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Redefining the Boundaries of Foreign
Language Literacy

Richard Kern

University of Califbrnia at Berkeley

Literacy lies at the heart of education, being associated with learnedness
and literary appreciation, as well as with reading and writing skills.1 In the
context of foreign language education, literacy has been a long-standing
goal of academic language programs and is tied to a number of important
issues in the profession, including the suitability of written texts as input
for language acquisition (Krashen 1991, 1992); the use of texts as a source
of social and cultural dialectic (Kramsch 1993); contributions of reading
and writing to general learning (Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes 1991); and
content- and discipline-based instruction (Krueger and Ryan 1993).2

In a recent address to the National Coalition of Foreign Language
4::=)

Organizations, Claire Kramsch (1995) identifies literacy as an important
axis of difference in foreign language education. She argues that the tradi-
tional essayist brand of literacy emphasized in academia inevitably clashes
with the legitimation of oral vernacular language forms in communicative
teaching methods (p. 7). It is my contention that such a clash poses a sig-
nificant obstacle to successful articulation in foreign language programs
and that recent communicative and discourse-oriented approaches to lan-
guage teaching call for a new view of literacyone that extends beyond
normative standards of reading and writing, and even beyond the practice
of literary interpretation.

Scholars in disciplines such as rhetoric, composition, educational psy-
chology, sociology, and cultural theory have recently critiqued mainstream
notions of literacy and have contributed to new, socially based, conceptu-
alizations of literacy (e.g., Baker and Luke 1991; Brandt 1990; Flower
1994; Gee 1990; Heath 1991; Lunsford et al. 1990; Street 1984). These
educators challenge skill-based definitions of literacy focused on the ability
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62 Redefining the Boundaries of Language Study

to read and write in ways commensurate with a prescriptive, normative
standard. They question the notion of a monolithic, generalizable concept
of literacy, and favor the idea of multiple literaciesroughly defined as
dynamic, socially and historically embedded practices of producing, using,
and interpreting texts for variable purposes.

This chapter considers implications for foreign language teaching of
this shift from a skill-based, normative standard to a multivalent social and
cultural set of standards for literacy. I will first review key aspects of an
expanded definition of literacyone that goes beyond the basic ability to
read and write and includes particular ways of thinking, valuing, and
behaving that are essential to becoming communicatively competent in
both the spoken and the written modes. I will then suggest what features
of literacy apply to foreign language learning and the consequences these
features have for classroom practice and the preparation of teaching
assistants. Finally, I will look at the new tasks facing language program
directors as they begin to explore the pragmatic implications of educating
learners to become actively literate.3 Because the primary goal of this chap-
ter is to provoke thought about issues tied to foreign language literacy,
examples of pedagogical activities will be offered more as illustrations of
particular ways of thinking about foreign language teaching than as spe-
cific prescriptions for classroom practice.

Shifting Perspectives on Literacy

Traditional Views and Their Implications

Common notions of literacy center on the basic ability to read and write,
with an accent on functionality.4 Literacy also denotes, by way of its older
adjectival cousin literate, familiarity with literature, and general learned-
ness. Most foreign language programs aim to develop students' compe-
tence in both these areas of literacy, focusing on basic ability in reading
and writing predominantly in lower division courses, and on literary and
cultural knowledge in upper division courses.

A "basic skills" conception of literacy (which has a long history in for-
eign language education) is text-based, rather than reader or writer based.5
It implies instruction focused on correctness and convention (i.e., "the
basics"knowledge of standard norms of grammar, spelling, usage, and
mechanics), and instruction in at least one privileged type of writing (usu-
ally the essay). It calls for the incorporation of "functional" exercises (e.g.,
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reading classified ads, weather reports, timetables, signs, and menus, or
filling out informational forms, writing business letters), as well as reading
of stories and journalistic texts, but often more to provide practice in the
use of different text types than to satisfy any real communicative purpose.6
"Basic skills" literacy is taught with the assumption that mastery of norma-
tive textual forms will provide the necessary foundation for subsequent lit-
erary and cultural studies.

At the upper end of the curriculum, two additional strands of literacy
come into play. One involves the transmission of cultural knowledge and
the development of aesthetic appreciation, literary sensibility, and a culti-
vated spirit (through, for example, study of a particular literary canon).
The other involves the development of textual analysis skills and critical
thought. Thus, while "lower division" literacy is primarily text-based and
linguistic in nature, "upper division" literacy is predominantly knowledge-
based and cognitive. This shift in emphasis can contribute to the often dis-
cussed problems of articulation between lower division and upper division
coursework (e.g., Barnett 1991; Schultz 1991b), an issue to which we will
return later in this chapter.

The "basic skills," "learnedness," and "cognitive skills" views of liter-
acy share a number of important limitations in the context of foreign lan-
guage education. First, they reify literacy as an end product of instruction
(i.e., a measurable outcome in terms of knowledge or skills).
Consequently, they orient educators' efforts to defining boundary lines of
acceptable normative standards and a search for what might constitute a
minimum criterion level (i.e., the line that separates "literate" from "not
literate"). How well must learners read and write to be considered func-
tional? How many novels must one read, how many cultural "facts" must
one absorb, to be deemed (culturally) literate? Which analytical skills are
needed to become (cognitively) literate? These critical dividing lines, in
the context of public demands for accountability, inevitably influence our
instructional goals. We begin to orient our teaching to the criterion level
so we can call our students literate and demonstrate achievement of stated
program goals. But if we teach merely to the defining boundaries, our
students will remain at the periphery of literacy.

Second, these definitions of literacy tend to exclude contextual
factors. In viewing literacy as primarily an individual phenomenona
private collection of abilities and knowledgeeducators often disregard
differences in the purposes, functions, and social value of literacy across
cultural contexts. A good deal of research has shown that purposes for
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reading and writing are neither individually autonomous nor universal-in
nature, but rather arise from particular social and cultural needs and
expectations (e.g., Heath 1982, 1983; Scribner and Cole 1981; Street
1984). This is ohviously significant in the context of foreign language edu-
cation. For example, a student of Arabic needs to be keenly attuned to the
subtle implications of shifts between standard and colloquial forms when
writing personal letters, when reading the newspaper, or when listening to
political speeches; in these contexts, his native English literacy conventions
will be of limited value. Therefore, rather than view literacy as a single,
generic, or readily-transferable ability, we must consider the question: In
what particular context(s), and for what particular purposes, can one be
considered literate?

Third, traditional views of literacy are largely incompatible with the
goals of communicatively-oriented curricula. As Kramsch (1995) puts it,
"Establishing spoken language and conversational competence as central
to foreign language study constitutes a direct challenge to the exclusive
monopoly of essayist literacy" (p. 7). On the one hand, we want our
students to communicate effectively with different groups in a range of
social contexts, using a variety of discourse gambits appropriately in differ-
ent situations. On the other hand, we teach (and most importantly, test) a
literate standard that requires adherence to prescribed usage. Moreover,
this literate standard becomes increasingly reinforced and insisted upon as
one progresses through the levels of language study. In sum, traditional
notions of literacy are too narrow in scope to permit easy reconciliation of
our goals and our practice.

