Literacy and Cultural Discourse: The
Relativity of Print
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Abstract: Literacy performance is not universal but must be understood within the context ot a
group of people with particular cultural values and characteristics. This paper describes the
literacy functioning of a group of participants within a Newfoundland setting. The results suggest
a number of Implications, especially, for literacy assessment and programming.

Resume: La performance en alphabetisation n'est pas un concept unlversel mate on doit la
comprendre d l'interieur du contexte d'un groupe de gens qul partagent des valeurs et des
characterlstlques culturelles particulieres. Cette etude decrlt le fonctlonnement de
I'alphabetlsatton d'un groupe de participants au sein d'un milieu terre-neuvien. Les resultats
suggerent un nombie d'lmplicatfons surtout en ce qul concerne revaluation et la mfce en
oeuvre des programmes en alphabetlsatton.

Literacy withinthe North American context has generally been viewed from
an"outsde-in" perspective. That is, authorities (includingthemedia) decidewho
ghdl be literate, and when and how. A good example of this is the Southam
Literacy Survey (1987), ameasure of the functional literacy levels of Canadian
adults. Thesurvey questionnaire, consistingof twoforms, onecof 10itemsandone
of 14 items, was administered to 2398 Canadians. The illiteracy rate in
Newfoundland, based on asampl eof 105 respondentswasrecorded as44 percent,
yet 4 of the items on the forms dedt with organizing a meeting, a task of no
relevance to many people taking the test. From the "outside-in" perspective,
literacy implications are usually described in terms of the benefits that should
follow naturaly from literacy development.

Research is needed to determine how peopleval ue literacy and how literacy
levdsinteract withthetota functioningof theindividual inrelationtoothersand
to his’/her environment. Only by understandingthiscontext can authorities, and
government agenciesin particular, respond mogt effectively to perceived literacy
needs. Smith (1986) emphasi zes the need for such research:

An ethnography of literacy (or illiteracy) that is true to its cultural roots will
examine without preoccupation both the socia consequences of the particular
illiteracy under investigation and itsvariouslevels of meaning toindividuals. It
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will be sengitiveto the entire web of relationships human beings find themsalves
enveloped in (p. 271).

Thepurposeof thisstudy wastoinvestigatehow residentsinaNewfoundland
setting responded to particular literacy tasks.

Participants and Methodology

Theparticipantsconsisted of acoregroup of nineindividual sand aperiphera
group of about 10. The core group might be dassad as of lower middie class
socioeconomic status and lived mainly in an urban area. Therewerefivefemaes
and four males; theagerangewould be approximately 35 to 65years. Thisstudy
continued over the course of ayear.

Anethnographic approach guided thecollection and andysisof thedata. Hill
(1983) arguesthat "the ethnographic approach dlowsfor an in-depth investiga-
tion since the researcher lives in the community studied for an extended period
of time and attempts to understand the socid phenomena investigated from the
point of view of community residentsthemselves’ (p. 28). Thedatareported here
are part of alarger study with an overall purpose of studying the interaction of
cultural values and literacy. One area on which the author focussed concerned
therel ationship of background knowledge, and oral languagein interpretingand
usingprint. Wilcox (1982) suggeststhat withinalarger study oneisable"to sdect
among phenomenain the process of research” (p. 499).

Oveall, the researcher's role was that of participant-observer and since he
had recently arrived in the community it was only "naturd” that he would ask
questions re different practices. Mishler (1986) states that an ethnographic
method basssitsinterpretation of datawithin aparticul ar cultural context sothe
researcher was dways careful to spesk as if he were attempting to function
effectively (which wastrue) withinthiscontext and questionsasked reflected this
intent. There was no attempt, for example, to have respondents hypothesize,
conjecture, nor did the researcher raise practicesfrom other cultures/geographic
aress for comparative discusson. According to Kerby (1991) participants
frequently become "locked into amodeof life that may not changein any essentia
way over many years (and). . . repeat the sameroutines' (p. 38). Thechallenge
was to tap into the participants personal consciousness of then- routines and to
understand the situation as they perceived it, which Guba and Lincoln (1985)
refer to as interpretative inquiry,

Literacy Discourses

In order to understand literacy (utilization of print) among a particular
segment of Newfoundland society, it is important to understand the notion of
discourse, for as Gee (1991a) dates, "L earning to read isaways some aspect of
somediscourse’ (p. 6). Gee defines discourse as"asocidly accepted association
among ways of using language, of thinking, and of acting that can be used to
identify onesdf as a member of a 'socid network’ " (p. 3). Discourse may be
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primary or secondary. All people, through beingpart of afamily or other doseknit
group, acquire primary discourse. Geeexplans.

