Ogbu seems to be implicating Brady in his discussion of the
problems that beset Black education in America today. Ogbu'’s delineation of
the ‘survival strategies’ sound a lot like Brady's story, his attitude, his
perception, the mechanisms he worked out to survive in school, what | have
referred to as his ‘trickster' strategies, which will be discussed in depth very
shortly. |

From Ogbu and the others that preceded him, we realize that literacy
education, especially for some students, is not necessarily a simple proposition,
but subject to a host of complex variables. Street and Gee offered their ‘take’ on
why certain individuals within certain populations grow up estranged from
reading. Returning to their propositions before indulging in Brady'’s story, we
realize that Brady is but one voice in the testament that a single Literacy
proffered in some if not most American schools is insufficient to cover the
experiences and attributes that a vast array of students bring to their early
elementary classrooms. Too much is neglected and wasted and compromised
in the miseducation of many of these students when literacy is given such a
monolithic treatment.

Scribner (1984) is another theorist who addresses the problems inherent
in a single Literacy. She posits ‘literacy in three metaphors;’ that is, she claims
that the purposes for literacy are manifold, and the boundaries between these
purposes fluid, ahd yet we approach literacy education too often as a one
dimensional study with obvious goals, when in fact the pedagogical
approaches should match the multiplicity of literacies.

What is ideal literacy in our society? If the analysis by metaphor...contributes
some approach to that question, it suggests that ideal literacy is simultaneously
adaptive, socially empowering, and self-enhancing...recognition of the multiple

meanings and varieties of literacy also argues for a diversity of educational
approaches, informal and community-based as well as formal and school-based
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(1984, p.18; emphasis in original).

Scribner (1984) provides literacy with interesting perspectives from
which to situate my research. That is, she offers literacy some dimension, some
depth, so that we are not simply talking about reading and writing. The three
metaphors she uses for literacy are literacy as Adaptation, Power, and State of
Grace. It might be said that Scribner complicates literacy. If that is so, then it is
good that she does so, especially as regards perceiving the boundary students
in the community college in search of literacy. The approach has to be more
complex than addressing their reading deficiencies, as if they at one time did
not fail miserably in gaining literacy, as if they did not spend many succeeding
years not gaining literacy, as if there i‘s no history to their relationship to literacy.
When in fact, of course, there is. But first, Scribner's points.

Literacy as Adaptation is akin to what we recently call ‘functional literacy’,
popularly referred to as the minimum level of literacy needed to function in the
society. But Scribner points out that this has been a fluid level which has been
on the rise, especially in recent years. How do we determine whét a person
needs in terms of literacy to ‘make it?' What is ‘making it?’ Brady functioned
quite well with his first grade reading level, far below what would be an
acceptable functional level today, so well in fact that he boasts that those
closest to him--bosses, friends, peers--were unaware of his reading deficiency.
Scribner wonders if it is “realistic to try to specify some uniform set of skills as
constituting functional literacy for all adults?” (p.9).

Some experts maintain that the concept of functional literacy makes sense
only with respect to the proficiencies required for participation in the actual
lite conditions of particular groups or communities...(in fact) a contrary view,
popularized by McLuhan is that new technologies and communication media
are likely to reduce literacy requirements for all...One possible scenario is that
in coming decades literacy may be increased for some and reduced for others,

accentuating the present uneven, primarily class-based distribution of literacy
functions (pp.10-11).

65




Scribner concludes her discussion of ‘adaptation’ by asking a very
interesting and often ignored question: “To what extent do adults whom tests
assess as functionally illiterate perceive themselves as lacking the necessary
skills to be adequate parents, neighbors, workers?” (p.11). That question was in
a way answered indirectly by a member of the developmental reading faculty at
WCC when, bemoaning the actions of counselors who advise students to
ignore their entrance test results and register for any classes they choose, thus
by-passing the developmental reading curriculum, alluded to the fact that they
are dooming these students to certain failure--mostly from an economic point of
view that has repercussions for all aspects of their life. Literacy is that important!
Of course we know that Street debunks such rough-hewn pigeonholes and
claims that the stigma attached to these serves only to convince the ‘illiterate’
that they are as inferior as others say they are and do indeed need the saving
graces of the community college’s developmental reading program.