Communicatively oriented language programs demand a new con-
ception of literacy. The limitations outlined above indicate the need to go
beyond text-based, knowledge-based, and skills-based notions of literacy if
we are going to improve articulation and more effectively align our teach-
ing with our goals. In moving toward a broader approach to literacy, one
more capable of encompassing the full complexity of language use, we
need to consider relevant work in social cognition and cultural theory.

Literacy as Social Practice

Sociocultural perspectives on language learning (e.g., Foley 1991; Lantolf
1994; Roy 1989; Wells 1994) commonly draw on the theories of the
Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky (1962, 1978), who emphasized the
social basis of language and thought. According to Vygotsky, a child's cul-
tural development is actualized in two stages: first on a social, or interpsy-
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chological, level and later on an individual, or intrapsychological, level
(1978, p. 57). Furthermore, as individuals come to master tools and signs
(created by society) for their own personal uses, two things happen:
(1) their behavior is transformed as they become full-fledged members of
their culture; and (2) they modify their own environment and thereby col-
lectively effect change in the sign systems of their culture. Thus, there are
bidirectional influences linking individuals and society. One implication
of Vygotsky's theory is that literate thought is not the personal, idiosyn-
cratic property of an individual, but rather a phenomenon created by soci-
ety and shared and changed by the members of that society.

If this is true, it leads to another implication related to the acquisition
of literacy. That is the need for socialization or acculturation into the par-
ticular conventions of creating and interacting with texts that characterize
a particular discourse community. Frank Smith (1988) discusses this
process as "joining the literacy club," stressing the importance of appren-
ticeship and the learner's personal sense of group membership, which leads
to a literate identity.

James Paul Gee (1990) argues along similar lines, asserting that the
process of becoming literate means more than apprenticeship with texts
it means apprenticeship in particular ways of being:

One does not learn to read texts of type X in way Y unless one has had
experience in settings where texts of type X are read in way Y. These set-
tings are various sorts of social institutions, like churches, banks,
schools, government offices, or social groups with certain sorts of inter-
ests, like baseball cards, comic books, chess, politics, novels, or movies.
One has to be socialized into a practice to learn to read texts of type X
in way Y, a practice other people have already mastered. Since this is so,
we can turn literacy on its head, so to speak, and refer crucially to the
social institutions or social groups that have these practices, rather than
to the practices themselves. When we do this, something odd happens:
the practices of such social groups are neverjust literacy practices. They
also involve ways of talking, interacting, thinking, valuing and believ-
ing. (p. 43)

Because literacy practices are always interwoven into larger social practices,
Gee urges us to look beyond "reading and writing skills" and to explore
what he calls Discourses: "integral combinations of sayings-doings-think-
ings-feelings-valuings" (1990, p. xv). Gee cites differences between biker
bars and yuppie bars, between a black schoolgirl's and a white schoolgirl's
storytellings, as illustrations of different Discourses, pointing out that an
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individual cannot be accepted as a full-fledged member of a group until he
or she has mastered the relevant Discourse(s). But Discourses are mani-
fested in subtle ways and do not lend themselves to explicit teaching, as
suggested by Gee's discussion of the Discourse of school sharing time:

The Discourse of school sharing time . . . demands certain ways of
using language, certain ways of acting and interacting, and the display
of certain values and attitudes. The teacher does not and could not
overtly tell the children all the aspects that go into engaging appropri-
ately in the sharing time Discourse. The teacher has a few overt rules
(like 'talk about one important thing'), but doesn't, in fact, fully realize,
that the sharing time use of language and its associated values are more
closely related to essay writing (which none of the children can do yet)
than to story telling in other contexts, like literature classes. At sharing
time, the student is meant to inform, not entertain; the student is meant
to construct a spoken 'text' something like a written one, not a perfor-
mance. (Gee 1990, p. xvii)

Gee asserts that because all literacy practices are tied to particular
Discourses, discussions of reading or writing need to be contextualized in
terms of particulars. People don't read and write to engage in abstract
processes; rather, they read and write particular texts of particular types, in
particular ways, because they hold particular values:

We read and write only within a Discourse, never outside all of them.
One doesn't read a comic book the same way as a newspaper, nor a
physics book the same way as a legal brief. And one can always read any
one text in many ways, depending on the Discourse from within which
one reads it. Literacy is always multiple: there are many literacies, each
of which involves control of Discourses involving print. (p. xvii)

Gee concludes that the focus of literacy studies should not be on language,
or reading and writing per se, but rather on social practices (p. 137).

The Brazilian educator Paulo Freire adds a critical dimension to the
view of literacy as social practice. He argues that an important aspect of lit-
eracy is critical reflection on how language (cf. Gee's Discourses) shapes
our representations of our experience and the world. Freire thus views lit-
eracy as an active process of social and political consciousnessone which
permits critical examination of the existing social order (Freire 1974; Freire
and Macedo 1987). This approach, as Walsh (1990) points out,

makes possible an expansion of what it means to be literate beyond a
functional capacity to read and to write. In other words, it fosters a
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reading of reality itself which goes beyond merely producing or repro-
ducing the existing social relations and the "legitimate" knowledge
which schools frame, but instead encourages learners to look at the
world around them in critical ways . . . and to know that their actions
and involvement can make a difference. (p. 18)

The views of Vygotsky, Smith, Gee, and Freire lead to a number of impli-
cations for foreign language teaching. First, illiteracy is a social construct,
both shaped by and shaping the members of a society, then we and our
students can learn a great deal about the languages, cultures, and societies
we study by attending to the particular sets of values reflected in the ways
literacy is used in those societies. Second, if literacy acquisition requires
socialization into new practices, beliefs, values, attitudes, ways of thinking,
it also gives insights into the ways literate native speakers have been social-
ized into their respective societies. Thus, Kramsch (1989) asserts that liter-
acy is a key step in the larger process of integrating language and culture in
foreign language education (p. 249). Illiteracy in part constitutes our stu-
dents' "ways of being," as Gee would argue, then those students who
wholeheartedly engage in literacy practices particular to a language and
culture will take significant steps toward becoming biliterate, bicultural
thinkers. Third, the view that literacy is not a uniform, monolithic entity
but a collection of social practices that operate within particular
Discourses suggests that literacy needs to be developed through multiple
experiences, in multiple contexts, with multiple text genres (both oral and
written), for multiple purposes. Moreover, attention must be paid to the
relationships among the particular text types, particular purposes, and par-
ticular ways of reading and writing in a given literacy practice. Finally, if
literacy is not passive acceptance of discourse conventions but a process
involving critical examination of how language can be used for purposes of
social control as well as for purposes of social change, we need to encour-
age students to take an active, critical stance to the discourse conventions
we teach them.

Integrating Perspectives: Defining Active Literacy

We have seen that in most foreign language programs literacy is conceived
of primarily as a normative standard for reading and writing skills,
cognitive skills, and literary learnedness. We have also seen a number of
limitations of this prescriptive view, namely the reification of literacy as a
measurable product, the isolation of literacy practices from social and
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cultural contexts, and the incompatibility of a monolithic literacy norm
with the goals of communicatively-oriented curricula.

In contrast, our examination of socially-based views illuminated dif-
ferent facets of literacy. From this perspective, literacy involves a good deal
more than reading and writing: It is a form of social practice, interwoven
into larger social practices, and developed through apprenticeship.
Moreover, it is not just a receptive process of socialization into certain con-
ventions of language useit is an active process of critically evaluating
those practices into which one is being socialized.