All humans, barring serious disorder, get oneform of discoursefree, so to spesk,
and this through acquisition. Thisis our socio-culturaly determined way of

using our native language in face-to-face communication with intimates (inti-
mates are people with whom we share agreat ded of knowledge because of a
great dedl of contact and similar experiences) (p.7).

Ora language is the key medium within the primary discourse. Gee adds
that the acquisition of this discourse, the primary discourse, comes through
"primary socidization within the family" (p. 7) and extends outwards. If the
expanded circleof relativesand/or friendsishomogeneousenoughthat they share
aprimary discourse, this cultural group functions asa"sodiety of intimates' (p.
7). Assuchthey possessinformati on not availabletoothersoutsidethisdiscourse.

Aspeopleencounter othersoutsdetheintimatecircle, they relatetothemvia
asecondary discoursewhich " requiresonetocommuni catewith non-intimates(or
totreat intimates asif they were non-intimates)" (Gee, 19la, p. 7). Secondary
discourses build on and extend the uses of language from the primary discourse.
In many instances, written language is the common language medium within a
secondary discourse.

Interrelating Print and Background Knowledge

The observed dataon the respondents were coded and catgorized in terms of
how they function vis avis each other for the purpose of utilizing print informa-
tion. The resultsare summarized under anumber of generd statements.

1. Oral language is used as an interpretative vehicle for written language
within primary discourses.

Print is ordinarily part of a secondary discourse. However, there are
occasions when print events are brought into the primary context as part of the
participants daily functioning. Whilesdesflyers, for example, originate within
amarketing discourseor context andthe use of language in these flyersisusualy
generated by marketing strategiesand needs, theuse of sdesflyersisimportant
in the context of daily living within a primary discourse.

It ssemsthat intheNewfoundland context theuseof printwithintheprimary
discourse dependson ord languageasan interpretativemechanism. Sdesflyers
are asignificant part of ora language interactions and participants regularly
comment on, and share information pertinent to using flyers. One participant
may check with another whether he/she noticed a particular sde, or may
comment that he/shewasableto takeadvantageof aparticular sale. Frequently,
itemsonsdearenot publicized inflyersbut areadvertised on sgnsadjoiningthe
businessand it isonly through ora language that many people will be aware of
thesde Such sdesmay include abargain on milk (an expensve commodity in
Newfoundland) at aservice station, or on cheese at a corner sore. Sometimes
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there are "ingore' specids, a knowledge of which is dso shared by word-of-
mouth. It isaso common that when a person plansto buy a "bigger” (in value)
item, he/she checks with the store manager to s if and when asde of such an
item might be forthcoming.

Gee (1991b) dates that "language is always something that is actively
congtructed in acontext physically present or imagined, by both speaker/writer
and hearer/reader through a complex process of inferring that is guided by but
never fully determined by the structural properties of the language" (p. 93). In
the case of desflyers, theuseof oral language embodiesalarger context - that
of family/friends and the economic conditions. The language itsdf is not
important but rather its effect of enabling someone to capitalize on a"bargain”.
Because of a strong oral language network “complete’ print information is not
necessary for that functioning to occur.

Other ingtances in which ora language supercedes print in providing for
interpretation include dedling with the lack of identifying, directional or
locationa information. For example, the addresses of sores, theatres, or other
ingtitutions are frequently not included in announcements/ advertisements as
thisknowledgeisgenerally known. Inthecase of oneflyer, not even thenameof
the store was indicated, since people were ableto asxociate the flyer format with
the particular store.  Interpreting print via background knowledge and ora
language interaction as done by the Newfoundland respondents is as Freire
(1991) gates, aform of "re-writing" the context by transformingit. No longer is
theprint of theflyer autonomous; no longer isthe secondary discourseof theprint
crucia to its use. The context of sdes flyers is anadysed and utilized to the
advantage of the participants who capitalize on sdes through ora language,
either through seeking more information, or sharing existing information. For
theseparticipants, theword"literacy™, accordingto Courts(1991) suggestsagtate
of being and a set of capabiilities through which the literate individua is adleto
utilize the interior world of sdf to act upon and interact with the exterior
structures of the world around him (or her) in order to make sense of sdf and
other" (p.4)

2. Background knowledge is essential in communicating viaprint within
primary discourse.

According to Freire (1991) "reading the world aways precedes reading the
word, and reading the word implies reading the world" (p. 144). In order to
interpret print and communicate the meaning, it is first essentid that the
participants read theworld. Participants must know the address of stores; they
must know that corner storesand servicestationspublicize salesviaadvertising
boards/sgns, they must know that certain stores (especidly supermarkets)
promote sde items at certain times during the day (maybe around noon, or a
couple of hours before closing, especidly on Saturday nights when some stores
doseat 10:00 P.M.

