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Choosing a Literate Life 

There are many hot topics in education these days: biased assessment practices; the 

connection between learning, background knowledge and socioeconomic status; (in)adequate 

teacher preparation; the technological literacy demands of the 21st century; et cetera ad nauseam.  

But while educators, policy makers, parents, et al, argue about how best to get students to 

perform on standardized tests and what level of literacy(ies) will be necessary to get jobs in this 

modern world, they often ignore the bigger picture: It is in life beyond the classroom and the 

workplace that I believe literacy truly matters.  While education seems to focus on moving 

beyond the negatives—beyond one’s financial status, beyond the limits of one’s background and 

culture, beyond lower-level skills and rote learning—perhaps we should be focused instead on 

teaching toward the positives, from the simplest joys like the smiles on students’ faces as they 

begin to learn to read to the more complex:  It is not just about stepping over obstacles, it is 

about seeing them and choosing whether or not one wants to go that direction. In order to make 

these choices, we must move beyond the most basic literacies of reading and writing, and even 

beyond that next step of comprehension; we must learn to criticize, to point out discrepancies, 

and to disagree without walking away from the argument.  We must be able to critically judge 

situations from every point of view to make informed choices that expand our lives. 

As one of the only students in this class without classroom teaching experience and 

perhaps because of that, I look at literacy from what may be colloquially termed by others as a 

highfalutin position.  While one can look at literacy as a basic need—even my Advanced 

Educational Psychology textbook, which contains almost no discussion of specific educational 

instruction, refers to reading as “perhaps the single most important skill in postindustrial 

cultures” (Bjorklund, 2005, p. 392)—there are many levels to strive for above and beyond just 
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knowing how to read.  There is a higher plane of comprehension and meaning-making, cutting 

through layers of illusion and intertextual relationships, going beyond the dictionary basics of 

what each word means in isolation.  When we have reached that plane, we may then encounter 

another larger purpose to literacy: that of being able to create and communicate ideas with other 

people; to debate positions, defend our views and sometimes capitulate to others’ opinions.  This 

ties in to Sylvia Scribner’s (1984) notion of literacy as “a state of grace,” the idea that “the 

literate individual’s life derives its meaning and significance from intellectual, aesthetic, and 

spiritual participation in the accumulated creations and knowledge of humankind, made available 

through the written word” (p. 14). The more we read and explore and learn, the more we have to 

offer others.  While I bemoan the fact that somehow all of Saturday slipped by while my head 

was stuck in a book, a day lost to reading is not a day wasted.  I imagined a different way of 

being and I returned to this world a slightly expanded version of my former self.   

I am indeed an elitist—but an equal opportunity one.  I believe being fully literate in all 

aspects of oral and written language is not just desirable but mandatory for living, and 

experiencing, the fullest life: to find meaning in our surroundings and to critically experience 

both the joys and the inevitable sadness we are bound to come across; to look beyond the needs 

of classrooms and workplaces to the need for meaning in our overall lives; to connect to the 

world around us; to find places, people and things that resonate with our deeper core, that are 

valuable not for their economic status or their ability to improve our performances, but for the 

fact that they stretch our boundaries.  A joyful literate life is a life that is as wide and varied and 

challenging as possible. Why would we want any less for our students?   

I want to address this from a few different points of view.  Obviously I have my own 

experiences growing up in what I now realize is a quite extraordinarily literate household.  I want 
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to talk about the importance of being literate in both oral and written communications and the 

connection between these literacies and being a member of society, both from the political point 

of view of fellow citizens and from the (perhaps apolitical) community of friends and neighbors. 

Finally, I want talk about how being a literate person moves you beyond limits, beyond 

negatives, beyond financial status, to a place where joy and fulfillment are there for the taking. 