Socially based perspectives have been influential in stimulating recent
efforts to redefine the boundaries of literacy across many academic disci-
plines, such as rhetoric and composition (e.g., Brandt 1990; Flower 1994;
Flower et al. 1990), educational anthropology (e.g., Heath 1982, 1983,
1987, 1991), history (e.g., Graff 1979), psychology (e.g., Scribner and
Cole 1981), educational psychology (e.g., Langer 1987a), sociolinguistics
(e.g., Gee 1986, 1990; John-Steiner et al. 1994), educational sociology
(e.g., Street 1984, 1993, 1994), among others. Although it would be mis-
leading to suggest that these various strands of scholarship are fully harmo-
nious, a new general characterization of literacy is nevertheless emerging
from the interdisciplinary discussion. Literacy is viewed as both public and
personal, both social and cognitive. It is construed as a dynamic process
rather than as a static set of attributes. It is linguistically and culturally
based, and involves the creation and interpretation of meaning. Flower
(1994) summarizes the key vocabulary associated with this new descrip-
tion of literacy as follows:

A conceptual pocket guide to the vocabulary of this new conversation .

. would include partially overlapping notions such as discourse com-
munities, social practices, discourse conventions, and literacy events
that would be, in turn, linked to discussions of situated cognition, con-
structive processes, strategic thinking, and rhetorical awareness. (p. 9)

One example of an attempt to integrate cognitive and social perspectives
in both research and instruction is Langer's (1987b) sociocognitive model
of literacy. Her model includes social practices and ways of thinking as
well as reading and writing ability:

... literacy can be thought of as a tool . . . . Literacy enables a thinking
about language and about oral and written discourse, using language to
extend meanings and knowledge about ideas and experiences. It leads
to the spiraling change that comes about when people use their literacy
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skills to think, rethink, and reformulate their knowledge and their
worlds. . . . This view of literacy is not text-based. It values both the
reader and the discourse--and depends upon and fosters the kinds of
metalinguistic and rnetacognitive abilities that are found in the most
successful learners. (pp. 2-3)

Significantly, Langer does not limit literacy to acts of reading and writing.
She argues that reading and writing can involve little literate thought (e.g.,
when students read only for informational content, write to fill out work-
book pages, or translate without understanding and analysis), whereas a
good deal of literate thought (and speech) may be involved in a discussion
of an event, a film, or a work of art where no reading or writing is involved
(1987b, p. 3). Literacy is thus associated with particular kinds of (cultur-
ally based) uses of language and thought, but these uses can be manifested
in either written or oral form. Langer characterizes literate thinking as fol-
lows:

Literate thinkers objectify the subject matter, making it opaque and
malleable, thereby permitting self-conscious distinctions to be made
berween language structure, discourse meanings, and interpretations.
(1987b, p. 3)

When we engage in literate thought, we engage in a sociocultural practice
for, as Langer points out, "Literacy and cultural development are inextrica-
bly bound, and learning a new literacy (i.e., becoming biliterate) therefore
requires one to become, in a sense, bicultural." (1987b, p. 8)

Our profession is now recognizing that literate thinking is a necessity
if our students are to explore how meanings are expressed and understood
in a different culture. Kramsch (1989) argues that

If we take the interactional dimensions of language seriously, as well as
the type of learning we can best further in school settings, we should
not only provide authentic and simulated natural contexts of acquisi-
tion, but use the unique literate environment of the classroom to reflect
consciously and explicitly on interaction processes in various social con-
texts . . (p. 248)

Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes (1991) urge foreign language educators "to
rethink the literacy model [we] are now using because at worst it excludes
and at best it denigrates the ultimate objective of literacy: the use of lan-
guage to convey new ideas. The issue is not what knowledge to acquire,
but rather what knowledge students can create with language." (p. 3) By
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way of summary, I would like to propose a working definition for an
expanded notion of literacy that could be applied to the context of foreign
language education in order to circumvent some of the limitations inher-
ent in narrower views of literacy. Because literacy is "about action, about
the literate acts people perform every day" (Flower 1994, p. 20), I will
label this notion "active literacy."

Active literacy is the use of socially, historically, and culturally situated
practices of creating and interpreting meaning through texts. It entails aware-
ness of the relationships between discourse conventions and their contexts of use
as well as critical reflection on those relationships. It is purpose-sensitive and
variable across discourse communities and cultures, and it draws to various
degrees on both spoken and written language, on cognitive abilities, andon
established genres.

In less formal terms, active literacy includes more than the ability to
read and write. It is about the making and taking of meaningand a criti-
cal consciousness of the particular ways it is made and taken.

To contrast the notion of active literacy with the more conventional
view that predominates in foreign language education, active literacy is not
a product or universal set of measurable attributes. Rather, it is a social and
cognitive process that is culturally embedded. Because active literacy takes
sociocultural context into account, and involves consideration of cultural
identity (Ferdman and Weber 1994; Reder 1994), it more adequately
addresses the cross-cultural dimension of foreign language learning.
Because active literacy includes both spoken and written language in its
purview, and views these as partially overlapping rather than dichotomous,
it acknowledges the holistic, unified nature of what has traditionally been
treated separately as "reading," "writing," "speaking," and "listening" in
foreign language pedagogy. Finally, because active literacy links language
use, social practice, and reflective thought in acts of constructing and
negotiating meaning, it is compatible with the goals of communicatively
oriented curricula.

What does this expanded definition of literacy mean for foreign
language education? In the remainder of the chapter, we will consider a
number of themes that grow out of this definition of active literacy that
have important implications for the way we teach, organize language pro-
grams, and educate the teaching assistants in our charge.
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Active Literacy: Issues and Implications for Foreign Language Education

Linking the Social and the Textual, through the Personal
An important point, which follows from the social and cultural embedded-
ness of literacy, is that reading and writing always imply relationships
between reader and text, between author and text, between the reader's
world and the author's world, between a text and other texts, among ele-
ments within a single text, between text language and text meaning, and so
forth. Consequently, reading and writing involve much more than just
knowing language. To illustrate, we will take a very ordinary, short, linguisti-
cally simple text. It is written on the back panel of a shampoo bottle,
beneath the directions for use:

* NOT TESTED ON ANIMALS

The text is not a footnote, and the asterisk seems to be there for emphasis.
This is the only text on the entire bottle that is written in capital letters,
again, presumably for emphasis.

For someone living in the United States in the 1990s, the meaning of
this statement seems quite clear and unambiguous. The protests of animal
rights activists against laboratory testing of new chemical products on ani-
mals immediately come to mind, as do our attitudes towards those protests
(be they liberal or conservative), and we interpret the message as "this is a
'politically correct' product: no animals were at risk or suffered harm in the
development of this product." And (if our attitudes are liberal) a secondary
message materializes: "You may use this product without guilt."

But is that the only interpretation possible? Certainly not. Someone
who is unfamiliar with the animal rights movement might interpret the
message from the standpoint of medical safety. The message might be "use
at your own risk: this product has not yet been tested on animals." Still
another interpretation, given the position of the text beneath the directions
for use, could be: "This product may not be effective in improving the
sheen ofyour dog's coat: it hasn't been tested on animals."