Having read the world and having acquired a certain body of information
enable the participants to act more effectively within their environment. For
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example, participants know onwhich daysvariousbus nessesre eesesdesflyers
90 not only do they wait until thefinal salesflyer in the sequenceisrdeased todo
comparativeshopping, but asothey plan their shoppingroutesothat they travel
the shortest distance between home and stores and back again.

Background knowledge aso dlows them to be more critical shoppers. For
example, participants note such detail in sdlesflyers asthe number of tissuesin
a box, the number of sheets in paper towels. Critical reading dso occurs in
asxssing the codt for utilities; for example in evaluating heating cogts, partici-
pants note the number of days from one billing dateto the next, so that the cost
of heating "per month™" may be evaluated againgt 28 days or 31 days.

3. Those not sharing the necessary background knowledge are at a
disadvantage.

Because of the emphasis on background knowledge in the Newfoundland
context and thepresenceof restrictiveprintinformation, thesepeoplenot sharing
this knowl edge as participants are disadvantaged. Asan example, aninstructor
inalocd collegewasto visit aworkplace sitefor agroup of college studentsina
nearby community. The contact person in the community gave the instructor
directions, "After you passthe sign entering the community, come straight down
theroad and then up agteep hill andyou will see Smith's Garage on your left; you
justcant missit.". Theinstructor drovetothecommunity, downtheroad and up
the hill and soon found she waswell beyond the community without having found
thedte Shecaled her contact from apay phone. All she sad shesaw dongthe
way wasan ESSO and a Petro Canadastation. The contact interrupted, "That's
it" she said, "the ESSO sation on the way up the hill." But the instructor
continued, "1 didn't sseasgn 'Smith's Garage™. "Oh, | don't believethereisone"
sad the contact, but everyone knowsit is Smith's'.

A second example concerns a memo from a University department which
read, "This isto advise that effective immediately budgetary items which were
normally referredto person-X should now bereferredto person-Y". Thisassumes
that new staff in particular know which budgetary itemswerereferred to person-
X. Itdsoforcesthose outsidetheprimary discourseto becomepart of it through
the preferred mode of oral language. For a new staff member to operate
effectively, he/she would haveto find out which budgetary itemsare now referred
to person-Y and this communication would likely occur through ora language.

A final examplenot only illustratesthedi sadvantage of the person outsidethe
primary discoursebut a so the categori zation of that person asbeing an outsider.
The example refers to voting in a municipal dection in which the public
announcementintheloca paper did notindicatewhoqualifiedasacitizendigible
tovote. Thismeant that arecent arrival had to ask to find out thisinformation.
The first regponse of the person asked was, "Oh, where areyou from" How long
haveyou been here? etc.”.
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4. Assessing literacy must be congruent with the respondents' discourse.

The four items on the Southam Literacy Survey questionnaire relating to
Setting up a meeting would not be functional for the respondents of this study.
Whereasthetasksinthequestionnaireweretermed"functiona” thiswashardly
the cae  Firstly, the meeting is a ficticious one and of no relevance to the
respondents who judge the value of a meeting in terms of the issues to be
discussed. Furthermore, the matter of setting-up and arranging meeting soace
is the function of "others', the setting-up is usualy under the control of a
secondary discourseand isusually authoritativein natureaswhen agovernment
or union official cals a meeting about the Northern cod moratorium or a school
board toexplainitsdecison to construct anew schoal. Infact, theremay not even
be a notice of a meeting, the information being communicated through the
"grapevine method". Since participants tend to know participants who have a
gakeintheissue theinformation gets passed selectively and effectively.

Thetask of makingphysica arrangementsfor themeetingistheresponsbil-
ity of theperson hired by thepremiseswherethemeetingwill beheld and not that
of the generd public.

Ironicdly, literacy evaluators from outside the primary discourse may find
themsalves"illiterate” in that context in the sense that the context operates on
minimal print and considerable background knowledge , the latter which they
will likely lack. Literacy assessment is relative to the task at hand and the
discourse which guides the task's meaning.

5. Not only does the use ofprint vary by discourse, but the organization of
discourses may vary by geographic/ cultural region.

Thisisstated more as a hypothesi sbecause datafrom other contexts (urban/
rural, geographic regions, cultural groups) are needed to confirm it. In addition
to the 19 respondents on whom the previous data are based, data from an
additiona 10 residents (mainly in arural area) led to the above statement.

