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Doug Herbert:  Thank you, Dick.  Can everybody hear me?  I’m going to take the prerogative of saying, first of all, welcome and congratulations and best wishes to David.  I look forward to working with you.  I also want to take this opportunity, since this is the first meeting we’ve had since I left the Endowment about four or five weeks ago, to thank all of you, many of you, most of you that I’ve received either cards or emails from, just well wishes that I very much appreciate and a very warm send off a couple of weeks ago at the National Endowment for the Arts.

Shifting to today, I have a little bit of trepidation for two reasons, of moderating this panel.  Dick was after me for a couple of weeks.  It was around the time that I was making my shift from the Arts Endowment to the Department of Ed.  I thought, “I’m so busy now, when is this learning curve going to start to ameliorate and I’ll be ready to take on some additional things?”  He said, “You’re going to need to do this.  You can fit it in.”  I said, “Okay, I’ll do it.”

The second reason for my trepidation has nothing to do with the job per se, but a little bit.  I’m kind of an interloper to this area of literacy.  I say that because I mentioned to the folks when we talked a little bit, caucusing before today’s session, that I actually am married to a reading teacher.  So, I hear about reading all the time.  I actually am guilty of taking her copy of the International Reading Association newsletter, and reading it usually before she does.  So, I felt a little bit up-to-date.  I feel like I’m kind of an interloper in terms of the vast array of things that are literacy, the curriculum, the instructional approaches to it.  I know a little bit, probably just enough to be dangerous.

Let me introduce, and I’m sorry, I did not do bios.  They’re in your packet.  If you haven’t been through that yet, please make sure you take advantage of the biographical information you have about each of our panelists.  I will introduce them, beginning on my left, just with their name and their institution so you can meet them.

On my left immediately is David Bloome, who is past president of the National Council of Teachers of English.  He’s a professor of education at Ohio State University.

To David’s left is Vivian Gadsden, she’s associate professor at the Graduate School of Education, the University of Pennsylvania.  I had the pleasure of meeting Vivian for the first time when she had wonderful things to say about two months ago in San Diego at the American Educational Research Association conference, about the new research opportunities document.  Vivian was one of a couple of non-arts education persons who spoke at the session unveiling that wonderful document about research opportunities.  She had glowing things to say about it.  I think you would agree with that.  We were very appreciative of her taking the time to help us to release that document at the AERA.

To her left is Barbara Kapinus, reading specialist here at the National Educational Association.  Actually, Barbara and I were talking a little bit earlier, we go back to some mutual experiences with the National Assessment of Educational Progress, when she was at the Council of Chief State School Officers.

Finally, on the far left, is Eileen Landay, she’s the clinical professor of English education and she’s founder of the Arts Literacy Project at Brown University, that many of us know affectionately as a project that is always represented, or usually represented at our meetings and often times are explaining the good work that they do there in Providence, Rhode Island.

So, that is our panel.  You notice we consciously do not have a table up here.  This is not going to be a linear talking heads presentation.  I hope you’re happy to hear that.  We’re going to ask a series of questions that we have worked with the panel to determine would be most enlightening, we think, for you about literacy.  The question, as you see on your agenda is, what should the Arts Education community know about literacy?  This is the panel to help us with that.
DEFINING LITERACY

We’re going to begin, where we usually begin a discussion about what you need to know about a given topic and that’s with some definitions.  I’m going to ask Eileen, on behalf of the group, to start us with a couple of visuals and a perspective on how we might think about defining literacy.  So, with Dick’s help and Eileen, you need to look over your shoulder…

Eileen Landay:  I’ve been working on this question for about seven years.  But, I promise you that it’ll be very brief.  You will get seven years worth of information.

The question is, how is literacy defined?  Why in the world does it matter?  What you see in front of you is a graphic that I created, that to me represents an iconographic description of how literacy is defined and what the issues are.

The culprit is the Oxford English Dictionary.  I shouldn’t say the culprit.  The Oxford English Dictionary presents us with two very quite different kinds of definitions, a very narrow one and then a broad one.  When people talk about what literacy is, they invoke either both or something in between.

So, there you see the graphic that I think represents the narrow definition.  Literacy really is about letters.  But, then there’s the question of, is it simply, purely a mechanical understanding of skills and ability?  I don’t think so.  I think that literacy exists in a much broader framework.  It exists in this much broader framework on a landscape, as we call it, of representation and communication.

Dick Deasy said this to us a long time ago.  He said, “It looks like it should be easy to define, but in fact it’s like the term freedom or love or a lot of the very general.  They’re very hard to define.”  However, it seems to us, it seems to me as a teacher, that I really have to know something about how using this term in order for me to be able to work with it.