These latter interpretations may seem far-fetched, but they are precisely
the kind of interpretations that readers can make when they are reading in a
second language. The reason is not that they don't understand the words
(although that obviously can and does happen), but rather that they either
(10 not have, or are unable to access, the culturally appropriate contextual
frame that the author presumed of his or her audience.
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How do we make sense of texts we read? Essentially by constructing
mental representations or "stories" based on what is in our mind and what
we find in the text. For example, in reading the shampoo bottle text above,
a reader's mental Story might go something like "Starting in the 1970s
some people demonstrated their concern about the treatment of laboratory
animals. One way they showed their concern was by not buying products
that required testing on animals before they could be sold to people. In
order to reassure people that it was all right to buy their product, compa-
nies that didn't test their products on animals said so on their labels. This
product says it was not tested on animals, so I don't need to worry whether
any animals had to suffer mistreatment while this product was being
developed. It's okay for me to buy this product." Of course, this is just one
among many stories that could be told. Literary texts, in particular, lend
themselves to rich and varied mental representationsand the imagined
worlds that we create while reading literary texts can seem extraordinarily
real (Iser 1980, p. 54).

The important point here is that the meaning of a text is not con-
tained in the words on the page. The meaning is realized in the mind of
the reader and is based on the relationship between a particular combina-
tion of words and the reader's knowledge, experience, and attitudes, all
operating within a particular cultural context that, by establishing conven-
tions, sets constraints on our interpretation. Of course, foreign language
students often do not possess the relevant social and cultural background
knowledge that would allow them to interpret a text in the same way as a
native speaker might. But that does not invalidate their readingit simply
justifies the practice of comparing readings among classmates (and perhaps
foreign peers) to become aware of the ways that culture, personal experi-
ence, and knowledge can influence textual interpretation. Students need to
learn that reading is not a generic, monolithic, all-or-nothing affair (as
implied in the accusatory teacher refrain "Either you read it or you
didn't!"). As Iser (1980) points out, an interpretation can never be said to
be definitive or complete: ". . . a second reading of a piece of literature
often produces a different impression from the first . . . . On a second
reading familiar occurrences now tend to appear in a new light and seem
to be at times corrected, at times enriched." (pp. 55-56)

What we have said about reading applies to writing as well. When we
write, we obviously rely on much more than our linguistic knowledge; we
rely on our imagination, experience, knowledge of the world, knowledge
of texts and textual conventions, understanding ofour audience, and so
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forth. Moreover, as we saw above, the texts we write never tell the "whole
story"; we rely on our readers to make certain inferences, to understand
references to things and events external to the text, to use their imagina-
tion, experience, and knowledge to make what we write meaningful.
Because writing is a symbolic act, there is always a tacit "contractual agree-
ment" (Tierney and LaZansky 1980) between author and reader. When
the writer and reader operate out of different conventions or assumptions,
the contract breaks down and comprehension can suffer. This obviously
can happen when one reads foreign language texts, but it can happen in
one's own language as well, whenever significant differences exist between
writer and reader. Consider, for example, my daughter Maria's first written
story, composed when she was four:

GHSTOPRV
NGSORV
HLIHGRW
CWHIGKN
!I LVPVO!

I didn't understand the story when she asked me to read it, so I asked her
to read it to me. This is how it went:

The G was very happy to see the H. The H was very happy to see the S
and the S was very happy to see the T. The T was certainly happy to see
the 0, and the P was going on a picnic with the R. But the V was not
very happy!

The N was happy to see the G, and the S was very happy to see the 0,
and the 0 was certainly delighted to see the R, and the R was . . . But
the V was not very happy!

And the H was very delighted to see the L, and the L was very delighted
to see the I. The H and the G were getting married and the R was
surely happy to see the W. But the W was not very happy!

And the C loved the W, and the H was certainly delighted to see the I.
The G wanted to go play with the K, but the N wasn't very happy!

I love you, exclamation point!

This is obviously a text whose full meaning is not contained in its graphic
representation. Indeed, because of the unconventional nature of the writ-
ing, the story is uninterpretable to an adult without its accompanying oral
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version.7 On the other hand, seeing the writing is essential to an under-
standing of the story because relationships are represented graphically
(e.g., the last letter of each line is "not very happy"presumably because
there are no letters after it to interact with). Consequently this is a story
that could not be told without writing. Once I learned the conventions of
the writing (which only took one line of the story) I had no trouble inter-
preting (if loosely) similar subsequent stories; I had learned how to read
my daughter's texts. This is an admittedly extreme example, but it makes
the point that while reading and writing are always socially-embedded
activities (involving relationships, shared assumptions, learning of conven-
tions, etc.), they are also intensely personal activities, involving imagination
and, often, emotions. Texts can inspire us, frighten us, anger us, bring us
to tears, make us laughin short, they make both real and vicarious expe-
rience available to us.

Acquiring a new language is thus an extraordinary opportunity for
new learningat both social and personal levels. When students learn to
use a new language, they develop new ways of seeing and expressing mean-
ings. They learn new ways to interpret and represent the world and human
experience. In short, learners are transformed. We can facilitate this trans-
formation primarily by engaging our students with foreign language texts.
For example, reading, writing, singing, and chanting poetry can have pow-
erful effects on learners' personal stance vis-a-vis the foreign language
(Graham 1992; Kramsch 1993). Exploring students' interpretations and
representations of events, notions, or literary themes in writing prior to
reading related texts (Booth Olson 1984) can help learners to see cross-cul-
tural differences in ways of narrativizing and viewing the world. Text sum-
mary activities (Kramsch and Nolden 1994) make students aware of the
particularity of their individual acts of reading and writing, but can also
reveal broad culture group differences when used in a cross-cultural set-
ting. Finally, reading journals or double-entry, reading response notebooks
(Zamel 1992) provide an opportunity for students to reflect on what they
find most interesting, significant, or moving in their readings. Over time,
learners can trace how their reflections evolve and become more complex.8

Literacy Socialization and Educational Cultures

As the previous discussion of social perspectives on literacy illustrated, lit-
eracy practices do not occur in a vacuum. They are purposeful, socially
embedded, and therefore, laden with cultural values. Consequently, they
assume forms and functions that vary across cultures and across time
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(Ferdman and Weber 1994, p. 14). The implication is that neither lan-
guage nor literacy can be acquired without being embedded and contextu-
alized within a social and cultural matrix. A crucial question that immedi-
ately arises in the context of foreign language education is: In what social
and cultural matrix are we embedding the literacy practices we use and
teach? In other words, into whose literacy practices are we socializing our
students: into those of American educational culture or those of the target
culture, or both?

In the United States, for example, sociocognitively oriented recom-
mendations for literacy pedagogy typically center on content-based collab-
orative learning activities, created and evaluated in part by the learners
themselves, often supplemented by metalinguistic and metacognitive strat-
egy training (e.g., Langer 1987b). Such practices have made significant
inroads in American education (and therefore American foreign language
education) over the last fifteen years. But we must not lose sight of the fact
that these practices are eminently "American" in nature, reflecting national
ideological influences (e.g., the value of personal initiative and indepen-
dence balanced by cooperation; the importance of the individual (but
socially mediated) voice; the acceptability of decentered authority; the
merit of "scientific," task-analytic teaching methods, and so forth). These
pedagogical and literacy practices are not necessarily ones that are socially
sanctioned in the communities where the target language is spoken. One
danger, then, in the wholesale application of pedagogical recommenda-
tions such as Langer's to foreign language education is reinforcing
American schooling traditions (albeit in a language other than English)
rather than exposing our students to new brands of literacy practices
ones that are appropriate to and embedded in a foreign cultural context.