A Literary Family 

Personally I am not sure I realized before entering this program how lucky I was to be 

brought up in a household where literacy was just matter-of-fact. I grew up surrounded by 

written and oral language of quite sophisticated levels and I took it for granted because it was 

there on display as part of my daily life from the very beginning: when my parents read Dickens 

out loud to each other as they washed the dinner dishes; or when I was put down for a nap to the 

sounds of my dad reading Kierkegaard as he studied for his philosophy exams.  I know it sounds 

like something out of a fairytale or a storybook on “what a literary household looks like,” but as 

a child I really could not conceive of the fact that other people’s homes did not resemble mine.  I 

was always ahead of the game when it came to literacy: I did not struggle to learn to read, as so 

many children from lower-income homes do, at least in part because the level of discourse in my 

home was entirely detached from (and rungs above) my parents’ socioeconomic status.  I thought 

it was ridiculous when my sixth-grade teacher assigned us to check out “at least one” book from 

the library every week; I was, of course, already checking out 10 to 12 books a week and biking 

there and back with a book open in my basket (I will skip over an account of the bruises and 

wrecks that occurred!).  Yet one of the reasons I was checking books out of the library, 

unbeknownst to me, was my parents’ lack of financial resources.  I was born during their senior 

year of undergraduate studies, my brother was born a few years later while they were both in 
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graduate school; we were a family of four living on graduate student stipends, friends’ leftovers, 

and hand-me-downs from two sets of not-that-pleased-about-the-situation grandparents.   

It was not until my high school years that I even realized quite how poor our family had 

been, or how out of the ordinary my parents’ focus on literature might be.  While I knew that my 

friends’ parents did not necessarily have the high expectations of my mother, whose gasps of 

horror at the presence of even a B on a report card could put any actress to shame, I was quite 

shocked to find that more than half of my high school graduating class did not even plan to 

attend college.  I just thought that was what one did: you went to high school, you went to 

college, and you went to graduate school.  And then you tried to figure out what to do with your 

life.   

Yet in our home, being literate did not necessarily lead to better jobs or higher income, as 

so often the education agenda stresses, because my parents are not interested in economic gain: 

their focus as literate beings is on being lifelong learners.  I have struggled to find a balance 

between reading to learn and enjoy and escape, and using my literate abilities to make a living.  

The fact that my literate education and my professional life have often been only loosely 

connected has sometimes been a source of frustration.  But at other times, it has been a survival 

mechanism reminding me that I have a life of the mind away from the numbness of the day-to-

day economics.  This is the main reason I am now planning to enter the teaching field, to 

integrate this literate life with the more mundane aspects of paying the bills, and to try to be a 

source of inspiration for kids who have not grown up in the richly textured environment I 

thought was the norm.  There are obvious limits to how much a teacher can affect her students’ 

lives away from the classroom, but for those students who do not have a literary home I believe 
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it is imperative that our classrooms be a source of inspiration and a place that celebrates 

imagination and fosters excitement on the road to literacy. 

As I discuss more thoroughly in the section “A Literate Society,” Martha Nussbaum 

(1997) encourages us to go beyond literacy as the final goal: “Literacy, including cultural 

literacy, confers both strength and independence, if viewed as a kind of essential training and 

nourishment, not as itself the goal” (p 35). I think those ideas of literate strength and 

independence as a tool toward higher goals will not come without first being motivated to excel 

at reading, writing, speaking, and listening for their own sake.  How do we inspire our kids?  

Perhaps, as Kathryn Au (1998) suggests, the answer lies in “developing students’ understandings 

of the reasons why people read and write in real life. One of the most compelling reasons is the 

joy of reading and becoming ‘lost in a book’” (p. 17).  

I read books both for precisely this sense of escape, but also to discover new worlds, go 

to countries I may never visit and centuries of the past and future, learn new words, and expand 

the horizons of my heart and mind.  While I understand the importance of background 

knowledge in the early stages of literacy instruction, and the practice of scaffolding, I believe the 

ultimate goal needs to be to get the student to a place where lack of background knowledge is not 

a stumbling block, where they can understand and interpret anything that’s thrown at them, and 

where they are confident in seeking out more information and exploring beyond what the limits 

of what they are presented with.  No matter what level of literacy our students arrive in the 

classroom with, they need to leave our schools prepared to seek out knowledge on their own.  