Let’s go forward.  The IRA says, the ability to understand and use those written forms required by society or valued by the individual.  There, I think, we’re going to talk about written forms, is the smaller circle.  But, then that much larger circle is really the landscape.  I’ll talk some more about that and we’ll look throughout this panel on how that’s going to dictate through the arts.

The changes, I think, have taken place in two main areas.  One is, that we are in a culturally plural, social and economic period of great change.  That’s part of that larger landscape.  But, it’s also true that we’re in the midst of exploding and changing modalities.  In other words, we’re communicating with a wide range of different modalities.

What I did when I was thinking about this was, I went up to the library near my office and I just pulled out some textbooks that were up there.  This is a textbook from 1960.  It’s a history, social studies textbook.  I don’t know how well you can see the picture.  But, what I think you probably can see is that it’s words, words, words, words, and words.

Let’s look at a more recent one.  This happens to be also a social studies textbook, but much more recent vintage.  So, look at the difference.  Look at the difference in design, look at the difference in how the modalities are being used.  This is just merely the smallest example of how modalities, that we can call literacy, are changing.  I made some notes about what those changes might be.

Some of this is taken from the work of Günther Kress.  He talks about the fact that now, with new modalities, with computers, with textbooks that look like this, the reading path, or the path that people follow is of a very different nature.  It’s really much more about space now, and about images, and about location, and about size, and about design, as opposed to the older idea of purely words, which is about lines and time, because you follow a line from left to right.

So, they’re really asking people to use a very different set of skills now in relation to literacy.  I think that’s tremendously important.  I haven’t said the word internet yet.  But, I presume that if you’re following my line of reasoning, you’re thinking about hypertext and all the very different ways that people are now using literacy.  That’s a huge change.

This is Miles Myers.  He says, “Literacy doesn’t represent a distinction between print and non-print.”  He’s following on this new idea of multiple modalities.  He’s saying, “Rather, it represents a turn.  It refers to a set of sanctioned communication practices given to selected sign systems.”

So, there you have two aspects of what that larger landscape is.  The fact that the symbol systems are changing and the fact that we’ve got sanctioned social practices.  I talked a little bit about the modalities.  But, I want to just end by talking about the idea of sanctioned communication practices.

Let me do it by invoking a child.  Let me bring this down to a concrete and create for you a real human being.  Let’s call him Armando.  Armando lives in that larger landscape of representation and communication.  For him, the question of literacy is really not about letters.  It’s more about identity.  It’s more about who am I.  It’s more about what is my experience in the world.  It’s more about what do people like me do.  It’s more about how I feel about myself.  I think that we now understand the extent to which the literacy of letters is embedded in social practice, in human identity issues.  That, for me, is the thing that we must not forget.  I think that when we go ahead and talk about, through the rest of this conference, the difference between or the connections between the arts and literacy, I want you to keep Armando in mind.  What does it mean for him?

Doug Herbert:  Would some of us like to talk a little bit about how we opened this discussion about what literacy is?  David?

David Bloome:  Let me jump in here.  I can tell this joke because I’m Jewish.  The joke goes like this, you need ten people to have a minyan, which is the group you need to have a religious service.  The joke tells, of course, if you get ten Jews together for a minyan, you will have 11 opinions.

That’s sort of the way it is with literacy researchers and about reading as well, and writing.  So, the question is what do you do with all these definitions?  How do you make sense of them?  Do you just go and toss them in a hat and select one?  Or, whichever one happens to appeal to you on a Monday, and hope it still appeals to you on Tuesday?

Actually, I see these definitions a little bit differently.  The way I see these various definitions and whether people are talking about early literacy or family literacy or scientific literacy or Jewish literacy, there’s a book by that title out there.  I’m sure every term you can put with literacy, there’s somebody who has written a book with that title out there.

One of the ways to think about these is instead of looking for authoritative definition of literacy, rather than think of each and every one of these as a heuristic.  As each of these definitions, foreground in some things, background in other things, good for certain purposes but not good for other purposes.  So, let’s keep all of these definitions, or at least many of them in mind, as the search of different purposes for things that we are doing as educators, or things that we are doing in the other domains in which we live.  That way, these definitions, these multiple definitions can be “jangeled”… and sure enough, I’ll bet you next month there’ll be another definition of literacy out there and another one a month after that as well.  So, we have to use these in different ways in order to maybe make us of them as intellectual tools.

Doug Herbert:  I’ll just wait a few minutes to explore this for a little bit more.  Anybody want to weigh in at this point?  Vivian?

Vivian Gadsden: I would read this data, I would say in addition to that though, that what we have is world that’s actually moving quite fast, people having access to a variety of genres and mechanisms that actually force change in definitions of literacy.  What appears to be all encompassing today may be less all encompassing tomorrow.  The arts and movement of literacy that continue to exist.  But, it’s really having the ability to think more expansively about what an educator…is and how, this will be an incredational seque to Barbara, how does that usually create access or create denial for the child and the adult learner.

