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#1     

It is easy in Western Culture to quickly dismiss “literacy” as the simple ability to engage 

in the activity of reading and writing. If you can decipher the words on the page, say them, 

understand them, you are “literate”. If you can write words, spell correctly, and form a coherent 

sentence, you are “literate”. However, this quick and somewhat trivial definition is only a small 

part of what comprises “literacy.” 

    Catherine Kell, in referring to former research and discussion conducted by herself and several 

others, notes a couple of important points: that literacy involves “symbolic systems for 

representing language”, and that there is a “need for literacy to be viewed as one amongst other 

modes of communication” (Kell 78). These statements indicate that literacy is something far 

more complex than just the ability to read and write. Yet, these ideas are simply a place to start. 

If we are to fully examine what is meant by “literacy,” we are required to look at what it means 

to communicate, the contexts in which communication takes place, how context alters the 

meanings of communication, and so many other nuanced and elaborate issues. 

    Though it is later in the logical progression of literacy studies, I think it is necessary, or at least 

beneficial, to consider a concept put forth by James Gee, that of “Discourses” with a capital D. 

The important point I want to include at this early stage of discussion is the notion that a 

liberating literacy “must contain both the Discourse it is going to critique and a set of meta-

elements (language, words, attitudes, values) in terms of which an analysis and criticism can be 



carried out” (Gee530). When we look back to such early forms of written communication as the 

Sumerians had, we see it in terms of rudimentary gestures that are given simple meaning for very 

practical purposes. Geoffrey Sampson notes that “archaic Sumerian writing was quite typical of 

early scripts in being primarily or exclusively used for somewhat humdrum (though, to those 

affected, important) administrative purposes” (Sampson 48). This would have been tied to 

economy, money, goods, and would have been based on simple necessity.  

The reason it is important to mention both perspectives and moments in time is that I 

believe the discussion of “what literacy is” and the act of “discussing literacy” are, in many 

ways, parts of the same whole. Early forms of writing are no less “literacy events” or “literacy 

practices” than the carrying out of the numerous Discourses in which modern teenagers are 

called upon to be fluent, but there are obviously differences in complexity and context. In both 

cases, I believe I can say that “literacy” is a means of communication that is in its simplest form 

a series of symbols, physical marks, or intentionally organized vocalizations, and in its most 

complex form a system of beliefs, attitudes, values, and actions.  

Archaic Sumerians used simple written communication to indicate quantities of goods or 

money, or whatever else needed to be quantified, but this would not have been a Discourse 

through which analysis and critique of itself would have been possible, nor would it be analyzing 

any other Discourses. It took not only the evolution of “literacy practices” for literacy to evolve, 

but also the evolution of Discourses, such that expanding Discourses were able to, over time, 

comment on the Discourses those Discourses encapsulated. Therefore, it seems that an 

inextricable part of defining “literacy” is constant analysis of what it has been and what it is 

becoming. Without the critique at each level of understanding of all the preceding levels, we risk 

falling into an almost zombie-like lack of ability and diversity when it comes to communication.  



The ability to analyze and critique Discourses becomes both the act of defining what literacy is 

and the discussion of literacy that furthers research in the field. 

Dennis Baron writes, "Although writing began as a tool of the bean counters, it 

eventually added a second, magical/religious function, also restricted and obscure as a tool of 

priests." Through the ages, literacy has been a tool that has been expanded and refined, 

diversified and made more complex. It is the words we speak or write, but it is also how we 

speak or write them. It is how we read them and understand them, and even how we react to 

them. In today's world, literacy is all forms of media, and media is always saying something; 

quite often it is "saying" much more then it is saying. 

#2 

Forms of communication have come a long way since the beginnings of spoken and 

written word. As language has developed, evolved, and as various languages have influenced 

each other, varying literacies have emerged. This led many linguists and literacy theorists to 

debate the issue of whether written and oral language stand independent of the effects of social 

context, or if they are impacted and altered by them. The degree to which social context does 

have an impact on language, oral or written, also has major implications for the development of 

varying literacies and literacy practices. 

In comparing different "models" of literacy, Brian Street acknowledges two important 

stages in the progression of literacy studies. First, "Where the social context of literacy has been 

addressed, the premises of the "autonomous" model have directed attention away from its 

significance for power relations in specific social conditions" (Street 437). In other words, the 

autonomous model downplays the role of social context and its impact on literacy. Second, "the 



"naturalizaton" of ideologies, as though they were universal necessities rather than institutions 

for reproduction of the cultural and power bases of particular interests and groups, has been 

reinforced by the academic community as much as by those whose interests it serves" (Street 

437). This assertion indicates that literacies, language, writing, forms of communication, are not 

separate from the social contexts that influence their evolution and usage. 