They need to know how to ask questions and where to look for answers and they need to be able 

to do this across the board of oral and written abilities. 
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A Literate Community 

Growing up as I did, it would never have occurred to me that people I interacted with 

may have been orally literate yet lacking in written skills.  Yet as we continue to push kids 

through school at grade and age level, despite comprehension deficiencies and below-level 

scores on standardized assessments for which they lack necessary background knowledge, the 

population of people who are vocationally skilled yet cannot communicate on one level or 

another will only increase. 

Without advanced communication skills, one becomes severely limited even within a 

more vocationally based work environment.  After my dad gave up on being a philosophy 

professor (as tenure positions in the early 1970s dwindled and the opportunities were few and far 

spread across the country), he worked in the physical plant at Purdue, fixing steam pipes and air 

conditioners, and he had many coworkers who, while excellent technicians and at the top of the 

game in terms of skill, did not have the communication abilities to converse with those at 

management level (or move up to that level eventually themselves).  Poor speaking abilities and 

low vocabulary are serious obstacles in today’s world.  The lower the ceiling, the fewer the 

opportunities, the more narrow a life is left to you. 

This affects how one functions not only in the workplace but also in society at large.  

There is a real sense of shame associated with illiteracy, one that is demonstrated quite 

powerfully in the movie “The Reader” (based on the novel by Bernhard Schlink).  Hanna, an 

illiterate German woman, goes from being a tram operator to a Nazi prison guard, presumably 

due to her inability to do other less menial / more intellectual jobs, and is one of several guards 

on trial (post-war) for an incident in which numerous Jewish prisoners died.  The other guards all 

claim that Hanna wrote up the account of the incident and was their supervisor.  Her intense 
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shame at being illiterate leads to her refusing to give the court a sample of her handwriting, thus 

condemning herself to life imprisonment and relieving the (equally guilty) other guards of much 

responsibility for the incident.  We also find out that she had refused a promotion that would 

have changed her duties, as (again) presumably this would have revealed her inabilities to her 

superiors.  Although it is a fictional example, I believe Hanna’s struggles with the societal shame 

of illiteracy are true to life.  They lead to her lying to cover up the lack, her inability to indulge in 

the simple joys of reading a book and escaping the mundane for a few moments (something she 

clearly longs for), and ultimately an unsatisfying life.  While the lack of writing skills does not 

necessarily result in one becoming a Nazi prison guard (obviously!), one can be equally ashamed 

and unhappy in a less extreme situation.  

My friend Liz (Strode, from this class!) just found out in the last 10 years that her 90-

year-old grandfather never learned to write.  Her grandma always wrote out the birthday and 

Christmas cards and while some adults in the family (her father among them) were aware of her 

grandpa’s inabilities, it was something that was just never talked about.  He was a successful 

mechanic who ran his own shop; he knew math and could add and subtract to give people their 

bills, he just ceded any more complicated written activities to his sons and other employees.  

Now, in his later years, he is not as embarrassed and sends short emails and writes Facebook 

updates; yet Liz says she often has to orally decipher them to figure out what he is saying.  If he 

had not gotten the desire to communicate with his grown-up grandchildren, she may have never 

known about his lack of basic writing skills. 

The isolation brought about by oral illiteracy is just as powerful as written illiteracy and 

can be much harder to hide.  In my own life, attempting to become literate in French in my 30s 

(and now my 40s), I have found oral comprehension incredibly difficult to obtain. My classmate 
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Carla is a picture-perfect exemplar of proper French practice…as long it is written down.  When 

spoken to by anyone other than our teachers, we find ourselves at a loss, hearing a word here or 

there that we recognize but unable to parse out sentences and, more importantly, meanings.  

While I do not actually need to become fluent in oral French comprehension in my current life, 

my experiences traveling in Paris showed me how oral illiteracy can have just as isolating an 

effect as lack of reading/writing.  Trying to navigate my way around the Hotel des Invalides 

away from Napoleon’s tomb to the arms and armor section (Musée de l'Armée) turned into a 

Peter Sellers-like comedy of errors as at one point I had the guard thinking I was looking for a 

“bedroom” rather than “a different room” or “wing” of the museum.  His final directions had me 

spinning in circles until I finally figured out he had said “do NOT turn right, go straight and then 

left” (of course I had missed the “not” and wound up at the tomb several more times).   