Doug Herbert:  Barbara, do you want to say a little bit about that?

Barbara Kapinus:  Yeah, I would.  Part of the question that we talked about was how is literacy defined.  But, the second part is why does it matter.  I think that’s critical for, especially for this audience, because the definition of literacy and how we define it, particularly gives us indications of where the connections potentially are between literacy and the arts.

But, I also think, even more importantly, how we define literacy has a lot to do with deciding when you’re successful in developing literacy in this country and when we are telling ourselves maybe we are successful, but not really.

I think that the things we talked about as literacy is not just skills and abilities that one demonstrates on a test.  It’s an array of experiences with a variety of media that someone brings to a situation of communication and building meaning and understanding.  Sometimes, those situations are just with ourselves.  I was thinking as I was gathering information, as someone said, it’s only when you learn to write that you’re ever going to communicate with yourself.

So, to me, literacy is very much about communication and having put minds in dispositions that go along with that.  You have to be willing to persist in trying to understand the communication, persist in trying to communicate.  That’s part of your habits of mind.  Your disposition is to constantly seek meaning and clarification, to be thoughtful, to entertain other ideas.  I think that’s part of literacy that’s in that wider circle on Eileen’s diagram, beyond just the letters of literacy.  I think it’s extremely important as we think of the kind of connections between arts and literacy that we think about those wider aspects of the definition.
WHAT CHILDREN BRING TO BECOMING LITERATE

Doug Herbert:  We’re going to turn our attention now, as Barbara suggested, to the habits of minds, the skills, the abilities, the knowledges, the dispositions that the child, the learner, brings to the experience of becoming literate, if you will.

Our first couple of questions, we’re going to look at the developmental stages of children and we’re going to talk, not about the process, but of what the child brings in the way of those things that are, again, the experiences, the knowledge, the skills, abilities, habits of mind, dispositions.  I’ve asked Vivian if she would begin our discussion about the very young child.  What asset should infants, toddlers, children who are up to the age of going into kindergarten, have in order to successfully acquire the skills and the knowledge to be literate, both in their current developmental stage, that is up to the entry into kindergarten, but also, what provides a good foundation for them for the future.

Vivian Gadsden:  Well, I would like to begin by saying, again, in relationship to these definitions because I think in the area of early childhood, what we mean by literacy has been an area which is one of the most tension filled, a field of early childhood education that focused very heavily on imagination, on creativity, on discovery.  Then having that interpreted, rightly or wrong, in this past year or so is being more narrow in the focus.  We’re focusing more on the mastery of skills.  I think what we’re learning is that there is some intersection that allows us to address both of those expectations to some degree.

For a long time, the concept was emergent literacy and I would like to go back to emergent literacy.  I’m just going to say what the four basic concepts of the emergent literacy are that allow me to talk a little bit today.  The first is, and I’m going to rely a little more on this paper than I usually would.  I took an antihistamine, which means I can remember nothing now.  Emergent literacy considers speaking for anybody at the elementary level, an essential processes is to understand emergent language development in young children.

Secondly, the first years of a child’s life represent a period when reading and writing development is taking place.  So, this is a period that’s a process of becoming.  We minimize this emotion of pre-learning, or pre-reading, because the understanding is that those scribbles the children are making actually have meaning.  The oral language in which they are engaged in have meaning.

The third is that growth in reading and writing comes from within the child, but is deeply affected by environmental stimulation.  We’re certain not strangers to the increased effort to expose very young children from birth to five to music.  I was struck the other day by a label on a CD, as I was trying to buy one for (a group of children, that would probably be better for) my graduate students.  This one was said, “make your kids smart.”  So, they’re pretty clear that if we listen to classical music, your kid will be smarter.  Now, we may disagree with that, but automatic translation of Bach into (worldness).  But, there is an awareness that auditory stimulation, certainly is important and that this can take the form of the arts.

Then, lastly, that growth does not provide a form of teaching alone.  It results from the use of reading and writing and other forms of literacy varied in context at home with the others.

In more current discussions about young children, there is a linkage between literacy and aesthetics.  Research done recently has tried to look at integrated literacy, for instance, with more social-emotional and then early childhood literacy.

But, the literacy in Linda’s context, embraces notions of listening, reading, writing as well as feeling that it is making sense of what is used, in the case of letters in forms of arts and representing from a variety of media.  Aesthetics when working through the child’s growing understanding and appreciation of art of music, poetry, drama and other forms of artistic expression.  This may take the form of dance, which is very useful to young children, especially around age three.

In schools, we have this thing called language arts, which includes speaking, listening, representing and reading and writing, as well as children’s knowledge of the world and aesthetic experiences.

