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Creating the Conditions
to Encourage 

Literate Thinking

Recent research has transformed our definition of
literacy and now offers insights into how to create

classroom communities of literate thinkers.

D uring International Literacy 
Year, 1 when a worldwide ef 
fort is under way to raise liter 

acy standards, it is more importanl 
than ever that we strive to be clear 
about our goals. What does it mean to 
be literate? How is literacy acquired? 
What are the educational conditions 
that most effectively promote this ac 
quisition? In this paper I shall try to 
summarize some of the most impor 
tant insights from recent research in 
the field of literacy by offering answers 
to these fundamental questions.

What Does It Mean to Be 
Literate?
During the last 20 years, traditional 
notions of literacy as the application 
by an individual of a set of skills for 
encoding or decoding any written text 
have undergone a fourfold transfor 
mation

Different Texts for Different 
Purposes
First, and most important, we have 
come to recognize the wide variety of 
purposes that texts serve in our lives. 
Different purposes give rise to texts of 
different types, and these, in turn, re 
quire different modes of engagement 
with them (Kress 1985). Furthermore;

the purposes for which people use 
texts vary from one culture to another, 
as do the values that we place on them. 
As a result, there are cultural differ 
ences in the competences considered 
centra] to literacy.

Although actual 
acts of reading 
and writing are 
necessarily 
individual, the 
context in which 
such acts occur is 
always inherently 
social, as are the 
purposes that texts 
are designed 
to serve.

In our own Western culture, the 
most frequently encountered types of 
text are those that are fairly directly 
linked to action; for example, the ad 
vertising copy that influences our 
choice of goods to purchase, the forms 
we fill in for a variety of bureaucratic 
purposes, or the notes we leave on the 
refrigerator reminding a family mem 
ber to buy more milk. A second major 
category includes texts whose primary 
purpose is the transmission of what is 
taken to be factual information: refer 
ence books, work-related memos, in 
struction manuals, and so on. A third 
category includes texts that offer the 
author's considered interpretation of 
some aspect of experience, either real 
or imaginary: expositions of scientific 
theory, history, and biography, as well 
as novels, poems, and plays.

Clearly, these different types of text 
call for different modes of engagement 
on the pan of readers and writers. And 
each demands the use of different 
procedures for relating the symbolic 
representation of meaning in the text 
to the user's knowledge of the world 
and his or her purposes for engaging 
with the text. The first type calls for 
strategies oriented toward effective ac 
tion, the second toward information, 
and the third toward critical, imagina-
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live reflection (Wells 1987). In addi 
tion, all depend on certain basic abili 
ties in handling the symbol system and 
the cultural conventions for using it 
However, these latter abilities like 
the three modes themselves are in 
strumental to the achievement of pur 
poses beyond the texts and should not 
be thought of as ends in themselves.

Political campaigns to raise literacy 
standards have tended to emphazize 
the first and second modes of engag 
ing with texts the functional and the 
informational. However, while these 
modes are certainly important, it is the 
third, the mode of "literate thinking," 
which is the most vital for full partici 
pation in a literate society For unless 
individuals develop strategies, as read 
ers, for constructing and critically eval 
uating their own interpretations of 
texts and, as writers, for using the texts 
they create to develop and clarify their 
understanding of the topics about 
which they write, they remain depen 
dent on others to do their thinking for 
them. The result is that their own lives 
are impoverished, and they are unable 
to contribute as fully as they might to the 
affairs of the workplace and to those of 
the wider society.

Text-Supported Thinking 
and Doing
It is this recognition of the intimate 
relationship between literacy and think 
ing that constitutes the second major 
development. For in the use of texts as 
external representations of the mean 
ings achieved through critical and con 
structive thought and reflection, literacy 
provides a powerful tool for the extend 
ing of understanding about the material 
world of objects and events and about 
the inner world of values, feelings, and 
intentions. It also provides a means for 
gaining a greater understanding and 
control of the mental processes them 
selves. It is for this reason that Bruner 
(in press) has characterized literacy as 
"a technology for the empowerment of 
mind." Hence, too, the concern in re 
cent discussions of literacy learning that 
the emphasis in classroom activities 
should be on the purposeful use of texts 
to develop "literate thinking" (Langer 
1987, Wells 1987).