I am not suggesting that we "de-Americanize" our pedagogy (which
would be impossible in any event) or that we inculcate our students in
doctrinaire fashion with a set of exclusively "foreign" literacy skills. What I
am proposing is that we engage our students in critical reflection on liter-
acy practicesboth familiar and foreign. That is, to compare and contrast
our American literacy and schooling practices with those integral to the
foreign cultureto consider, side-by-side, different frames, different sets
of underlying values and assumptions, different approaches to using writ-
ten language (e.g., rhetoric, style), perhaps even different cognitive strate-
gies. Because we deal with multiple nationalities and cultures (both native
and foreign), we necessarily deal with multiple sets of literacy practices.
What is crucial is that our students become intellectually engaged by try-
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ing to sort out the relationships between particular literacy practices and
the society and culture in which they are embedded.

Consider, as one example of a foreign literacy practice, the French
explication de textea highly systematic approach to the reading and exe-
gesis of texts and a prominent feature of French schooling. The written
product of an explication de texte generally contains the following ele-
ments: (1) a situation of the text (its author, its historical and literary con-
text); (2) a characterization of the text (its subject, its form or structure);
(3) a detailed analysis of the text (including considerations of style, dic-
tion, structure, imagery, themes, etc.); and (4) a conclusion, summarizing
the study (Dufau and D'Alelio 1967; Fol and Barrette 1991). The goal,
according to a panel report at one of the French national competitive
exams for teachers of English, is "to offer a critical understanding while
refusing to proffer subjective moralising statements . . . . A text is never
'neutral' and the commentary is to reveal its flaws, its limits, its tone . . . ."

(Becquelin 1989, pp.74-75, cited in Poirier. 1994, p. 47). Kaplan (1993),
an American professor of French literature, notes the important influence
of explication de texte on her reading, thinking, and teaching:

Explication de texte gets more precious to me as I grow older with liter-
ature. I don't think it works the same way in English because Americans
don't have the institution of explication de texte, the history and sense
of ritual that gives the activity its charm and power. In French class we
bend over the language, we caress it and we question it, and we come to
understand. (Kaplan 1993, pp. 210-11)

Or consider the French national baccalaureat exams, in which students are
given four hours to write a five page essay (including a thesis, antithesis,
and synthesis) on an abstract topic, such as:

Does knowledge inhibit the imagination? Is a coherent thought neces-
sarily true? Can a work of art be considered immoral? Is passion com-
patible with wisdom?... Is reality always realistic? Can self-knowledge be
sincere? How do you know that a problem is philosophical? (Riding
1994, p. AG)

Riding notes the profound societal consequences that such literacy prac-
tices have: "This cerebral and even ethereal approach to life's dilemmas in
turn affects the way French society as a whole works, including politics
and diplomacy. And perhaps here lies the secret to why the French and the
Anglo Saxons,' as they call Americans and Britons, have so much trouble
understanding each other." (p. A6)
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What does 'this mean for the way we teach discourse types?Traditionally, teaching essayist literacy has been viewed as a way to trainstudents in logical thinking, analysis, idea development, and generaliza-tion. As Flower (1994) points out, the traditional view holds that "teach-ing a given textual convention
is justified by equating that conventionwith literate thinking." (p. 12) An active literacy approach suggests theneed to go one step further: to critically examine the links between textconvention, cultural context, and meaning in order to compare the waysthat two languages and cultures impose structure on texts and how thatstructure is tied to particular expressions ofmeaning.

Foreign language programs are currently successful in teachingdiscourse types in rwo important respects: They expose students to textsrepresenting a wide range of genres, and they provide opportunities forstudents to use certain foreign language genres in their own expression.What is missing is consideration of the signifying value of the genre of agiven text in relation to its social, historical, and cultural situation and itscommunicative intent. On a practical level, an active literacy approach toteaching discourse types would involve first identifying a number of dis-course types that are socially sanctioned (i.e., propagated in schooling) inthe target culture. Some examples in French would be dissertation, explica-tion de texte, resume, and commentaire
compose.9 (These discourse types arecommonly treated in third year courses, but they could be dealt with pro-gressively over a multi-year sequence, beginning at the elementary level, toimprove articulation.) The next step would be to familiarize students withthe specific rules and structures these genres entail and, importantly, togive them repeated opportunities to practice using these discourse types, sothey have direct and in-depth personal experience with them. The final,and crucial, step would be to engage students in reflection on their experi-

ences using these discourse types (which would have become somewhatless "foreign" by this point), to compare and contrast them with analogousgenres in their native culture (e.g., the five paragraph essay), and to explorethe social and cultural values embodied in the two sets of literacy practices(e.g., the primary value of accumulation of factual evidence in Americanessays versus the primary value of cogent argumentation in French disser-tations). In doing this, students would enter what Kramsch (1993) terms a"third place" of interculturality, where individual and social meanings canbe considered in dialectical fashion.
The point, then, in attending to and practicing foreign language dis-course types is not to attempt to turn our students into well socialized
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pseudo native speakers. Rather, the goal is to provide students with the
intellectual tools to uncover tacit relationships between language use, cul-
tural conventions, and social power. As Heath (1991) suggests, awareness
of cross-cultural differences in language use, habits of thinking, notions of
space and time, gender relations, and valuations of written information
can lead learners to the realization that the language and thinking skills
valued in school are neither natural nor universal, but culturally condi-
tioned, learned practices. This awareness is valuable, for "students who can
participate in a range of opportunities for different types of learning .

will have the chance to adapt their learning habits to future needs and con-
ditions." (p. 21) In terms of communicative competence, exploration of
discourse types can also help learners discover new possibilities for
self-expression. As Cope and Kalantzis (1993) point out " . . . genre liter-
acy teaching should not mean redoing model texts from the dominant cul-
ture 'in your own words,' but using a knowledge of genre and grammar to
find one's voice, not within genres, but across, between and around gen-
res." (p. 89)

From an "active literacy" perspective, then, language learning is not
the acquisition of discrete, decontextualized skills, but an apprenticeship
in new social practicesan encounter with new values, norms, and world
viewspartly through exposure to and experience with new literacy prac-
tices. Moreover, it involves a critique of that new set of practices as well as
those within one's native culture. This apprenticeship will not always be a
comfortable one. It involves, to some extent, acquiring a new identity that
may conflict with one's initial enculturation and socialization (Gee 1990,
p. 67). But it is in the confrontation of that conflict that real understand-
ing of language and culture can begin.