Barbara spoke a minute ago about habits of minds and dispositions.  Let me just talk a little more about dispositions, attitudes and expectations towards learning that affect the child’s engagement in becoming literate.  This goes on through music, through reading of stories, through discussions about stories and assortments of pictorial arrangements that expose children to visual arts.  Children are able to develop a positive attitude toward literacy learning, it’s the very earliest form of engagement.

 …At this very early age is it sparks curiosity and allows kids to take risks, which in my opinion, is at the heart.  It’s the ability to think beyond the pale, to think beyond the obvious, to encourage children to think as broadly as possible, which is the ultimate expression of literacy.  The expectation that there is a connectiveness between those visual expressions and the ability to express oneself orally.  It builds on the notion that everything that a child understands about the world around him or her is important, what things are, what they are called, and how they work.  

Those are the basic issues in fundamental perspectives on literacy.  It promotes the understanding of the world and it allows us to build on the various experiences that children have, experiences that perhaps are not being embedded in their interpretation of Chaucer, but really harkens to the rudiments of basic or important phonemic awareness, alphabetic knowledge, the list goes on.

Doug Herbert:  Thank you.  So, some of the things that we know from “Critical Links,” such as creatively acting out stories when children can’t read within three years old is as important as something as basic and, I believe,  you should sing to your children.  Can someone comment on this developmental age of infants and toddlers, the important things they bring to engaging in literacy?  David?

David Bloome:  We’ve been engaged in our project for about six years in Nashville, Tennessee where we get pre-schoolers and kindergarten kids to begin by telling stories.  They come up front, they tell a story.  Then, we ask them to go back to their tables.  We ask them to write the story in their author’s book.  They do that and they come back up and they tell us the story that they wrote.  Now, these author books that these kids are writing are filled with some scribbles that look like what scribbled writing might look like, but all sorts of pictures, all sorts of things all over the process.

What we’ve been seeing and our findings are reported by other researchers in the field as well, is that overall semiotic development seems to be more important than semiotic development due to specific or singular mode.  That is, that these children are far outstripping all of their peers in their ability to engage in a wide variety of learning modalities, including later on, reading and writing.  It just seems to flow naturally.

What we’re finding is very interesting.  Our greatest compliment actually came, however, from the Bank of America.  At the end of the year, every year for a number of years, the children all do drawings that they send to the Bank of America which provides funds to this pre-school and kindergarten, special public school in Nashville.

We got a phone call at the end of our first year in the project from the office of the president of Bank of America in Nashville asking what was going on in the school.  The drawings were so far superior than anything they had gotten before, and the writing and use of letters that went with them, and the expression and the ideas.  We asked him to come down and he did.  He brought people with him, including the local director of the IRS.  They sat on the floor with the kids doing all these same things.  We’re proud that they thought it was a good and going to continue to support it.

I think the overall point that our research, research by the people like Ann Dissen (phonetic), Lori Katz (phonetic), a number of other people, this whole notion that overall semiotic development is fundamental for all of the modalities that later come out in terms of expressive development.

ELEMENTARY AGED CHILDREN

Doug Herbert:  Unless somebody has something to add to our discussion about the infants and toddlers, we’re going to move to the elementary.  Eileen, you’ve agreed to give us some insight as to what kinds of assets, skills and dispositions the elementary child needs.

Eileen Landay:  I’m going to begin by referring back to David’s joke and the 11 definitions.  I’m going to say that my impulse always is everybody here knows 11 different ways to talk about things, to try to figure out what they all have in common.

So, I’ve been sitting here listening to how you describe the infant and toddler and you talked about your project.  I’m thinking about it, and I’m thinking about it in terms of that larger circle.  I’m thinking that everything, a lot of things that you’ve said, are things that all belong in that larger circle.

So, what are those?  How can I describe those?  How can I synthesize that larger circle for the young child?  I’m going to call him Armando because it helps me to be able to hang onto a face, or the child.

I think, for that child, in that larger circle, the one who has been through the angular experience and maybe has sat in your classroom at Nashville, there are three things that are going on.  One is where he is in the world.  The second one is the kinds of modalities that he’s being asked to create and present in.  The third thing is his experience and his sense of himself and what’s happened to him when he was an infant, and what happened to him when he was in first and second grade.

When I think about those things, I think, okay, here are ways to parse that little boy.  I don’t know if you’re supposed to parse little boys, but anyway.  (Laughter).  First of all, there is the physical and cognitive status that he brings to the world.  Second of all, there is his personal experience, what’s happened to him.  Has he had lunch?  Has he been treated well?  Have people helped him and put him to bed at night with a story?  The third thing is a strong sense of what people like me do in the world, a strong sense of his identity.  Who is he?  What’s the appropriate thing for him to be doing?  That’s based a lot on, certainly, his experience and his history, his personal history.  The fourth thing is a sense of how the world works.  Is this a safe place?  Is this a good place?  Is this a place where people are going to smile at me?  Finally, the environment we place him in, or the environment he finds himself in.