To be fully literate 
is to have the 
disposition to 
engage
appropriately with 
texts of different 
types in order to 
empower action, 
feeling, and 
thinking in the 
context of 
purposeful social 
activity.

The Connection Between 
Writing and Other Symbol 
Systems
The third way in which our under 
standing of literacy has been trans 
formed is the recognition of the essen 
tial similarity between writing and 
other modes of symbolic representa 
tion, employing media such as com 
puter software and television as well as 
ink and paper It is this concept that 
makes sense of such recent extensions 
of the underlying concept of literacy to 
areas other than reading, as in "com 
puter literacy" or "mathematical litera 
cy" Mathematical formulas, scientific 
and logical equations, diagrams, flow 
charts, and models all share with writ 
ten text the essential features of use of 
conventional systems of symbolization 
and permanence of representation.

In all these cases, the use of symbol 
systems to represent objects and states 
of affairs and the relationships between 
them enables experiments to be carried 
out in the hypothetical mode as possi 
bilities are explored through the manip 
ulation of the symbols. It also enables 
people who are separated in time and 
space to collaborate in this mental activ 
ity. Equally crucial is the permanence of

all these types of symbolic representa 
tion, because the continued existence of 
the text as a record of the thinking 
process allows one to reflect on the 
ideas represented and to rework and 
revise them, with each successive draft 
being the launching platform for further 
exploration and refinement.

The Collaborative Nature of 
Literacy
The final way in which our under 
standing of literacy has been trans 
formed is through a growing aware 
ness of its social, collaborative nature 
Although actual acts of reading and writ 
ing are necessarily individual, the con 
text in which such acts occur is always 
inherently social, as are the purposes 
that texts are designed to serve (Heap, 
in press). In the first place, texts are 
almost always written or otherwise pro 
duced in order to be read and inter 
preted by a reader. Furthermore, as with 
spoken messages, written texts are pro 
duced to further some interpersonal 
purpose: the enabling of another's ac 
tion, the transmission of information, 
or the sharing of understanding and 
emotion But, equally important, the 
creation and interpretation of texts 
never occurs in a social vacuum. Every 
text exists in the context of all the 
other texts in the writer's or reader's 
cultural tradition that he or she draws 
upon, albeit usually unconsciously, in 
engaging with the present text. Where 
the text is of importance to the indi 
vidual, too, he or she will probably 
discuss it with other people in order, 
as a reader, to calibrate his or her 
interpretation of it with interpretations 
of others Likewise, as a writer, the 
individual will do so to obtain feed 
back on whether the piece of writing 
succeeds in achieving its intention.

With these insights in mind, we are 
now in a position to attempt to define 
literacy, at least as it is optimally prac 
ticed within Western literate society at 
this point in its cultural evolution. To 
be fully literate, I therefore suggest, is 
to have the disposition to engage ap 
propriately with texts of different types 
in order to empower action, feeling, 
and thinking in the context of pur 
poseful social activity
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The Acquisition of Literacy
Just as our understanding of the nature 
of literacy has been transformed by re 
cent research, so has our understanding 
of how it is acquired. Most significant in 
this respect has been the spate of studies 
that, building on naturalistic studies of 
oral language development, have ex 
plored the emergence of literate behav 
iors and understanding in the preschool 
years before children have received any 
systematic literacy instruction. What fol 
lows is a brief summary of the findings 
from this research (for a comprehensive 
survey, see Hall 1987):
  Where children grow up in a liter 

ate culture, the representations they 
form of how written language works 
and of the purposes it serves are pro 
gressively constructed and modified- as 
they actively make sense of the literacy 
events they experience. In broad out 
line, the processes in which they engage 
are very similar to those involved in 
learning to talk (Ferreiro 1986, Heath 
1986).

Simply telling : 
students to read 
more critically or to 
make their point 
more effectively in 
writing will be of no 
help unless they 
have developed an 
understanding of 
the mental activities 
involved.