But | use this idea also to introduce Scribner’s Literacy as Power, which
looks upon the common notion that literacy holds transformative powers. That
is, education and literacy are the surest ways for a working or lower class
person to change their status, or as Scribner describes it, this metaphor
“emphasizes a relationship between literacy and group or community
advancement” (p.11). “Not to be literate,” she heralds the common refrain, “is a
state of victimization” (p.12). But she equivocates this perception, maintaining
that studies show that in fact “the relationship between social change and
literacy education...may be stronger in the other direction” (p.12). That is,
contrary to what many reading faculty might believe--that strength in literacy can
translate into social transformation--Scribner cites advocates who suggest “a
more action-oriented approach that views community mobilization around

practical, social, and political goals as a first step in creating the conditions for
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collective literacy instruction and for educational equity” (p.12) might prove
more effective. This is indeed what Gee probably had in mind when he asked
for ‘settings’ outside the traditional classroom to help ‘illiterates’ gain literacy
from a stance of acquisition.

Cain’s checkered literacy biography, presented briefly in Chapter 5, fits
well with Scribner's Literacy as Power. His unusual movements in the work
force, his post-retirement vocations, and his extraordinary sensitivity to and
awareness of the disadvantages he endured educationally, in terms of
employment, and socially and how these impact other African Americans, casts
him well as a player in this phase of Scribner’s literacy scheme. Throughout his
adult life, Cain may be seen as a teacher in the sense intimated by Gee, one
who is involved with leaming and teaching others, but not necessarily in a
traditional classroom setting. Indeed, he sought to be a model for those less
fortunate than himself; his latest advocation elevates him to a position in which
he can serve these two functions of model and teacher. In his small way, Cain
tries to enact literacy as power and to share it with his community.

In defending her Literacy as a State of Grace Scribner believes that “the
term sounds elitist and archaic, but the notion that participation in a literate--that
is, bookish-tradition enlarges and develops a person’s essential self is
pervasive and still undergirds the concept of a liberal education” (p.13). Again,
Scribner proposes this aspect of literacy, then complicates it, wondering how
pervasive this notion is across various and diverse communities and cites the
technologists who insist that written literacy is a soon to be extinct cultural
artifact. Yet, the attainment of literacy often coincides with increased self-esteem
and self-respect, especially in an adult, who very well might see this goal as a
definite plateau of self-enhancement. Indeed, this particular form of literacy fits

very well with Gale's literacy history and her aspirations concerming literacy
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attainment and consequently, her self-concept, that is, what literacy means to
her and what it can do for her.

In her concluding remarks, Scribner answers her own question as to
what is ‘ideal’ literacy in our society: “...simultaneously adaptive, socially
empowering, and self-enhancing” (p.18). Given this, she calls for literacy
programs that incorporate this extensive view of literacy, “a diversity of
educational apbroaches, informal and community-based as well as formal and
school-based” (p.18). She offers no clues as to what this might mean. But that is

where my study comes in with Brady’s voice and story. (8)
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Chapter 3: The Trickster: Brady’s Story (1)

Sarah Byng
Who could not read and was tossed
Into a thomy hedge by a hill
Some years ago you heard me sing/ My doubts on Alexander Byng.
His sister Sarah now inspires/ My jaded Muse, my failing fires.
Of Sarah Byng the tale is told/ How when the child was twelve years old
She could not read or write a line./ Her sister Jane, though barely nine,
Could spout the Catechism through/ And parts of Matthew Amold too,
While little Bill who came between/ Was quite unnaturally keen
On ‘Athalie,’ by Jean Racine./ But not so Sarah! Not so Sall
She was a most uncultured girl/ Who didn’t care a pinch of snuff
For any literary stuff/ And gave the classics all a miss.
Observe the consequence of this!/ As she was walking home one day,
Upon the fields across her way/ A gate, securely padlocked, stood,
And by its side a piece of wood/ On which was painted plain and full,
BEWARE THE VERY FURIOUS BULL
Alasl the young illiterate/ Went blindly forward to her fate,
And ignorantly climbed the gate!
Now happily the bull that day/ Was rather in a mood for play
Than goring people through and through/ As bulls so very often do;
He tossed her lightly with his homs/ Into a prickly hedge of thomns,
And stood by laughing while she strode/ And pushed and struggled to the road.
The lesson was not lost upon/ The child, who since has always gone
A long way round to keep away/ From signs, whatever they may say,
And leaves a padiocked gate alone./ Moreover she has wisely grown
Confirmed in her instinctive guess/ That literature breeds distress.
’ (H.Belloc, 1951; pp.45-51)