It seems to me that these are the characteristics of this child that we have to be thinking about, the wider circle, all of which are profoundly related to how he deals with letters and working letters.  Sometimes, when I talk to my students, this may not be the best example, but I always say, “If you put me into a motorcycle repair program, I would end up being immediately remedial.  I would need mediation immediately.”  That’s because of my background, my history, my experience, my sense of who I am in the world and what I bring to it, and my goals and where I want to go.

It seems to me so urgent for us to be thinking in terms of these particular children and these particular children in the sense of the wider world.  I would say that those kinds of things aren’t additive, they’re not added onto an understanding of how people learn how to read and write.  They’re fundamental to how he learns to read and write.

ADOLESCENT LEARNERS

Doug Herbert:  Thank you.  I’m going to move us along to David who is going to help us to understand an age that I really know first hand.  I don’t know that much about their literacy, but I do know how they act, is adolescents, because I have a couple of them at home.  I hear about eighth graders from my wife all the time.  So, can you help us to know a little bit about the assets, to use a general term to describe all these that kids bring?  What about the middle schoolers and the high schoolers?

David Bloome:  Thanks.  What I’m going to share with you are 12 general findings from research looking at middle school and secondary school students and their literacy achievement and development.  I’m going to go through them relatively quick because I don’t want to monopolize the time.

The first of these is the shift from, as you go into the middle or secondary schools, what might be called academic literacies.  This is the notion that literacy practices begin to vary across the different subject matters that students are taking.  Literature study differs from mathematic study differs from science and so forth and so on.

We call these academic literacies, disciplinary literacies, because the learning is in the school settings, not as professional field subjects.  These literacies vary significantly one from each other.  So, success in one does not necessarily mean you get success in another.

The second set of research findings has to do with the importance of what I might call deep learning.  Learning something well and deep as opposed to learning lots of things shallowly and superficially.  I’ll leave it to you to decide where American freedom is.  Learning deep principles of subject matter areas and others as well, being able to and learning how to manipulate them in powerful ways is part of deep learning.

The third has been a shift from concern with motivation to a shift in concern with engagement.  This is a major shift in the field of education and more important than motivation.

The fourth concept that is research-based is the importance of inner textuality.  Inner textuality, if you will, is making connections among things, among texts, among experiences, among subject areas.  We have a lot of research on that, it goes across the grades as well.

A fifth set of findings that are research-based is the importance of self-assessment through reflection for all of these other processes as well.

A sixth set of research findings, and this won’t surprise anyone who is the parent of an adolescent, is the importance of literacy connected to identity issues and the working out of identity issues as well.

The seventh area in which we have a great deal of research findings in regard to this area has to do with the importance of building on students’ cultural practices.  We do not all come from the same cultures.  We do not all come from the same backgrounds.  It is important to build on people’s cultural backgrounds and practices.  We have ways to do it now that make clear the ability to do that.

Moving now outside the classroom in terms of the importance of literacy development.  We know that this contact outside the classroom is, in many ways, as important as what happens inside the classroom.  We have good research on that.  The importance of after-school programs; the average school programs are the models that are being explored in New York City, for example.  Or programs in the Midwest that have to do with students’ identities and are shaped around identities.  Or, the fifth dimension set of after school programs that are being done in California which provide students both with technology and integrate that with their own cultural background, multilingualism.  After-school programs do seem key to advanced literacy achievement and development.

Separate from after-school programs, there’s research on community based programs including religion based programs as well.  Research by Shirley Brice Heath, Beverly Moss and a number of other people have shown that these programs add great value to students, not just in their achievement scores, but in their ability to become what we call self-regulated learners.  These are people who take things on in their own, figure out how to adapt into that situation and take charge.

Also important, of course, to literacy learning are their peer networks in non-formal context.  Whether it’s research that I’ve done or a conduit of other people have done, this seems to be really clear that it’s important.

Finally, and this may be surprising, particularly to those of you who have adolescent children, is the importance of the family.  The focus usually is, when they become adolescent, the family becomes less important.  Actually, all of the research suggests that this is exactly the opposite.  Family is critically important, including families involved in students’ literacy achievement.

I know I’ve gone through those very, very quickly.  But, I sort of wanted to give you a sense of the research base that we have in this area of middle and secondary school.  Thank you.

Doug Herbert:  Thank you.  Other comments before we move on to the environment?  I want to get us there but I don’t want to overlook anything you might have to say about the adolescent years.

Eileen Landay:  Two things that I want to emphasize.  Better connected to, but looking again at the adolescent child, issues of identity and issues of risk taking, goal setting growth, I think are big for kids in that area.  That, who am I?  And therefore, what do people want me to do?  How do I spend my time?  How do I push the boundaries?  How do I check out the world and find out how the world treats me?  Those are the qualities I see in those pages.