  There is no particular age (such 
as age of school entry) nor a prereq 
uisite state of "readiness" that must be 
reached before this learning can com 
mence (Goodman 1984). Nor does the 
developmental process require the in 
tervention of deliberate and systematic 
instruction. However, it does require 
opportunities for participation in joint 
literacy events with other, more ma 
ture members of the literate culture 
(Clark 1984).
  With respect to their understand 

ing of the written code, children's 
development follows a broadly com 
mon sequence of development. In the 
process, some of the hypotheses and 
strategies they form are, by adult stan 
dards, erroneous; however, with the 
benefit of further appropriate experi 
ences, these hypotheses and strategies 
are ultimately superceded by more 
conventional and effective ones (Ferri- 
ero and Teberosky 1982).
  With respect to children's under 

standing of the uses of literacy, their 
development is more variable and is 
dependent on the range and fre 
quency of their encounters with texts 
of different types and on the extent to 
which they are able to discover how 
these different texts are used within 
the events in which they occur (Heath 
1983).
  Literate thinking is not dependent 

on the prior achievement of control of 
the written code. Texts in other media, 
such as pictures and commercial 
logos, can provide opportunities for 
critical and reflective thinking about 
the meanings represented (Harste et 
al 1984); close attention to the "text" 
of spoken utterances can also perform 
a similar function (Heath 1986, Chang 
and Wells 1988).

The picture of literacy development 
that emerges from these studies is thus 
very much in accord with current theo 
ries of early learning more generally, 
which emphasize both the active and 
constructive nature of the child's intel 
lectual development and its social basis. 
That is, children learn most effectively 
through participation in meaningful 
joint activities in which their perfor 
mance is assisted and guided by a more 
competent member of the culture 
(Rogoff 1989, Tharp and Gallimore

Unlike many 
other skillful 
performances, 
literate behavior 
cannot be learned 
simply by 
observation and 
practice.

1989) Such an "apprenticeship" model 
of learning is. of course, an extension of 
Vygotsky's theory of the relationship be 
tween learning and teaching. His theory 
emphasizes both the social origins of 
higher mental functions in the practices 
of the culture and the role of parents 
and teachers in providing opportunities 
for the learner to share in these prac 
tices and, through so doing, gradually to 
appropriate those mental functions 
through demonstration, guided partici 
pation, and task-related talk (Vygotsky 
1978. Cole 1985).

The processes through which the 
mental functions associated with liter 
acy are acquired and in particular 
those required to be able to engage 
with texts in the mode referred to 
above as literate thinking can be 
seen as a paradigm example of what 
Vygotsky (1978) called "learning in the 
zone of proximal development." For, 
although there are external behavioral 
aspects of reading and writing in rela 
tion to the physical text, which can 
perhaps be taught through traditional 
modes of instruction, the essential ac 
tivities in which the reader or writer 
engages are predominantly mental in 
nature and hence not available to in 
spection. Unlike many other skillful 
performances, therefore, literate be 
havior cannot be learned simply by 
observation and practice, nor through 
the son of "recitation script" (teacher- 
dominated lessons) observed by Dur-
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tin (1979) and Heap (1985). Simply 
telling students to read more critically 
or to make their point more effectively 
in writing will be of no help unless 
they have developed an understanding 
of the mental activities involved. And 
for this to happen, they need to partic 
ipate jointly in reading and writing 
events with their teachers or more 
competent peers, in which these inter 
nal activities are externalized and 
thus made available for appropria 
tion in talk about the text.

In the preschool years, such talk hap 
pens quite spontaneously in many fam 
ilies as child and parent engage in 
shared story reading (Teale 1984, Wells 
1986). It can also occur around action- 
oriented texts, such as in the prepara 
tion of a shopping list ("lizard and 
Hughes 1984) or around information- 
oriented texts such as "I-Spy" books 
used to while away the time on a long 
car journey. In all these cases, the rela 
tionship of the text to the participants' 
purpose is apparent in the context of the 
activity. If this purpose is then jointly 
enacted through the oral rendering of 
the text, together with accompanying 
talk in which comments and explana 
tions are offered that relate the words 
and phrases in the text to the partici 
pants' extra-textual experience, the child 
"sees" what is involved in engaging with 
a text in this way. Gradually, the child 
also begins to perform both the external 
and the internal activities for himself or 
herself.