Introduction: The story of the research data

Rosenblatt (1978) helped to redefine not only how we read a text, but

how we read the various texts of our world. She established reading as a

‘transaction’ among reader, text, and author. What eventuates from this

transaction, for the reader, is his ‘poem’, Rosenblatt’s interpretive product

derived by the reader from the text. Thus her title: The Reader, the Text, the

Poem. Her theory of transaction favored no particular piece of the necessary

triangle in the reading act. For years the author (the Romantic tradition) was pre-

eminent; then the text (the New Critic influence) held sway over the process. Out

of Rosenblatt’s studies a third tradition has emerged, the reader response

But Rosenblatt insists that this approach to reading does not celebrate
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the reader nor the reader’s ‘anything goes’ interpretations. Indeed, the ‘poem’
must be derived from the text, shown to proceed from it, be validated by the text.
This does not mean that various interpretations do not emerge; of course they
do, else literary criticism would be a dull and hollow exercise. But whereas
before the author or the text held domain over an equivocal interpretation on the
part of the reader, Rosenblatt has leveled the odds and given some power to
the reader. So much so, that she maintains given a dispute over the meaning of
say, Wordsworth'’s “A slumber did my spirit seal,” even were a letter discovered
written by the poet himself defining his intent in the poem, the interpretation of
the reader that differs from the author's own is just as valid if it can be
substantiated by way of the text! (p.117).
| So | carry Rosenblatt’s vision with me as | proceed on the construction of
my own ‘poem.’ In the pages that follow, Brady's story is revealed by way of my
interpretation of his words via interviews, his story, his interpretation of his life’s
events past and present. Hopefully, | will be able to use Brady’s words to shape
a version of his literacy life that is not only ‘truthful’, but insightful too. But if
Brady contradicts my interpretation upon reading it, | will not apologize nor seek
to reshape it if the ‘poem’ emerges from his own text with legitimacy. Instead |
will argue the hermeneutic necessity of intersecting lives.

That brings up another very interesting aspect of this research, that is, the
researcher does not exist in isolation either (of course all of this is substantiated
by what has already been expressed). Even as | sought details of and insights
into Brady’s literacy endeavors and the costs he encountered, my own such
excursions into literacy replete with costs surfaced in more pronounced ways
than is typical. | was very conscious of and reflective about my own past
emergent literacy and its unique development. Again, the question arises,

where do these elements fit in the research and in the story that emerges from
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the research? What apertures widen involuntarily, even as we focus on other
vistas? Of course these questions relate to the very nature of research, which is
in a way, what this project is all about: not only it seems, engaging in the act so
as to become more facile with its apparatus, but too, to engage with research so
as to understand its very nature as best we can. Even as | come to understand
the dynamics of the interview process and the important ethnographic aspects
of this study and the data that this process engenders, so too | come to know

Brady, and undeniably, | come to know the researcher more intimately too!

The Trickster!

Lewis Hyde (1998) thinks the appellation ‘trickster’ too confining for all
the connotations this mythic figure must carry, let alone all the activities ascribed
to him. Indeed, some have attributed to this character traits of the devil, if not
accused him of being the devil. “Those who confuse the two do so because they
have failed to perceive trickster's great ambivalence. The devil is an agent of
evil, but trickster is amoral, not immoral” (Hyde, 1998; p.10; emphasis in
original).

But | get ahead of myself with this. | wanted to indicate that trickster
throughout history and mythology possesses many traits for each given culture
that will not seem to fit Brady at all. And that is fine, for the point | make in
ascribing the designation to Brady is that he fits certain key aspects of the
mythological trickster and in this way he wears the title well. What | intend to do
in this necessary explication of trickster and his various renderings is offer a
general overview of the myth, then particularize the picture and show where |
think Brady and his responses to literacy failure throughout his life coincide with
the trickster legend.

We might be surprised at the extent of the trickster myth, that is, how
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prevalent it is in many cultures and what figures are deemed to be tricksters.
Hyde indicates that trickster is found in many places and a variety of cultures--
"all of the canonical tricksters operate in patriarchal mythologies” (Hyde, 1998;
p.8)-- even contemporaneously. Hyde locates trickster in very diverse settings of
today.