When we view these systems of writing, speaking, and language usage as ideological, we 

are compelled to notice how various factions of society interact with them. For example, in many 

urban areas and inner-city neighborhoods you can find graffiti marking walls, sidewalks, trains, 

etc. Often this graffiti is made of letters and words, sometimes readable by anyone fluent in the 

language in which the words are written. However, the intended meaning, and often the meaning 

understood by those creating the graffiti, is specific to particular social groups. I once worked for 

an alternative school in California whose student body was largely made up of members of 

several rival gangs. All over the city you could see words written or spray-painted as multi-

layered symbols. They called it "tagging", and often the words written communicated a few 

intended messages: that the author is bold; that the author is fluent in the literacies of "the 

streets"; and, maybe most importantly, that the author is part of something bigger than 

themselves, and that you must have been initiated into the fluency of their literacy to understand. 

This last aspect of the message, that of being on the inside of a literacy, initiated into a 

Discourse, is a very important feature. James Gee notes that it may even be socially detrimental 

to one’s reception by others: “the lack of fluency may very well mark you as a pretender to the 

social role instantiated in the Discourse (an outsider with pretensions to being an insider)” (Gee 

529). This is also a tool employed often by many advertising agencies. We might see 

commercials during the Super Bowl that use humor to engage and entertain the audience. At first 



glance, it seems like a simple and effective way to advertise, but when we consider the 

implications of literacy in social context, it becomes apparent that we are not just laughing at a 

joke we were told; we are entering into a subtle agreement laden with context and subtext. If we 

could decipher the messages many advertising agencies really want to send, we might find that 

our laughter, our engagement is really an affirmation that we are on the inside of a Discourse, 

and that this “inclusion” is what compels us to buy their products. In other words, we get to be 

part of the group because we “get the joke” and are fluent in displaying that identity. Gee states 

“Discourses are connected with displays of an identity; failing to fully display an identity is 

tantamount to announcing you don’t have that identity” (Gee 529). 

The relationship of language to literacy is far more complex than the ability to read, 

write, or speak words. Without the consideration of social context, cultural understanding, and a 

plethora of nuances associated with things like national origin, economic status, or belief 

systems, one’s view of language and literacy cannot be wholly accurate or complete. 

#3 

Humans have shown themselves to be very adaptable, dynamic creatures, shifting and 

readjusting for the sake of survival, efficiency, self-actualization, or even simply entertainment. 

From the time we are able to perceive, we acquire skills from the world around us. We learn how 

to speak or act from those closest to us, as well as what is expected, and the bounds belonging to 

our culture and language. Thus, the Discourses we become fluent in, the languages we speak, the 

ways we think, are engrained in us, and they endure, regardless of what changes take place 

during our lives. As people move from one place to another, from one culture to another, their 

reality shifts. The primary and secondary Discourses (Gee 528) they have acquired are 

influenced by the Discourses prevalent in new surroundings and cultures. What results is a new 



literacy practice and Discourse, inextricably connected to the multiple Discourses involved, yet 

altogether new. 

Doris Warriner references Brandt and Clinton, stating “if reading and writing are means 

by which people reach-and are reached by-other contexts, then more is going on locally than just 

local practice” (Warriner 162). In other words, a person in the United States reading a novel by a 

British-educated author of Sri Lankan origin is not simply having their own literacy practices 

reinforced because the text is in English; rather, the distant Discourses of transnational literacies 

are merging in this text, informing the reader and their own Discourse in a translocal way. This 

notion is emphasized by Warriner in citing Guarzino and Smith: “transnational flows are not 

limited to transmigrants’ bodily geographic mobility. They also include multiple exchanges of 

monetary and non-monetary resources, material and symbolic objects, commodities and cultural 

values” (175). 

The implications of transnational literacy studies are extremely complex and nuanced. 

When the ways in which literacy practices move across physical boundaries, social contexts, and 

cultural Discourses are examined, we find that there are many levels to the education of 

transnational and multicultural students. I use the term “students” within the context of 

discussing academia and pedagogical topics, but I use the term also to signify younger, more 

malleable generations, who often seem to be the ones whose Discourses are most greatly affected 

in migration and relocation events; this makes sense when we consider that younger groups, 

students, in school settings, are often more exposed to new technology and broader social 

interaction. Cruikshank explains in his study of Arabic-speaking migrant families in Australia 

that “[m]uch of the teenagers’ literacy related to hobbies or interests” (463). This would indicate 



that acquired fluency in literacies is just as important outside the classroom as it is inside, and 

possibly even more so. 

If we allow the concept of home or non-school literacy to be as viable as school literacy, 

then we must consider how much exposure people have to new or relatively new technologies. A 

point that Cruikshank makes is that teenagers today are connected to many different cultures, 

ideologies, languages, and social practices through things like television and the internet: “The 

same medium that purveys so much of American culture through the Internet and cable 

television also facilitates access to media from the Middle East and the establishment of bilingual 

and bicultural networking” (471). Though his studies were very specific in the sense that he 

focused on Lebanese, Arabic-speaking, Muslim immigrants in Australia, it can be assumed that 

these global technologies can and do affect people from all cultures. 

#4 

When looking back over the examples of literacy in action from our readings, the one 

case study that stands out most to me was conducted by Deborah Brandt in her examination of 

literacy sponsors and sponsorship. Though the study follows the experiences of Raymond 

Branch and Dora Lopez, I am most interested in the story of Dora Lopez, who was born in the 

same year, attended the same school, and knew somewhat similar circumstances as Raymond 

Branch. However, the specifics of their circumstances led to Dora’s experience with literacy 

sponsorship being altogether different, and much more difficult to overcome. 