ENGLISH AS A SECOND LANGUAGE LEARNERS

Doug Herbert:  You particularly wanted to talk about the English as second language learners, and the assets, if you will, that they bring can be sometimes overlooked and see them more as deficits.  Can you say a little bit about that?

Eileen Landay:  Well, I’m tipping my hand about what I think the importance of the arts is because I think that one of the things that we’ve been able to show in the project is the extent to which English .  Early language learners, but there’s a new politically correct phrase.  I obviously haven’t learned it yet.

But, for those students we’re seeing the extent to which the larger circle, bringing them into the larger circle then helps them to be able to work in the smaller circle.  In other words, the arts is a way in for these kids.  We’ve seen it with music, we’ve seen it with dance, we’ve seen it with visual art, we’ve seen it with poetry, theatre performance.

I guess it’s a question of purpose.  Again, back to the question of identity.  I learn English because…  Why am I learning English?  Yeah, to get a good job, but what about today?  I learned English today because I stand up in front of my school and tell my story.

So, we’re using the arts as a way into helping students understand why it’s useful for them to break into that smaller circle.

Vivian Gadsden:  I just want to reinforce something Eileen said.  That’s thinking about culture and families.  But, I want to umbrella that under prior knowledge.  What counts as important prior knowledge that kids bring into the classroom and bring to the learning situation.  Deborah Spiney says that good schools are ready to learn, therefore, whether schools are ready to help children learn.

There’s an interesting problematic situation too.  When you think of cultural backgrounds and cultural differences, as we think about what counts as literacy and the degree to which we engage children.  So, I just want to introduce that as something that’s both, can be positioned as problematic and positioned as interesting, as we continue to assess this issue.

Doug Herbert:  Barb, I’m going to ask you to lead us to the next area of discussion.

Barbara Kapinus Kapinus:  Okay.  I just wanted to add one other piece.  Some of my favorite research related to what children bring to literacy learning is research done by Patricia Alexander.  Pat has actually looked at a set of factors in literacy and ability to show proficiency in an area.  I hate to go backward in that direction, but I think it’s important because it’s not just a matter of knowing skills.  She’s looked at other factors, including motivation, background knowledge, and self-regulatory abilities. 

If you want children to be highly literate and to achieve, the kind of definition that Eileen talked about, I think you have to go in the classroom environment where students have the ability to explore language, to learn about its power, to gain power over it, to play with it, to put it together in interesting ways, in a non-threatening atmosphere.  It’s not always a command performance, but a chance to try it out and see what it feels like.

When you write, sometimes it’s a risk to try a certain kind of writing or to take a certain stand in your writing.  It’s a risk for somebody to try to write poetry or write about their feelings.  As a spare, I find it’s a risk sometimes to try to express a certain thing, you feel uncomfortable in a new domain.  It’s the same with writing.

Sometimes when you try to read in a new area, you’re not too sure.  I know how to read a novel, but how do I read this poem?  What kind of response do people make to poems?  What is a response that should be made?  What is the response I want to make?

I think those are interesting things for kids to explore in classrooms.  You want them to develop, again, the kinds of literacies that we’ve talked about.  I also think that, again, being in classrooms recently, I’m very concerned about this.  I’m stealing David’s thing, but David talks about procedural display, where it looks like a discussion, but it isn’t really.  It’s an inquisition.

First, the substantive engagement, where it really is a discussion.  I see far too much in current classrooms where it’s not a discussion, it’s an inquisition.  An inquisition, you don’t learn to gain the power over language.  You don’t learn about communicating.  So, the kinds of activities in classrooms that let kids gain that power, literary power or literacy power are classrooms that allow kids to engage in real discussions.

They respond to literature in authentic ways, not just the way somebody tells them that they have to.  So, it’s more than what is the main idea, more than main characters.  They also respond to each other’s work.  The classroom that promotes this kind of literacy, they see each other’s writing as efforts to communicate with them.  They see their own writing as an effort to communicate with their peers.  It’s not just writing to see what the teacher is going to say and give you a mark.  It’s really to communicate ideas and they get feedback on how well they do that.  As with real authors, often in the communication about that writing, they become to change and clarify their own ideas, refine them.

Real quickly, I was just going to say that these classrooms focus on building meaning, not getting meaning.  They function as communities, much as artistic groups function as communities, discussing ideas, exploring ideas together.  The kinds of classrooms that provide the literacy that we’re talking about let kids help each other.  It’s not competitive in classrooms, as much as it is cooperative classrooms.

Doug Herbert:  Others on this, the points in your top three things about the environment that you want to add to this?