They appear...in Native American winter storytelling, in Chinese street

theater, in the Hindu festivals celebrating Krishna the Butter Thief, in

West African divination ceremonies. African tricksters traveled west in

the slave trade and can still be found in African-American storytelling,

in the blues, in Haitian voodoo, and so on (p.9).

Additionally, Hyde, in discussing another matter later in the book, reveals
that Henry Louis Gates, Jr. used Eshu, a Yoruba (West African) trickster figure
and reader-of-hidden-meanings, in a convoluted manner to arrive at the basis
of his ‘signifyin’ monkey,’ also a hermeneut, of African-American vernacular
culture. In the story that Gates uses to establish this connection, Eshu receives
help from monkeys who sen)ed as advisors to him during his quest. Still, the link
that Gates concocts puzzles Hyde, who wonders “why a monkey, rather than
Eshu, becomes the trickster” (p.112).

In addition to these, Hyde sees the trickster in America as the ‘con’ man,
especially as he appears in literature and film (p.11). He cites Melville’s The
Confidence Man as a rich example. In this story, Hyde posits, the protagonist
appears “in a series of masks and roles, never as himself’ (p.53), such that the
reader wonders as to his true identity, or even if he has one, so ‘seamless’ are
his various masks and personas (p.53). But this is probably pretty typical of the
versatile, chameleon-like trickster.

With some polytropic characters it is possible that there is no real self
behind the shifting masks, or that the real self lies exactly there, in the
moving surfaces and not beneath. It's possible that there are beings

with no way of their own, only the many ways of their shifting skins
and changing contexts (Hyde, 1988; p.54).

Hyde ascribes trickster identities to such diverse, and perhaps
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nexpected, figures as Coyote, Mercury, Prometheus, and Hermes (who as a
vo-day old baby, stole Apollo’s cattle and hid them from him). Too, they are a
pular subject of children’s literature with many well-defined characters.
1ansi (or Ananse)(2), an Ashanti spider trickster, is one of the more prominent
these. Zomo the rabbit is a popular West African children’s figure and the
pressible Brer Rabbit was one of those brought with the slave trade from
ica who grew up in America. Some of the tricksters however go by merely a
ieric name, such as spider, coyote, rabbit. McDermott’s (1972) description of
aku Anansi is typical of the those portrayed in children’s literature.

Anansi is a folk-hero to the Ashanti. This funny fellow is a rogue, a wise

and loveable trickster. He is a shrewd and cunning figure who triumphs

over larger foes. An animal with human qualities, Anansi is a mischief

maker. He tumbles into many troubles (no pagination).

Notice the contradictions in the author's description, what Hyde has

ed to kindly as trickster's ‘great ambivalence.’ But that is part of trickster's

que, to not only be ambivalent, but to be and do so purposefully. “Trickster
mythic embodiment of ambiguity and ambivalence, doubleness and
ity, contradiction and paradox” (p.7). Too he is a ‘border-crosser.’

Every group has its edge, its sense of in and out, and trickster is
always there, at the gates of the city and the gates of life, making

sure there is commerce. ..We constantly distinguish--right and wrong,
sacred and profane, male and female, young and old, living and dead--
and in every case trickster will cross the line and confuse the distinction.
Trickster is the creative idiot, therefore, the wise fool, the gray-haired
baby, the cross-dresser, the speaker of sacred profanities (p.7).

L is a given that trickster is a boundary-crosser, Hyde admits, but he also
red that trickster will create a boundary if the purpose suits him, or will
anifest a distinction previously unknown to get his way, a sort of bribery
ion. Thus did the gods in certain mythologies, previously earthly
, relocate to heaven from something trickster did.

Trickster is thus the author of the great distance between heaven and

earth; when he becomes the messenger of the gods it's as if he has

been enlisted to solve a problem he himself created. In a case like that,
boundary creation and boundary crossing are related to one another,
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and the best way to describe trickster is to say simply that the boundary

is where he will be found--sometimes drawing the line, sometimes

crossing it,sometimes erasing or moving it, but always there, the god

of the threshold in all its forms (pp.7-8).