I had to compensate for my lack of oral comprehension in many ways: paying with large-

denomination bills when I couldn’t parse out how much something cost (“combien ça coute?”); 

nodding when waiters seemed to suggest alternatives or merely acquiescing (“ah, oui, oui”) to 

who-knows-what option they were asking about; going to movies in English with French 

subtitles so I could “go to the movies while in France” yet not completely lose the plot; stopping 

strangers on the street and asking the same question over and over until enough common words 

in their answers began to jump out at me.  I was surrounded by people and words, spoken and 

written, but I felt like I was trapped in a bubble of isolation by my lack of comprehension. 

I believe one of the important aspects of being literate is precisely to not be faced with 

that sense of isolation, but rather to be a part of a larger community.  When illiteracy leads to 

isolation, your life becomes smaller and smaller and you are left with only obstacles.  Being able 

to tell someone about a book you just read, or discuss how bad/good a movie was, is a huge part 
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of our connection to other people.  From more basic activities, reading a recipe and cooking a 

meal to share with friends, to the more complex, reading Ulysses together, literacy is a 

prerequisite.  These may be things one chooses not to do, but the ability to choose is an important 

one, in all aspects of one’s life. While I often fill my alone time with books, and have whiled 

away many a weekend without engaging in actual human contact, you just cannot get through all 

of life on your own.  Whether it is needing help to get to the doctor when you are sick, or finding 

yourself stranded on the side of the road when your car hits an ice patch in a snow storm, there 

are always times when you must ask for help from other people, when you must be able to 

communicate.  As Marcus points out in the movie “About a Boy” (based on the book by Nick 

Hornby), you need more than just yourself, or even one other person: “Two people isn't enough. 

You need backup. If you're only two people, and someone drops off the edge, then you're on 

your own. Two isn't a large enough number. You need three at least.” 

One of the important early steps of teaching young children to read is the simple act of 

reading to them.  You may need the ability to read a technical manual because you would like 

your stove to work, but you read Shel Silverstein poems or Scooby Doo books because you want 

to make your nephew smile.  I want him to know that I do not read just to do my job or find out 

what happened in the world yesterday, but to relax, to dream, and to share time with people I 

love.  Symbolically, introducing children (and/or students) into the literate community is about 

more than just the ability to read, write, listen and speak: it is introducing them to the 

complexities above and beyond one’s basic needs.  Eventually this will bring those children not 

only into our literate communities, but into literate society at large. 
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A Literate Society 

It was not just a love of literature that my parents instilled in me, it was the ability to 

comprehend and criticize what I was reading, first in literature, and then in the greater world of 

polite (and political) society we are all a part of (whether we want to be or not, or are 

acknowledged as such by our peers or not).  My father is a huge military history buff; yet he was 

also a conscientious objector to Vietnam.  My mother is a Lutheran pastor who represents in her 

very choice of occupation a woman’s fight for equality; yet she quilts and reads romance novels 

in her free time.  I spent 15 years working for Wall Street firms, the political agendas of which I 

routinely voted against, while using the money I earned to support causes most of my colleagues 

would deride:  I am a “card-carrying member” of the American Civil Liberties Union and 

Amnesty International, and supporter of the right to choice-based organizations such as Planned 

Parenthood and the Chicago Abortion Fund.  It is our contradictions that make us whole and our 

ability to choose when to be critically literate that makes us an active participant in our 

surroundings. 