Active Literacy and Language Learning: Linking the Four Skills
Literacy involves knowing how to capitalize on the interrelatedness of the
four skillsspeaking, listening, reading, and writingto convey or to
interpret communicative intent. In most foreign language program curric-
ula, however, the four skills tend to be treated relatively independently.
The separation of skills is rooted in beginning language courses, where
activities tend to focus on one skill at a time. Such close containment of
activities may be necessary at the beginning level because it breaks down
the enormous endeavor of learning a new language into well-defined,
manageable tasks. The problem comes when the separation of skills is per-
petuated beyond its useful purpose (i.e., into the upper levels of the lan-

guage program). Conversation courses are often aimed at "getting students
co talk" (i.e., practicing the speaking skill) without incorporating system-
atic attention to oral and written modes, spoken genres, and the rhetorical
patterns found within them, and so forth. Heidi Byrnes in a personal com-
munication (1992), has argued that such courses are of limited value in
developing high level speaking ability. Rather, she claimed, in the absence
of extended experience abroad, students need massive doses of reading and
writing in order to enter the upper ranges of oral proficiency. Writing
courses generally do involve reading, but reading is often used to provide
content (i.e., to model particular written styles and genres and/or to pro-
vide topic matter to write about). What is usually not undertaken is reflec-
tion on reading processes, on the interdependencies between reading and
writing, and the implications for how students' writing might be inter-
preted differently by, say, a French reader versus an American reader
(which can be easily done by means of electronic mail pen pal exchanges).
And even more rare in writing courses is critical reflection on the social
and ideological implications of the discourse forms that are modeled and
practiced. Recently, much has been written on reading-writing relation-
ships and how reading and writing can be integrated in the language class-
room.° Greater instructional linkage of reading and writing promises to
deepen learners' sense of their role as readers as they write, and of their role
as writers (i.e., constructors of meaning) as they readperceived roles that
are important to the improvement of student writing (Kroll 1990b). And,
as Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes contend, ". . . for the FL student who is an
adult, the best hope for linking all four skills in input/output practice out-
side the classroom is by doing more reading and writing" (p. 79).

An overarching goal of literacy can bridge the traditional divisions
among the four skills by focusing students' attention on the interactions
between form, context, and function in their uses of languagewhether
they are speaking, listening, reading, or writing. Furthermore, a focus on
literacy blurs the traditional division between skills and content: because
language use itself becomes an object of reflection, it constitutes a source
of intellectual content.

Active Literacy and the Status of Language Teaching

In this era of internationalization many educators argue that development
of students' oral communication skills should be our primary goal, given
the opportunities created by the global marketplace. This is a legitimate
argument, as long as it is clear that effective oral communication often
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requires "literate" sensibilities about how the foreign language is used in
particular settings, within various Discourses. Teaching language skills for
social transactions is important, but this is not the only aspect of commu-
nicative competence as conceived originally by Hymes (1972), Savignon
(1972), or Canale and Swain (1980). Communicative competence also
includes the ability to make meaning within the boundaries of established
genres and to reflect on these boundaries. Kramsch (1989) contends that
communicative action without subsequent reflection does not serve social
growth or conceptual development, for "the secondary socialization into a
foreign culture can only happen via a metalinguistic awareness of the lan-
guage and culture." (p. 248)

Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes (1991) argue that literacy should be the
conscious goal of foreign language teaching in higher education (pp. 2-3).
First, a focus on literacy is more appropriate to college students' cognitive
abilities than a focus on just learning and using linguistic forms. Second, a
literacy-based approach shifts emphasis from merely learning the language
to using the language to learna distinction that clarifies the academic
legitimacy of foreign language study (p. 29).

This second point is timely. The marginal status of foreign language
teaching within the academy stems in large part from a general perception
that communicative language teaching is "unacademic" because it is

skills-based rather than discipline-based. According to this view, language
teaching is remedial training, whose purpose is simply to provide the "nuts
and bolts" needed for the real academic pursuits of literature, linguistics,
or cultural studiesor to provide "breadth" in the academic programs of
nonspecialists. In the current economic climate, rife with budget cuts, lan-
guage programs are faced with the need to evaluate and articulate their
academic value. Concern with literacy is one important element that dis-
tinguishes academic from non-academic language instruction. Literacy
practicesthat involve close analysis, discussion, and writing about texts
as well as critical reflection on these processesprovide real intellectual
substance to academic language programs, whether their content focus is
language, literature, civilization, or linguistics.

The Role of the Language Program Director: Starting Points

Viewing the language program from the perspective of the acquisition of
active literacy has important implications for language program directors,
who set instructional goals, design curricula, and supervise teaching assis-
tants. In developing an active literacy-based language program, program
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directors must first identify departmental needs and goals. In conjunction
with the other members of the department, they should think about:
What are the specific goals that we have for our particular program, for
our particular students? What kinds of literacy do we value? What do we
expect our students to be able to do, at what levels, in the interpretation
and production of written and spoken texts? Such questions are essential
in shaping specific objectives that reflect departmental needs. If, for exam-
ple, students need to be able to read and respond to routine business corre-
spondence, this would become a component of the language program. If,
as is the case in most academic institutions, students must ultimately be
able to read literary texts and write critical analyses of those texts, then the
skills involved in these tasks must be systematically taught and practiced.
In each case, however, thought should be given to ways of sensitizing stu-
dents to the social and cultural import of their practices (and to ways of
rewarding them for their cross-cultural insight as well as for their linguistic
performance.)

Success in setting and implementing goals is, of course, influenced by
the particular assumptions, motivations, beliefs and attitudes of faculty
and students (Kern 1995). To the greatest extent possible, these should be
identified and brought to conscious awareness so that goals are appropriate
and realistic, and their implementation is not unwittingly sabotaged. For
example, Martin and Laurie (1993) found that many of their French stu-
dents gave low ratings to literary study. This was not because the students
didn't like literature (they said they did, and in fact they often read literary
texts outside of class), but rather because (a) they were skeptical about the
contribution of literary study to their overall language ability, and (b) they
lacked confidence in their ability to analyze and discuss literary texts in a
public forum. (p. 201) In this case, a program goal of "stimulating stu-
dents' interest in reading literature" would miss the mark. More apt goals
would be (1) to show students how extensive reading can contribute to all
of their language skills; (2) to provide step-by-step instruction for analyz-
ing literary and non-literary texts in a variety of ways; and (3) to pay sys-
tematic attention to the discourse genres of discussing and writing about
many different types of texts. Similarly, mismatches in students' and teach-
ers' conceptions of what reading and writing are about (Bartholomae and
Petrosky 1986; Zamel 1992) or of what an assigned task involves (Flower
1990b; Kumaravadivelu 1991) can create frustration and short-circuit
instructional goals.
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Issues of Curriculum and Articulation

A perennial issue in foreign language programs is the articulation between
beginning, intermediate, and advanced levels of instruction. Most first
year programs emphasize the vocabulary and structures of everyday
communication. Consonant with this emphasis, the written texts found in
most first-year textbooks are typical of those that one might encounter on
a routine basis as a user of the language (e.g., advertisements, realia, short
informational texts on topics of general interest) as well as a few short
literary texts (poems or adaptations/excerpts of stories). Second year pro-
grams typically provide a review of structures presented in the first year
and continue to provide ample opportunity and varied contexts for stu-
dents to speak, but they often emphasize the goal of introducing students
to longer and more challenging literary texts, in preparation for more
advanced work in the language, which in most departments means literary
analysis. It is at this second-year, intermediate level that students often
experience frustration ("I spend hours reading this and I still can't under-
stand it"), anxiety ("all of a sudden I feel like I don't know this language at
all; maybe I shouldn't be in this class"), or anger ("why do we spend so

much time talking about these textsI just want to learn how to speak the
language!"), which may engender an attitude of either helplessness or
resentment.

Teachers may also experience frustration. Their students, who per-
formed so well in the first year, are suddenly participating less, and more
tentatively. Their writing is fine when it comes to writing about personal
experiences or developing a narrative, but not when the assignment calls
for an analysis or an argument.