These are some of the characteristics that prompt Hyde to refer to

cksters as the ‘lords of in-between’: just when they seem apprehendable,
finable, understandable, they are off again to quench some appetite. “He
sses through each of these [locations, as well as attempts to ‘place’ him,
ze him] when there is a moment of silence...He is the spirit of the doorway
ding out, and the crossroad at the edge of town...He is the spirit of the road at
k, the one that runs from one town to another and belongs to neither” (p.6).
e argues that tricksters are “regularly honored as the creators of culture”
 in spite of their disruptive behavior, for the author believes that such
ins a culture that can “make space for figures whose function it is to
ver and disrupt the very things that cultures are based on” (p.9). So
ler lies and deceives and cajoles and outwits others in a shameless
n so as to satisfy his many appetites--for sex, food, his attraction to dirt
yet serves too as an integral part of the culture’s existence. This is the
x of trickster; perhaps one reason why they have pervaded so many
s’ mythologies and persisted for so long.
3ut this is an appropriate point to shift the primary focus to Brady in terms
ter, to explain why | have him associated with this elusive figure of
gy. Perhaps one of the most obvious connections is that Brady, like
. too often winds up the foil of his own tricks. Earlier, | alluded to Bennett
’ho speaks to the notion that trickster “sometimes over-reaches himself
>h to everyone’s amusement, is caught and punished. But it is never for
1at he cannot soon wriggle himself free to star in the next story, trickish
lious as ever’ (Author's note: no pagination). Hyde provides a

example of this though with not so amusing consequences for
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coyote. He retells an Apache story from Texas that involves Rabbit and Coyote.
Rabbit came to a field of watermelons. In the middie of the field there was
a stick figure made of gum. Rabbit hit it with his foot and got stuck. He got
his other foot stuck, then one hand and then his other hand and finally his
head. This is how Coyote found him.

“What are you doing like this?” asked Coyote.

*The farmer who owns this melon patch was mad because | would
not eat melons with him. He stuck me on here and said that in a while he
would make me eat chicken with him. | told him | wouldn’t do it.”

“You are foolish. | will take your place.”

Coyote pulled Rabbit free and stuck himself in the gum trap. When the
farmer who owned the melons came out and saw Coyote he shot him full
of holes (pp.19-20).

Again, Brady felt the need early on in school to maneuver and respond to
assroom situations in a trickster manner. Faced with educational, especially
racy, failures and the consequent shame and humiliation that attended
se, his trickster ways were “a sort of passport to survival in a far-from-ideal
ld” (Bennett, 1994; no pagination). Undersized and overmatched, relying on
ural cunning’ to compensate for ‘bulk or strength,’ he took “on the laws of the
le single-handed” (Bennett, 1994; no pagination). As a result, throughout
,chool career, a lot of energy and creative intelligence went in to evading
arrassment, but too, education and literacy. The consequences of a
ived mis-education were far too intimidating for Brady to concern himself
rying to do school well.

Hyde addesses this issue too in his discussion of an epizon, or parasite
or figure, who is able to avoid the capture, but too often misses out on the
0. Others, whom Hyde refers to as bait-thief tricksters, separate the trap
e meat and satisfy their hunger (p.22). Brady’s approach to the
om situation allowed him to hone one skill while missing out on many
Hyde’s description of the epizon and his various positions strikes a
at resounds too loudly in Brady’s literacy biography.

A parasite or epizon...feeds his belly while standing just outside the
conflict between hunter and hunted. From that position the bait thief

becomes a kind of critic of the usual roles of the eating game and as
such subverts them, so that traps he has visited lose their influence...
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here trickster feeds himself where predator and prey meet, but rather
than entering the game on their terms, he plays with its rules (p.22).

Again, this was a survival technique that Brady felt he had to adopt, but

 did not become adept enough at it so as to eat well, as does the bait thief,
t good enough to mimic the satiation of his hungers. Later on in life however,
the community college, he is still wary of educational traps and rather than
ling aside as best he can his suspicions, or separating as best he can the
acy from the supposed trap, he chooses to evacuate the area. No longer
ing with and muddying the rules of education as he did as a trickster child,
ow surrenders to them and flees, retumning to the shadow play that is the
ce of his self-esteem.