There are different degrees of being active within the political process and different 

levels of citizenship.  While I have no desire to run for office, or even participate in a specific 

political parties’ activities (unlike my parents), I do want to understand the positions our 

government is putting us in and I do want to vote and thus be a part of the choices that are made 

on behalf of us all.  You cannot complain about the policies the government enacts if you do not 

take a stand against them in the voting booth.  But before one gets to that point, whether you are 

a member of an underprivileged minority or of the ruling class, you cannot interpret political 

machinations without a literate base to start from.  It is not enough to merely read the surface of 

articles about the policies being enacted or to watch a random news clip at 10 p.m. It is when we 
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talk to our friends, neighbors or co-workers about what we read or watched that we begin the 

literate interpretation process, that we think critically and analyze not just the words that were 

used, but which words were chosen, the tone and mood in which they were presented, and the 

subtle biases that one must be literate enough to decode. It is through this critical analysis that we 

can decipher the underlying meaning: what is actually being done (versus what we may be told is 

being done) and why and what the goals are.  One must go even further to consider whether 

these goals have the best interests of all parties at heart.  This is one of the responsibilities of 

being a literate citizen: voting on behalf of those who do not know any better; representing the 

interests of those being left behind by illiteracy. 

The necessity of being literate in order to fully function as a citizen within our national 

and global communities is the basis for Martha Nussbaum’s book Cultivating Humanity.  

Nussbaum looks at literacy from a moral viewpoint: the lack of it leaves one unable to truly see 

other people’s point of view. In order to be a good citizen and help your government make the 

right choices, you must have narrative imagination:  

“the ability to think what it might be like to be in the shoes of a person different from 

oneself, to be an intelligent reader of that person’s story and to understand the emotions 

and wishes and desires that someone so placed might have” (p. 10-11). 

Is it a good idea to send our citizen soldiers off to war in Afghanistan and Iraq? Can we put 

ourselves in the shoes of the innocent civilians who are losing their lives and their families in the 

middle of a war they had no role in starting?  More to the point, do our 17- and 18-year-old 

soldiers, with the minimum of high-school educations, have the critical literacy abilities to do 

this?  Have we developed the narrative imaginations of our students so that they are able to make 

good choices when confronted by a culture completely different than their own?  Or are they out 
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in an unfamiliar world with only the most rote of skills to help them? “People who have never 

learned to use reason and imagination to enter a broader world of cultures, groups, and ideas are 

impoverished personally and politically, however successful their vocational preparation” 

(Nussbaum, p. 297).   

These are not problems we face only on foreign soils.  Here at home, we must be able to 

imagine: what would the public healthcare option do for the poor?  How does one live in a 

country where one is sick or dying with no resources?  If our students cannot understand other 

people’s points of view, as well as the biases and motivations that may lie beneath our 

government’s policies, they will not be able to make informed decisions either for themselves or 

others.  I believe educators must see this as both a goal and a responsibility.  Our students need 

these abilities as do we, not just to ensure that we have every possible opportunity open to us—

but that we have the space (and knowledge) to dream beyond those opportunities and society’s 

limitations, and that we both see the need, and fight for the rights, for others to dream as well.  In 

the eloquent words of Olga Ivanova Skorokhodova (as quoted by F.T. Mikhailov [1980]):  

“Teaching someone to think does, in fact, mean involving him in active objective 

intercourse, bringing human history into his life, teaching him to feel, rejoice and suffer, 

to protest and admire, to know and thus to carry in himself a conscious world of our life.  

This is the only way to awaken the doer and the critic, the craftsman and the artist in a 

person.”  

Without the comprehension abilities to critique the hand we are dealt, we would be stuck in what 

might as well be a totalitarian state: with our few “opportunities” handed to us as a coup de 

grâce, ruled by limitations others wish to place on us.  As Nussbaum tells us, “the unexamined 

life threatens the health of democratic freedoms, and the examined life produces vigor in the 
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nation and freedom in the mind” (p. 49).  Or, as Socrates simply put it, “the unexamined life is 

not worth living.” 

We all have neighbors, whether we like them or not.  We all pay taxes and thus 

(inadvertently) participate in the larger political process, and the opportunity is there for all of us 

to become more informed citizens actively engaged in the political life of our nation(s).  We can 

choose what role we want to play in these communities, we can choose how full we want our 

lives to be; but literacy is a prerequisite and without it these decisions have already been made 

for us. 