School Conditions That 
Support Literacy Learning
If we wish to achieve the goal of full 
literacy for all students in our society, 
therefore, whatever their cultural or 
socioeconomic background, the em 
phasis in school has to be placed on 
the use of .texts to empower action, 
thinking, and feeling in the context of 
purposeful social activity. What this 
requires is the creation of classroom 
communities of literate thinkers, in 
which students collaborate with each 
other in activities, chosen with teacher 
guidance, that involve the use of texts 
of all kinds boch as a resource for 
achieving understanding and as a 
means for communicating what has

Children learn most 
effectively through 
participation in 
meaningful joint 
activities in which 
their performance is 
assisted and guided 
by a more 
competent member 
of the culture.

been understood to others, both in 
side and outside the classroom. Where 
the essentially social nature of literacy 
is emphasized, along with its power to 
facilitate thinking, talk about the texts 
that students are engaging with will 
occur quite spontaneously. And it is by 
participating in such talk, sometimes 
as an equal member of the group and 
sometimes as tutor, that the teacher 
can model and explain how to engage 
with texts in ways appropriate to the 
purpose at hand (Wells et al., in press). 

How to create such classroom com 
munities of literate thinkers is thus the 
challenge that faces us in the Interna 
tional Literacy Year and beyond. The 
answer will not be found in state- 
mandated programs, however well- 
founded they are in current thinking. 
Rather, the solution rests with the en 
couragement of teachers to act as lit 
erate thinkers themselves: using the 
evidence from observations in their 
own classrooms as texts to empower 
their own planned curriculum change 
and development (Goswami and Still- 
man 1987, Pinnell and Matlin 1989). 2 It 
is, I believe, in the grass-roots move 
ment among teachers who have dis 
covered ways of putting this concep 
tion of literacy learning and teaching 
into practice in their classrooms that 
the best hope of raising standards of 
literacy is to be found.D

'Unesco has designated 1990 Interna 
tional Literacy Year, the first phase of a 
10-year effort to eliminate illiteracy through 
out the world The organization will sponsor 
two conferences this year: the "World Con 
ference on Education for All Meeting Basic 
Educational Needs" in March in Bangkok, 
and the Forty-Second Session of the Interna 
tional Educational Conference (IEQ in Sep 
tember in Geneva. For more information, 
write Unesco, place de Fontenoy 75700 Paris; 
telephone: international+33-W5.68.10.00.

2Umitations of space preclude the citing 
of particular examples here. However, 
journals such as language Arts and publi 
cations of the National Council of Teachers 
of English and the International Reading 
Association increasingly contain articles by 
teachers who, through inquiries carried 
out in their own classrooms, are working 
to create classroom communities of liter 
ate thinkers For other examples, see the 
articles in this issue by Julie Jensen and 
Nancy Roser, Linda Rief, and Dorothy 
Strickland, as well as Anne Meek's conver 
sation with Eliot Wigginton
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Once in a while an amazing new idea in 
Instructional Leadership takes shape...

...and the result is worth the wait!

Idea: Use the computer to reduce the time 
required to plan an Instructional Conference and 
to maximize the effectiveness of die conference.
Result: 

The Instructional Coach's Companion
by Fran Mayeski and Linda Goldsmith a
unique, user-friendly software program which 
guides administrators and peer coaches through 
the steps in planning an Instructional Con 
ference.
Users have called TICC ah "invaluable com 
panion" because it...

  provides definitions and examples of forty- 
eight elements of effective instruction (from 
active participation to whole brain teaching)

  shows the impact each element has on stu 
dent learning

  gives options for diagnostic questions and 
transitional phrases

  includes growth plans for each element 
and, when your preparation is finished,

TICC prints out a complete "road map", 
incorporating aU your choices and entries, 
for use during the Instructional Conference.

TICC is available for IBM/compatible, Apple D series, 
and Macintosh computers for $149. Discounts are avail 
able for quantity orders.
"or more information, contact Successful Software, 
inc., 2232 Crosswind Drive, Kalamazoo, MI 49008, 
(616)381-1691.
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