Such changes can be explained by the shift from a primarily oral focus
to an increased focus on literacy, when literacy instruction is based on an
assumption that learners' ability to engage in literacy-based tasks will fol-
low automatically from their mastery of forms and oral communicative
ability in the language. Research suggests, however, that the ability to com-
prehend and produce the types of language found in certain written texts
is not acquired as an automatic consequence of oral language abilities in
either a native or a foreign language (Flower 1990a; Saville-Troike 1988;
Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes 1991). Foreign language students need to learn
to reflect on how the foreign language is used in particular contexts for
particular effects, how to look beyond surface language structures for
meaning, how to analyze texts to uncover cultural assumptions, and how
to talk and write about their findings. It is the development of these kinds
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of abilitiesrather than the bolstering of students' grammar knowledge or
their oral skillsthat will improve articulation between levels of language
study.

The point, then, is to maintain an early communicative focus, but to
inject literacy tasks from the very beginning. Rather than viewing reading
and writing narrowly as "literary" activities useful primarily for more
advanced courses, reading and writing can be treated as an integral part of
real communicative interaction with others. For example, computer net-
works offer unprecedented opportunities for daily (written) contact with
native speakers. Besides pen pal correspondence via electronic mail, stu-
dents can engage in collaborative projects, such as comparing their read-
ings of short texts with those of native speakers. Even beginners can engage
in this kind of exchange by reflecting on their personal interpretations of
single words (e.g., "liberté," "démocratie" or even concrete nouns like
"maison"), noting the connotations and associations they evoke, and then
comparing them to those of their foreign peers. The respective foreign
responses, in turn, can be commented on by the native speaking group,
and differences in understanding can be acknowledged and reciprocally
explained. Such activities set the stage for intermediate level courses where
literary texts can be explored for an even greater range of possible readings.
Class members' readings of a literary text can be compared in writing (see,
for example, Kramsch and Nolden 1994), then students can extend their
inquiry beyond the walls of the classroom via electronic mail or newsgroup
communication to multiple groups of foreign peers.11

Toward an Agenda for TA Preparation

In working with teaching assistants, the language program director must
redefine the scope of TA development, thinking ofways to prepare TAs for
their larger role as literacy experts, not just as language experts. Such
preparation can be advantageous to TAs' future careers by extending the
potential range of their teaching into areas beyond strictly language and
literature courses (e.g., interdisciplinary humanities courses, translation
courses, courses in cross-cultural literacy in international business, govern-
ment, and so forth). In rethinking TA development in light of an active
literacy orientation, the program director might begin by considering the
following three tasks: (1) sensitizing TAs to some of the important issues
tied to literacy; (2) providing sample materials and demonstrating how lit-
eracy activities can be sequenced and integrated into the curriculum;
(3) broadening TAs' ideas about the significance of teaching language and
literacy.
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Regarding the first task, it is important to stress that literacy is
involved in a wide range of language usesnot just in interpreting literary
texts. Topics that might be included on the syllabus in a pedagogy seminar
are:
I. The complex, multifaceted nature of understanding language: the

influence of contextfrom the level of phonemic/graphemic recogni-
tion to global text interpretation; the roles of background knowledge
and comprehension strategies; the roles of text characteristics and
genre; levels of interpretation. One exercise that is particularly useful
in this regard is to have each TA do a think aloud reading task with
one of his or her students (see, for example, Fxrch and Kasper 1987;
Kern 1994), and to analyze how the student went about making sense
of the text. When the TAs come together to discuss their analyses they
can see the variety of ways that students go about trying to under-
stand a foreign language text.

2. The nature of writing in a foreign language: expressive as well as
communicative functions; links between writing and thought; rela-
tionships between writers and readers; relationships among discourse
conventions (LI and L2); the role of formal accuracy. Again, it can be
useful to have TAs interview their students about a particular text
they have written to gain insight into what goes through their stu-
dents' minds as they write: How do they interpret the assignment?
How do they organize their thoughts? To what degree are they aware
of conventions (either LI or L2)? To what degree do they think about
their audience and how their text will be read?, etc. Computers can
also be used to track how students use lexical and grammatical refer-
ence tools as they write (e.g., Scott and New 1994).

3. The social and cultural embeddedness of all literacy practices:
purposes and uses of literacy in the native culture (C1) and the target
culture (C2); values attached to literacy in C 1 and C2; similarities
and differences in socially sanctioned literacy practices in Cl and C2;
how textbook materials and the tasks that they include can be seen as
cultural artifacts in themselves (Kramsch 1988).

4. The complex relationships among the four skills of reading, writing,
listening, and speaking: how reading supports writing, how writing
supports reading, how both reading and writing can support speaking
and listening abilities (e.g., Booth Olson 1984; Kramsch and Nolden
1994; Zamel 1992).
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Concerning the second taskproviding sample materials and show-
ing TAs how to thematize and sequence literacy activitiesthe language
program director should aim to demonstrate the importance of an aware-
ness of types of language and types of situations, and the ability to link the
two together in culturally appropriate ways. During the pedagogical semi-
nar, TAs can examine texts from various sources to identify discourse types
(canonical and noncanonical), language register (formal, colloquial), prob-
able functional contexts (dissemination of information, ideological persua-
sion, aesthetic experience, etc.) and then discuss the relationships among
these factors and the ways in which those relationships might contribute to
the text's meaning. Newspapers, magazines, radio and television broad-
casts, literary texts, movies, essays, personal and business letters, electronic
mail and newsgroup messages, and transcriptions of interviews with native
speakers are all rich sources of materials for this sort of activity. Other
activities in which the program director can directly engage TAs can be
found in Booth Olson (1984); Kramsch (1985, 1993); Nance (1994);
Schultz (1991, 1994); Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes (1991).

The program director's third taskbroadening TAs' perception of
what language teaching is all aboutis perhaps the most important. Many
TAs come to us with a 'notion that language teaching is primarily drill
instruction (most likely because that is what they remember from their
own early foreign language learning experiences). We can show them that
their role is much more significant than they may expect. As teachers of
language and literacy, we are ultimately in the business of opening up to
our students new signifying systems and all the power that goes with the
mastery of multiple levels of symbols. This involves socializing students
into new ways of thinking about meaning and communication.
Consequently, as Gee (1990) points out in his description of the English
teacher's complex role, language teaching is inevitably an ideological and
political activity:

The English teacher can cooperate in her own marginalization by seeing
herself as 'a language teacher' with no connection to . . . social and
political issues. Or she can accept the paradox of literacy as a form of
interethnic communication which often involves conflicts of values and
identities, and accept her role as one who socializes students into a
world view that, given its power here and abroad, must be viewed criti-
cally, comparatively, and with a constant sense of the possibilities for
change. Like it or not, the English teacher stands at the very heart of
the most crucial educational, cultural and political issues of our time.
(Gee 1990, pp. 67-68)
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Teaching assistantsour future professoriateneed to realize that what
they do goes far beyond transmitting facts about a foreign language. They

must be conscious of their important roles as guides in cross-cultural
exploration, as instigators of critical reflection about native and foreign

discourses, and as models of active literate learners. In short, they need to

realize that the true scope of their work is nothing short of education.