Without a doubt, throughout his public school career, like a trickster,
y disrupted the rules and the flow of the game. Like Rabbit and Coyote in
elon patch, teacher and student probably often played a silent match of
) see who would get the gum trap, or the melons, or the phantom chicken.
acher had all the powér, but if she sought to maintain ‘normal
rances’ in the classroom, then she had to give a little to Brady, to allow
keep up his appearances. Others may have witnessed these exchanges,
.eep the audience at a minimum, Brady needed a little bit of latitude. If the
“tried to claim all the power, then Brady might expose the game, his
ons become palpable, not just symbolic, and his influence might careen
ntrol.
| this way Brady is a bit of the epizon in his desperation to control as
iIssroom contingencies that affect him as best he can. Unfortunately,
imum feeding he is able to accomplish does little to satisfy his hunger
tion and literacy, which becomes more evident as he grows older.
s this ability to work with or create contingencies as a sign of the

intelligence (p.97). In Brady’s case, this sign may well have been a
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imiting device. He admitted that when the teacher probed the class about a

liven topic, perhaps one of the more standard situations in a conventional
lassroom, he would go in to his trickster mode to make himself inconspicuous,
3t retaining as much as possible ‘normal appearances.’ The teacher, probably
oll aware of Brady’s insufficiencies, and not wanting to allow his disruption to
ow beyond her containment, most likely indulged him in this retreat. Thus

ady might imagine himself free to roam the melon patch, when in fact certain
bs were stuck to the gum trap, even as he privately salivated at the thought of
hcoming chicken.

Shortly, | delve in depth into Brady’s transcripts, offering a rendering that
ks to maintain a course true to the tumpike shaped by his words. But | am
aware that the hermeneutic process is a shifty proposition, especially
out the help of Eshu’s monkeys. | see a certain sign, interpret it, and alter my
 accordingly. Another sign, another step. Eventually, at some point, | see
eus. But so does Hyde, only he is on a far different path. In an Interlude not
nto his book, entitled “The Land of the Dead,” Hyde, reminiscing on
ns of his own history, is led to imagine an Orpheus who “walked into the
ht and turned to look back at Eurydice (but) it was not doubt that moved
ut resentment. Who is she to have made him charm old Charon with song,
cify that three-legged dog guarding the distant shore? Who is she that he
art be drawn into this hopeless enterprise?” (p.89). He doubts his own
aral interpretation, conceding that “ (p)erhaps there is resentment in the
stories, but the makers of those stories knew a wider range of feeling
t” (p.89).
ut his musing does make one wonder and it directs a fugitive light
a familar story. Brady the trickster: a compelling yet elusive and shifty

like the myths. At times so fitting, at times, remote. Hyde maintains that
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tricksters in general begin by muddying high gods” (p.90) and that trickster
tories are anti-idealist--"they are made for a world of imperfections” (p.91). In
1ese descriptions we can see Brady, as a youngster, as an adult, inadvertantly
rtying deities of an educational sort to save his own hide. He is the involuntary
rder-crosser. literate/non-literate; student/non-student; powerless/power-
used; incompetent student/cunning trickster; educational epizon/educational
han. Too often, the response to this disruption in the rules is made as though
did live in a perfect world, wﬁen in fact, all Brady was doing was showing

t his world was a little less perfect than we make ours out to be.5

In the beginning was the Word...

The public school classrooms are too often inappropriate stages for

jinal students, or to extend Rose’s image, ‘boundary children,” where the
a of growth and possibility are in stark tension with a dreary and relentless
cape of social conditions fraught with scholastic disrepair (Rose, 1989). In
s Lives on the Boundary, Harold Morton mounted this stage carrying a
piece of paper indicating his ‘high average’ reading ability; several
s later, school bureaucracy and concerned, but impotent teachers, had
3d this student’s part with a papier-mache likeness that meant that

| was in a sense, excluded from the school, pushed farther away from the
possibilities of the teacher-student relationship and further towards the

trumentation of the clinic” (Rose, 1989; p.123). The sheer weight of

e | make the core o f my interpretations from Brady’s words and from extensive field
experiences with him and other developmental reading students. Also, interviews with
>h as Ruth Zweifler, director of Treetops's Student Advocacy Center, inform my work
:tive efforts. Attimes, as stated earlier, in dramatizing Brady’s story, much like Hyde with
1s myth, | venture into gray areas of interpretation, especially regarding persons and

I have not researched. But certain facts speak for themselves and help inform this too--
1dy completed 10 years of schooling and boasted a meager first grade reading level; he
‘etained; he was not in Special Ed though he was threatened with this often enough;

| Treetops public schools during a period in which they were accused of and sued for
g African-Americans in their system; the achievement gap of today in Treetops is an

f that period; Brady has suppressed most early classroom memories.
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Harold's file, infused with the plaintive cries from teachers and varying
specialists of “No, no, not us!”, belies and overwhelms Harold’s own, weak-
voiced supplications that seek to point out the social disadvantages he brings
vith him to school.
Kids do come to school with all sorts of linguistic differences, and some kids,
like Harold, arrive on our doorstep with big problems. But what happens at school
can then further define the child as unusual or marginal. Our approaches to language
and literacy as often as not keep us from a deep understanding of difference and
problems--and possibilities...[especially for] those who are already behind the
economic and political eight ball (Rose, 1989; pp.127-28).
Rose was the only person or teacher who deigned to read Harold’s story,
) voluminous text that accumulated, sought to displace him in school, and the
t that told the tale of his social imprisonment.