Certainly, in a primary discourse, ora language takes precedence over
written language.  Within the Newfoundland context, the significance of oral
language and background knowledge to capitalize on and compensate for mini-
md print cues may differ from that in other geographic/cultura regions. The
predominance of background knowledgeand oral language (discussed inrelation
to statement #1 above) isaso highlighted by an incident at aneighbourhood gas
bar where a couple of pumps were out of order. The management did not think
to placean "Out of Order" sign asthe regularswould know and thosewho didn't
would soon find out by trial and error. The assumption wasthat the customers
would cometo this conclusion rather than thinking they were not operating the
pumps correctly.

When print occurs within a secondary discourse (under the control of an
agency/ingtitution) it isusually viewed as formal, impersonal, and authoritative.
While ord languageisessential for interpreting print in aprimary discourseits
roleisamost negligible in interpreting print in asecondary discourse and takes
on more of arole in sharing. Ord language is used to "read out" the written
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language, the meaning of which then stands on its own outside the primary
discourse but may bean object of discussion within the primary discourse. Even
newspapers may beviewed inthisway. The print takestheevent awvay fromthe
peoples control. Theprint referstoevents"outsde' the peoplerather than being
integral totheir lives. Itisan "independent, objective’ account of an event. For
example a person may talk of a death announcement in the paper (citing the
wording) inavery different way and with different information than indiscussing
theevent in asocid context. It islike describing asnapshot of the event rather
relating it from personal knowledge. Newspapers are often read in short
intervalsinterspersed with talk about what hasbeen read. For example, aperson
notes an item of interest and then immediately phones someone who is adso
interestedtochat about it. Thisisnot unlikereadingintheworkplacewhen short
periods of silent reading are intergpersed with talk to share and interpret what
has been read (Mikulecky, 1982).

Ord language is do interjected into secondary discourse from ahumanistic
or an expectation of persond interaction. As an example, after a magjor storm
during which thousands of households were without eectricity and hundreds of
calswerereceived at the Light and Power Company, acompany official returned
cdls to check if the cdler had had the power restored and if things were
functioning adequately. In fact, it is not uncommon for a citizen to phone the
premier on a certain matter and talk to him directly.

When print is associated with ingtitutional and traditionally powerful
organizations such as the government and the church, and functionsto direct or
contral, it takes on an authoritative meaning which is generally accepted rather
than questioned. A parish bulletin, for example, had the effect of regulating the
behaviour of parishioners through the following statement:

Notice: It hasbeenbroughtto my attention that continuousfightingand arguing
isdill goingon at the Parish card games.. . Thismust stopimmediately, o that

the peoplewho like to attend the card games can relax and enjoy themsdves. So
I am asking the people who attend the card games to report to me the name/

namesof the person/personswho iscausing thetroubl e and that person/persons
will be asked to stay away from the card games so that the rest can enjoy
themsalves.

Discussion and Implications

Policy makers must redlize that literacy is not an easy term to define. Itis
perhapsbest definedintermsofitsrelativity. Certainly, theconcept of discourse
isessentia in understanding literacy and the nature of a discourse may vary
across regions and cultures. I|n some contexts, the broader defintion of literacy,
that of making sense out of all Sgnsand symbols, may be most appropriate. A
knowledge of the geographic/cultural context, the mutualy-held gods the
shared knowledge and the operational routines is essentid to understanding
literacy.

"Print literacy" according to Courts (1991), "is best defined as a meaning-
making process rather than a ssimple coding or decoding of meanings aready



158 CJEC SUMMER 1993

presented as given” (p. 3). He continues, "It has not been an overemphasis on
meaning-making processesthat has caused theliteracy problem, but an overem-
phasison fragmented contexts, an overemphasi son bitsand piecesof knowledge
with littlefocuson relationshipsamong thefragments' (p. 3). InaNewfoundland
context, making sense of print literacy must o include the support of back-
ground knowledge and ora language. It is recommended that in Adult Basic
Education literacy dassestheemphas sshouldbeon meaning-making. Anaysis
of word structure and language patterns should not be dealt with in isolation but
within a larger context which provides meaning through the use of background
knowledge and ord language interaction. Institutional programs should reflect
the community contextsin interpreting print.