Conclusion
Literacy provides foreign language learners with more than language. It
can provide cultural insight by opening access to the stories that people tell

in other societies. Not just the explicit stories, but also the tacit, "unspo-

ken" stories of the target culture that are found in metaphor and discourse
and that underlie spoken and written texts. What stories do the French
tell? How do their stories relate to those we Americans tell? What stories
do the French tell about themselves to the Americans, and vice versa? Stories
can be found everywhere in spoken and written texts, from official govern-

ment statements to casual conversations, from advertisements to popular
television programs to literary texts. Students' ability to "read" stories is
essential to their communicative competence because, as Smith (1990)
reminds us, our social interactions with others ultimately rely on the sto-
ries that we tell ourselves and that others tell us.

Literacy also leads to personal transformation. Becoming literate in
another language involves to some extent restructuring our consciousness,
breaking out of the set patterns reinforced by our particular ego and cul-
ture, establishing new connections, seeing the world in new ways.
Developing active literacy in a foreign language involves coming to grips
with different ways of signifying. And, as Alice Kaplan describes so well in
her book French Lessons, through one's struggle to express oneself in a new
language, one eventually begins to appropriate a small part of it for one-
self, and to find a new, unanticipated voice.

An approach to literacy that problematizes textsboth oral and writ-
tenand fosters reflection on language use therefore provides the basis for
not just language learning, but language education in general (McCarthy
and Carter 1994). Knowledge of the foreign language linguistic system
and functional ability in speaking, listening, reading, and writing are
essential elements in the educational process, but it is through active liter-
acy, through reflection on how that system is used for different purposes,
in different contexts, and to different effects, that learners can come to see
that languages are more than just codes to communicate pre-established
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meanings; they are unique ways of creating the very meanings we commu-
nicate (Berthoff 1986).

Academic foreign language programs must expand their operational
definition of literacy beyond receptive text-based, knowledge-based, and
skills-based notions to incorporate social practices, cognitive processes, and
reflective thought. They must aim to create learning environments in
which drawing inferences, identifying cultural assumptions, probing
implications, and critically evaluating a wide variety of both written and
spoken texts are commonplace and well-rewarded tasks. Only when learn-
ers possess the ability to understand how discourses are used in another
society, and to reflect on how those uses of discourse both derive from and
create cultural norms will they be prepared for the challenges associated
with the increased internationalization of many aspects of our society.

Notes

1. I would like to acknowledge my appreciation to Claire Kramsch, Sally
Sieloff Magnan, Jean Schultz, Janet Swaffar, Steve Thorne, and three
anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments on earlier ver-
sions of this chapter.

2. Although the term "literacy" is not commonly employed in foreign
language pedagogical discourse, it felicitously conveys a broader scope
than the terms "reading" and "writing" and thus permits a more uni-
fied discussion of relationships between readers, writers, texts, and
language learning.

3. Rather than provide an exhaustive review of the voluminous research
literature tied to literacy, reading, and writing, I will selectively high-
light views that I believe to be of particular significance to foreign
language teaching and yet that are not often discussed in the main-
stream discourse of our profession. A number of excellent recent
research reviews are available. For international perspectives on liter-
acy, see d'Anglejan (1994); Grabe (1992); Hamilton et al (1994);
Hayhoe and Parker (1992); Martin (1992). For reading, see Barnett
(1989); Bernhardt (1991b); Carrell, Devine, and Eskey (1988);
Grabe (1991); Swaffar and Bacon (1993); Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes
(1991). For writing, see Gass and Magnan (1993); Kroll (1990a); and
Schecter and Harklau (1992).

4. For an overview of the development of "functional literacy" in the
United States, see Langer (1987a, 1-2).
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5. The "basic skills" view of literacy is clearly reflected in the ACTFL
Proficiency Guidelines for reading and writing (ACTFL 1986), which
deal largely with text characteristics rather than what learners actually
do (see Bernhardt 1986 for reading; see Valdes et al. 1992 for writ-
ing).

6. de Castell and Luke (1988) signal the potential danger of relying
heavily on "functional" literacy activities: "Often, the pursuit of an
explicitly `functional' literacy presents as legitimate educational
knowledge information which is artificially simplified, linear, mecha-
nistic, and essentially powerless" (p. 172).

7. It may be that children's writing is convention-bound in its own ways.
Note the striking similarity between Maria's story and one reported by
Wells (1981), told by a schoolgirl about her name Melanie:

One day there was a M and the M played with the e and the e played
with the I and the I played with the a and the a played with n and the n
played with the i and the i played with the e and the e played with
nobody and the e was very sad (from Raban, forthcoming, cited in
Wells 1981, p. 275).

8. Recommended resources for activity ideas for reading include Grellet
(1981); Kramsch (1993); Meyer and Tetrault (1988); Omaggio
Hadley (1993); Silberstein (1994); Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes (1991).
For writing, see Hedge (1988); Parrot (1993); Shrum and Glisan
(1994); White and Arndt (1991).

9. See, for example, Brunel, Plazolles, and Sellier (1967); Chassang and
Senninger (1972); Gaillard and Launay (1975).

10. For theoretical insights into reading-writing relationships as well as
practical ideas for linking reading and writing in the classroom, see
Belanger (1991); Bernhardt (1991a); Carson et al. (1990); Carson
and Leki (1993); Dyson (1989); Eisterhold (1990); Freedle (1985);
Hedgecock and Atkinson (1993); Kaufer and Waller (1985); Newkirk
(1986); Pearson and Tierney (1984); Peterson (1989); Shanahan
(1980); Stotsky (1984); Tierney et al. (1989); Tierney and Pearson
(1983); Zamel (1992); Sternglass (1988).

11. Electronic communications offer considerable potential for exploring
cross-cultural differences in text interpretation, as well as for commu-
nicative language use. While the real benefits to literacy and commu-
nicative competence are unclear at present, study of computer
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networks and language development is a rapidly expanding area of
research.
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Poetics to Pedagogy: The Imagistic
Power of Language

Hung-nin Samuel Cheung
University of California at Berkeley

Writing conveys meaning through language; the more sensitive we are to
language, the more creative and profound is our reading experience. While
writing encodes meaning in words and sentences, reading retrieves or
reconstructs the meanings encoded in the words; both processes are medi-
ated through linguistic signs. A judicious reader undergoes this process of
mediation regularly, although often unknowingly, when perusing a written
text, be it a story, a poem, a journalistic report, or even a rental contract.
The words may narrate an event, make a statement, describe a condition,
or express a feeling. The interpretation of the text, in turn, depends on
what words are chosen and on how these words are put together.
Successful reading, therefore, requires not only an ability to identify what
each linguistic constituent, semantic entity, or grammatical unit, denotes
in the immediate textual environment; it also needs a thorough under-
standing of how these constituents contrast with other possible choices
available in the linguistic code.

Any attempt at literary interpretation must begin with an investiga-
tion of the grammar of the literary text, its structures and patterns, and
their interrelationships. These linguistic features are in fact products of the
natural grammar of the language, which needs to be analyzed explicitly if
the meaning of the text is to be explained in all its complexity, not just
intuited or described. Comprehension of the text is possible only with
proper linguistic knowledge.

Linguistic analysis is a field in which literature students need just as
much basic training as language students. For students of language, the
ability to analyze texts is generally taken for granted, as language compe-
tency is essentially acquired through various stages of linguistic prepara-
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