Compare Harold’'s miserable and damaging emergent literacy education
‘that of Paulo Freire’s. The Brazilian reflects that as a young pre-schooler he
1 the world as his pedagogical tool, a convenient and wonderful tabula rasa
) which he inscribed his own experiences and identity. “I leamed to read
vrite on the ground

of the back yard of my house, in the shade of the mango trees, with words from
my world rather than from the wider world of my parents. The earth was my black-
board, sticks, my chalk” (1991; p.141).

In so doing, components of literacy--texts, words, letters--were
1ated in the song of the birds--tanager, flycatcher, thrush, in the dance of
5 blown by the strong winds announcing storms...”(p.140). Thus, in
7 the world, the young Freire’'s experiences and identity were formulated
firmed so that eventually he used the various stages of that world for his
of the word, an easy transition. Though economically poor, like Harold,
‘school’ did not confiscate and systematically structure his life and

ces so that these bounds choked off his development as a literate

No, his idyllic classroom provided immeasurable opportunities for

r that Freire sees as an ideal stage for literacy development.
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These two very different literacy narratives are important for this study
because they are reminiscent of Brady’'s own struggles with literacy. This will be
explained shortly. But too, these anecdotes capture well the enigmatic,
contradictory nature of this very complex person and his literacy problems and
history. It was not long with Brady that | gained insight into his difficulties with
literacy, but too, his dilemmas with the institution of school. | use the term
‘plausible distracters’ to signify the institutional response to Brady. This notion
grew out of a brief sketch developed in an early interview with Brady that

introduced the context of the term. Immediately | appropriated it because |
realized plausible distracters, with its metaphoric power, apprehended much of

he tension inherent in Brady’s drama.
On our first meeting on the first of April, the director of the Webber

ommunity College developmental reading program, Jan, and | were
terviewing Brady, this potential participant for my research, this potential
ebber Community College student (he was to begin a developmental reading
ss the first of May) and we were listening to his ideas regarding his literacy

iculties. He mentioned the reading test that is administered to all candidates

he developmental reading program that he had recently taken.

Brady: And like on that test you gave me for instance | could um
for instance | could read the test and it would say like um on the
where | had to read and choose um for instance what that word
meant or something like that, | would read these words and | would
say well uh | saw this word in the sentence so | would assume that

that would be...

Jan: The answer...
B: The answer. Instead of saying well maybe that word was in the

sentence but that is not the word I'm looking for, you understand.
J: They specifically make reading tests to catch you up on things like

that.
B: Yeah, right, o.k., | never knew that, but that's the type of problems

| have (pp.3-4).
Jan’s response to Brady was that such tests try to ‘catch you up on things

t.” For Brady and others like him, it was not at all unusual to be victimized
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by the institutional ploy of plausible distracters. Ilts most common form is as a
standardized test strategy in which a plausible, but incorrect, misleading answer
is provided among the multiple choices, meant to distract the test taker from the
sorrect answer. | recognized right away that this described quite well in a
netaphoric way the unfortunate, yet common institutional response to Brady

nd these boundary students, that is, to show or prove their educational
effectiveness by way of a sanctioned, but in many ways unfair, educational
rategy meant to trick those already at a disadvantage scholastically.

Jan's insouciant description of test ploys and Brady’s mild surprise at
icovering the existence of distracters in tests, then his hesitant acceptance of
'm, belies the ethical dilemma at the center of education’s institutional
ployment of such devices. They usually are not meant to trick the
wledgeable test-taker/student into incorrect answers (Wiggins, 1999;

9), but where does that leave unsuspecting border students like Brady who
1 help and support, not chicanery when it comes to affirming their learning
knowledge. Wiggins takes test makers and educational institutions to task
ur unending reliance on d