The Literate Life Beyond 

Literacy touches all aspects of our lives but it is up to us to challenge the status quo, to 

continue discovering and exploring, be it new words or new worlds.  Having literacy skills is one 

thing; choosing to be actively literate is another, and it is in making that choice that one begins to 

live a literate life. 

I have concentrated my thoughts toward what one might call a more literary view of 

literacy for several reasons, not least because it is the world that I know and I cannot imagine 

being happy without the escape and exploration that fiction offers.  In addition, while some 

students may find joy and fulfillment in other academic areas, science or math for example, they 

cannot succeed even in those more quantitative areas without the qualitative skills of literacy that 

one learns through studying literature, narrative, expository writing, et cetera.  The importance of 

developing the narrative imagination, creating citizens, neighbors or community members who 

can see the world through the eyes of other religions, cultures and countries, is an ability we do 

not develop in calculations and experiments but through the arts, not only the written word or 

filmed narratives (as touched on here) but sculpture, painting, music, and theater as well.  And 
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finally, the world presents itself to us in a literary way.  We do not get a graphic equation, a 

scientific formula or a download straight to our brains, telling us the latest news from Europe, the 

policies our government plans on rolling out or the new standards educators are going to be 

enforcing in our schools: we read it in the paper, watch it on the nightly news, or read and watch 

it on the Internet.  It comes to us in carefully crafted narrative form and we must be able to 

interpret, analyze and comprehend.  That act of meaning making happens only when we have 

achieved levels of literacy beyond the basics. 

Whether I am loaning a cup of sugar to a neighbor, arguing the merits of a public 

healthcare system with a colleague, or enjoying the latest bestseller, I am actively pulling on the 

different literacy skills I have learned and developed.  When I read Dr. Seuss with my nephew, 

and when I yell at my television screen in exasperation over the latest political nonsense, I am 

exercising my literate abilities.  When I think critically about what I am hearing, seeing, or 

reading, I am expanding my narrative imagination, adding another layer to the possibilities I can 

see in the world. 

While devouring fiction by the handful and haunting the movie theaters both have their 

attractions (and rewards!), I have spent a great deal of time hoarding that joy to myself and 

sharing only a few morsels with others.  I believe it is time to explore and expand my literate 

world outward beyond the comfort of my reading chair and the circle of my family and friends.  I 

want to move into education in the hopes of opening up this greater world of literary awareness 

to students who have only seen glimpses of it.  I want to be the example of a literate life my 

parents were to me (and to others around them).  

I truly believe the deficiencies of our personal lives, be they lack of financial resources or 

of background knowledge, can be overcome by education in general and literacy specifically.  
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The distinction is I believe it is important to view this process as more than the overcoming of 

negatives but rather an outright striving toward positives.  In my reading instruction class, Jodi 

Dodds Kinner always says she wants us to have “Harvard expectations” for our students when 

composing lesson plans.  I think we should have those expectations not just toward our students’ 

educations but for all aspects of their lives.   

It is not only our expectations that matter, of course, but rather those of our students 

themselves.  Teachers are there to develop possibilities.  The important thing is showing students 

all the possible options, giving them the knowledge and ability to go in any direction.  They can 

always choose to do, or be, less than what they are capable of; that is different than not knowing 

or having the critical skills.  It may be that a literate person chooses not to take a higher paying 

job or critique government policies, as long as that is a decision they have made on their own, 

with the knowledge and comprehension abilities to know what they are choosing.  In the process 

of becoming critically literate, we begin to see what choices work for us, what brings us joy, 

what takes us to that “state of grace” I talked about earlier.  

As a teacher, I am hoping to bring this search for fulfillment and joy into my classroom, 

so that my students know that learning is more than just the basics or getting through the school 

day, month or year.  I want them to understand that learning is a way to live all of life, be it in 

school, in the workplace, in their homes, or in the larger global community.  We always have the 

right to change our lives; we must be literate enough to see both the obstacles and the 

opportunities and choose our own path.   
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