Eileen Landay:  Purpose.  Purposeful.  Well, while we are describing this, I was thinking about a photographic exhibit that I saw a week ago.  This is an amazing photographer, who has done the same work in after school programs as in school programs with groups of newcomers.  She gives them cameras, she invites them to go out and photograph their world.  They come back and they talk about what makes a good picture, they honor their lives and their families and then they write about it.  Then they create a public exhibit and invite the public to come, look at their photographs, look at their words, talk to them.  That’s powerful literacy work.

Doug Herbert: Wendy Ewald by any chance?

Female Voice:  No, it’s Mary Mathmean (phonetic) in Providence, Rhode Island.

THE FUTURE OF LITERACY IN SCHOOLS

Doug Herbert:  I’m going to move this to, I think the best part of getting a group of experts like this together and that is to have each of them look in their crystal balls and tell us five, maybe ten years down the road, how might we be looking at literacy, to use that terrible term, defined literacy in the next five to ten years?  What forces and conditions will require different educational responses to children being literate?

David Bloome:  Well, I think that the thing that we can predict is that it’s going to be unpredictable.  It’s going to be unpredictable not only for us, but it’s going to be unpredictable for young people too.  So, the ability to be able to adapt to a situation, what one has learned both as a student and as a teacher will be really critical.  The ability to be able to learn in new domains and take what one has and bring it over to another will be absolutely critical.

The notion of a fixed body of knowledge is a dying notion.  The notion of disciplinary boundaries probably going to be sorely tested in the next five to ten years.  This may require us to rethink the high school notion of Carnegie years.  They require us to invest more in multi-disciplinary, inter-disciplinary studies, even now, middle school and high school level, not just at the collegiate level.

So, I think that’s one thing we can look forward to is unpredictability.

Vivian Gadsden:  Whether, what happens in the future will depend on how willing we are to have expansive notions of literacy and to allow new information.  Eileen was talking, just thinking about experience with kids and photography and how kids are subjected to the discussion about identity and context.  Others who have looked at areas, musical genres have formed literacy.

Understand that a lot of that book does not and can not happen as schools are currently constructed, within the schools.  Most of what they’re doing is helping them through their own initiative programs outside of schools.  So, we can sum relationships, creating opportunities for a relationship to exist between this knowledge as kids are developing and harnessing outside of school and making that a part of school.

Then, lastly, thinking more expansively about the term of context and culture, culture outside of the school atmosphere, whatever its broader sense, so that people are as interested in the parent of the individual child, the whole context of the individual child is a site to increase this work around literacy and the arts.  We do a lot of home-based literacies.  We really understand the family as its own cultural unit and as another context for obligation.

Barbara Kapinus:  Well, I’m like David.  I think it’s pretty unpredictable.  But some things that I suspect might change, they have to do partly with, I think, changes in the whole context of schooling in this country.  Literacy, to me, is really very close to the heart of schooling.  I think that there will come a time, I don’t know if in the next five years, but we’re already getting to look at how time inside and outside of school is used for learning.  We look at the wider community’s interest in things.

In many of our jobs, we have to report to the office to be at work.  There’s the possibility that you don’t even have to report to the school to be at school in the future, at least part of the time.  An interesting thought for adolescents, we’ve had interesting schedules and others areas of interest.

I also think that the use of space, given that if we think a little bit differently use time, we also can be thinking differently about how we use space.  And where is learning going to take place?  What kinds of activities take place in what setting?  So, that when, they’ve got a new high school recently where it’s a learning community all the time, a whole community.  There are spaces in the high school for students to talk between classes and to go and work on projects together, and things like that.

What does that have to do with literacy?  Well, I think our definition of literacy is going to mean more than just wanting to read a book or write something.  It’s really how do I come together to communicate with other people and how we learn.

The other thing is what it encompases.  We’ve been talking for a long time about the purposes of literacy, but it’s only in little clusters.  So, the notion of literacy is access, it’s potentially something that is looming in the future.  It will not necessarily happen; it depends on how this country goes with respect to a lot of different things.

But, that notion of access is very much tied up in the points that both Vivian and I have made about the identity of individuals and coming to know who they are and what they can do.

Eileen Landay:  Two quick things.  One, we’re going to have an increase in multiple modalities.  Two, kids are not going to stop using literacy.  They’re going to continue to use it for their own purposes.  Whether or not that’s connected to school literacy is entirely up to us.

But, it’s happening more and more.  We just got a new class, two people were prepared to be teachers.  We just produced, yesterday, the face book, which is the book of pictures, addresses, so forth.  Well, it was rather recently, just four years ago, that we added email address.  Now, we’re adding IM screen name.  I was showing this to a colleague of mine yesterday.  He said to me, “What the hell is an IM screen name?”  He’s an old fogie.  The kids are not.  They’re talking to each other.  In fact, they’re sitting in schools, while classes are going on, talking to each other.  That’s literacy.