For example, anotice (of something pertinent to the learners lives) may be
displayed and asegment of print read and discussed interms of their background
knowledge that enhances its meaning. A notice of ameeting to discussthe"cod
moratorium compensation package’, for example, can lead to much discussion
and sharing of experiences (persona and otherwise), reacting criticaly, and
drawing implications. Even the place of a meeting may be given extended
meaning through adiscussion of its location, the eese of getting there (on abus
route), parking facilities, etc. The need to attend to word structure should arise
from such an exercise rather than initiate it.

The interrdationship of print, ora language,and background knowledge
may a0 be used in writing assgnments.  Writing directions, memos, and
persona and business letters may first be discussed in terms of what the reader
(audience) may know and how much information needstobe conveyed. Thiskind
of activity could be extended to writing narrative, esssys, or argument where
print takes on greater prominencein terms of the meaning to be conveyed.

Because of the predominance of ord language, talk should congtitute the
trangition from home to school. Too often, schools immerse beginning students
in secondary discourseliteracy events. Theseareoften foreigntothestudentsand
sometimes result in irrelevancy and failure. Students should be provided with
opportunitiesand shoul d beencouraged to "tk their way through" variousprint
activities. Thatis studentsshouldtal kaboutthefamiliarityoftheactivity, where
andwhen itwould befound, how itwouldfunctionintheir lives, etc. Occasiondly,
goriescould bedramatized. Socid studies projectsin which thestudentstalk to/
interview residents from the community should be organized. People from the
community should be encouraged to act as resource people for various school
topicg/activities,

Policy makers should be suspect of surveys conducted by "outside agencies'
that purport to befunctional and professto measure thedegree to which aperson
can operatewith print. Thegod should not be one of evaluation, of determining
what is right or wrong, better or worse. Rather, the god should be one of
determining what is

Any literacy assessment should only be interpreted in terms of "assessment
for what?' If, in the case of the Southam Literacy Survey, it isto compare the
literacy levels of people across the country, then only items that are common to
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al respondents (assumingthat thisispossible) should beused. |fthe assessment
istodeterminetowhat extent aperson can copewith expectationsin aworkplace
setting, then items pertinent to that workplace setting must form thebass of the
assesament. If the purposeis to determine to what extent aperson can function
with written language in terms of critical reaction, such as might occur in a
university context, then the assessment might require theindividual to present

an argument, acritique, or write an essay.

If the task is to asx=ss the functional use of literacy for people in their
"everyday" contexts, thatis, thedegreetowhich participantscan getonwith their
daily lives with and around print, then tasks pertinent to that goa must be
provided. Inthecase of the respondentsin thisstudy, such taskswould haveto
consder thesupport of oral language and background knowledge in interpreting
print (often restrictive) and as this study has shown, the people would function
quite well and even better than "outsders’ to that cultural context. In generd
literacy assessments must distinguish between describing what is versus sug-
gesting what should be.

Adultliteracy (basiceducation) programsmust dsobedistinguishedinterms
of their purpose. A program aimed at hel ping adultsfunction better withintheir
everyday contexts is one focus, preparing adults to enroll in trades/workplace
programs is another, while providing for adultsto obtain a general educational
diplomaisathird. When adultsdo not see the connection and relevancebetween
what is expected of them in an adult literacy (basic education) program and the
nature of their functioning after the completion of the program, there isusually
little motivation and investment of effort.

Promotional campaignsaimed at informing the populace how illiterate it is
by quoting survey satistics may fall on deaf ears.  Participants within the
primary discourse described abovedo not perceivethemsalvesasilliterate; infact,
it isthe "outsder" who cannot function viaprint in this primary context. Such
campaignsshouldfocuson literacy opportunities (programs) of which individuas
may takeadvantage. Oncetheopportunity/programisdescribedintermsof what
it isintended to achieve, the individual can decide whether or not participation
in thiswill be meaningful for him/her.

The Relativity of Discourse and Print

Thesignificanceof print tendsto berelativetothediscourseinwhichit occurs,
Print is not ordinarily afoca point in primary discourse and when it becomes
interwoven with the lives of participants in a Newfoundland geographical/
cultural context, its interpretation is considerably dependent on ord language
and background knowledge. However, discourses may aso be relative to the
geographical/cultural context in which they occur. The primary discourse
described in this paper aspart of aNewfoundland geographical/cultural context
may actualy be consdered an "extended' primary context because of the
tendency to remove certain print activities from their ordinary secondary dis-
course contexts (business, government, etc.) and incorporatethem into thedaily
functioning of the participants. The predominant use of background knowledge



160 CJEC SUMMER 1993

often putting"outsders’ at a disadvantage may be unique to the Newfoundland
context; thishowever, can only be determined through further research compar-
ing discourses acrass geographical/ cultural contexts.
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