Brandt describes sponsors as being many different possible entities such as relatives, 

teachers, priests, influential authors, etc., but clarifies this into a more universal applicability: “In 

whatever form, sponsors deliver the ideological freight that must be borne for access to what 



they have” (Brandt 168). For Raymond Branch, a white, American male, these sponsors included 

English-speaking, European-American parents of high prestige in Southern California, a school 

system that afforded him access to advanced computer systems and technology, access to 

computer stores and technology purveyors serving the university community, and a network of 

technology industry schools, companies, and employers. In his case, the “literacy” that was being 

sponsored was a fluency in technology and the sponsors are a multi-faceted culture that 

facilitates this fluency. 

For Dora Lopez, the experience of being the same age, living in the same town, and 

attending the same school as Raymond Branch was completely different. For one thing, “the 

Mexican-American population in the university town was barely one percent”, and “Dora 

recalled that the family had to drive seventy miles to a big city to find...Spanish-language 

newspapers and magazines that carried information of concern and interest to them” (Brandt 

171). Unlike Raymond Branch, Dora had to struggle to feel as if she belonged and was not 

afforded the opportunity to grow up taking her place in the community for granted. Another very 

important detail is that “[s]he was exposed to computers for the first time at the age of thirteen 

when she worked as a teacher’s aide in a federally funded summer school program for the 

children of migrant workers” (171). This was after she had taught herself to read and write in 

Spanish, “something...that neither her brother nor her US-born cousins knew how to do” (171), 

and this led her to employment as an interpreter. “Literacy” for Dora did not pertain to fluency in 

any technological realm. The literacy she developed through her life had much more to do with 

language, reading and writing, and mastering the fundamental tools for success in cross-cultural 

and migrant experiences. To clearly examine Dora’s experience, it is necessary to “[understand] 



the dialectic and nested relationships that exist in the ideological-discursive-material space of 

transnationalism” (Warriner 163). 

What emerges from examining these two lives are several stark differences that shape 

each subjects’ Discourse. Raymond Branch had access to new, advanced technology from the 

time he was in first grade, and was able to passively engage with this technology, whereas Dora 

Lopez first encountered computers as a teenager, and even then, their sole purpose was as a 

corrective tool for the basic literacies of reading and writing in English. Branch’s youth was that 

of a white, English-speaking, financially stable “son of a professor father and real estate 

executive mother” (Brandt 170) with US origins, whereas Lopez was the daughter of Mexican 

migrant farm workers attempting to navigate the rocky landscape of bilingual, bicultural 

experience. Branch presumably grew up speaking, reading, and writing in English, and he would 

most likely have mastered the basic literacy practices within US cultural context. In contrast, 

Lopez spent much of her life struggling to master both English and Spanish within this US 

cultural context. Furthermore, we find additional differences in their experiences when we 

consider issues of gender inequality, which are present in many cultures and contexts. 

What Brandt wishes to highlight with this work is what literacy sponsorship has 

contributed to the experiences of both Branch and Lopez. Upon examination we can see that 

there are myriad sponsors involved, and that the concept of literacy sponsorship may be as multi-

faceted as the concept of literacy itself. Brandt states: “The concept of sponsors helps to 

explain...a range of human relationships and ideological pressures that turn up at the scenes of 

literacy learning...” (168). If we think of literacy as a complete understanding of something, then 

a literacy sponsor would be the internal and external forces that contribute to and guide this 

understanding. For Branch, literacy sponsors include, but are not necessarily limited to, his 



affluent, prestigious parents, his access to technological advancement, the cultural fluency with 

which to approach and understand new technologies, a network of peers fluent in the same 

literacies, and a confident sense of social and cultural belonging. Branch was part of a culture 

that spoke his “language”, and he spoke theirs. For Lopez, the literacy sponsors were a bit 

different. These included a homelife with migrant farm workers of Mexican origin, the reality of 

being positioned within the English-speaking US social context, technologies employed to battle 

barriers of language and culture, social stereotypes and expectations regarding education and 

economic station, and a struggled-for, rather than inherent, sense of belonging. To be concise, 

and without venturing to write a completely different paper, both of these people were positioned 

within the same US contexts socially, culturally, and economically, but each had completely 

different “ideological freight” given them by sponsors offering them “access” (Brandt 168). 

As is apparent in many literacy studies, there is no singular literacy being discussed in the 

case of Raymond Branch and Dora Lopez. There are many. There are the basic literacies of 

reading and writing, computer and technology literacies, the literacies of the American 

workplace, literacies of social interaction and expectations of gender roles. In Dora’s case there 

is bilingual and bicultural literacy to consider as well. Literacy as a concept changes for these 

subjects based on their trajectories as well as their places of origin. To adequately examine these 

two people, Brandt needed to employ concepts of culture-specific literacy practices, 

transnational literacies, varying Discourses within cultural, social, and economic contexts, and 

fluency as it pertains to these Discourses. 

 