Doug Herbert:  You can’t underestimate it.  The prevalence of IM among kids, it’s shifting down to the elementary years from the middle school years.  So, get used to it.

I think we have about ten minutes, is that right, Dick?  We want to make sure we get some questions and some dialogue going with our panelists up here.  Who would like to pose some questions?  Marty Skomal from Nebraska.

QUESTIONS TO THE PANEL

Marty Skomal:  A lot of what my experience, listening to your comments was just a whole new dialogue, a whole new vocabulary being introduced to all of us in the audience about literacy and learning to expand our notions of literacy to include these concepts.

Those of us in the arts have our own vocabularies that tie with different art forms, this business of delivering arts education has its own language.  Any reflection on how we can begin the dialogue to integrate some of these concepts, so those of us in the arts can become more aligned with what you’re talking about?

Doug Herbert:  It’s a great question in terms of what we’re doing here today and tomorrow.  Who’d like to help us out?

Eileen Landay:  Use the kids not the technical terminology.

Doug Herbert:  Any thoughts about how to do that?

 Eileen Landay:  I don’t know.  Give us a specific example.

Barbara Kapinus:  Actually, I have a tie in here, Marty.  I’ve been looking at some interesting research on kids and working with metaphor and how metaphor is the entry point for how we think and how we make art and how literacy is gained.  So, maybe you could talk a little bit about that because I think metaphor can lead you into that connection that Marty’s talking about.

David Bloome:  That’s a great question.  I think it might be useful to point out the research of Carol Lee (phonetic) at Northwestern University.  One of the things that Carol has done is work with English teachers in the twelfth grade and look at the metaphors that the students themselves were using in their everyday language and in their own particular jargon of language and their own cultures, to look at how those metaphors and those stylistic kinds of languages can be used for academic learning and helping them bridge and translate that.  So, that here’s a formal literary term, but this is how you call it in your everyday lives.  Then, or to take the everyday term and then you use that as the literary term, in it.

So, I think this notion of looking at metaphors across discipline, across subject matter areas, can indeed be very powerful.  I think that’s very worthwhile.

Doug Herbert:  Kathleen Gaffney from Artsgenesis.
Kathleen Gaffney:  Thank you.  There was, a while ago, a certain path I had learned about called “See It, Say It, Write It, Read It”.  Now, I think some of us in the arts and education field have adopted that as the journey, with the opening part being the see it.  In other words, the encountering of an initial idea, impulse, object, whatever, that we can help the child to free their imagination to encounter, to see it.  Then, to speak about it.  Then to write about it.  Eventually, to read about it.  I was interested in the panel’s response to, is that a really old idea, the See It, Say It, Write It, Read It?

Doug Herbert:  Is it old?  How old is it?

David Bloome:  Well, that particular approach is a very old approach.  But, old, as I keep telling my kids, is not necessarily all that bad.  I think that that speaks more broadly to that general notion of semiotic development as opposed to singular development.  What’s happening there is multiple semiotic systems are coming into play.

More than one follows that language experience program rigidly or not, is probably less the issue.  Probably more the issue is getting students to involve those multi-systems that you spoke about, quite eloquently, in exploring imagination.  But not stopping the exploring of the imagination, we see it, now we’re going to go write it, now we’re going to read it rigidly.  But, each of those steps, that’s where we, again, want to add layers of meaning to it.

In terms of research results, there’s a lot of data about approaches.  Any time anybody says anything they are stepping on a cliff and asking someone to push them over.  Having said that, I’m going to stand on a cliff and you can all push me over if you want.  There are certain things I think we know about instruction and we can eliminate some extraneous on any angle.  But, I think having said that, one of the things we know about approaches is that the ability to engage students is probably more important than the specifics of any particular approach, assume that they all have some of the elements that you all have talked about and what I thought was a very eloquent question.

The research on the Ellie Kreiger approach, going all the way back to the first grade studies which were published in 1972, suggests that when teachers know what they’re doing, when they believe in the approach, it works well for most students.  What’s key is the teacher’s ability to respond to the students as opposed to the teacher’s knowledge of the specific instructional rubric itself.  That seems to go across approaches in many ways.

Doug Herbert:  Let’s push or otherwise add to this discussion.  Let me go to Judith (Conk) and then we’ll go to the back of the room.

Judith Conk:  I was struck this afternoon by Susan Sclafani saying No Child Left Behind doesn’t say anything about the arts not being as important.  I sit on the national adolescence literacy coalition.  We’re about to do work on a tool kit to help people understand the power of the work of the arts in adolescent literacy.  And I’m wondering since you’re arts supporters in this, what kind of message should we be including in our tool kit to help our first audience, which is Title 1 directors nationally, understand the link between arts and literacy?

Eileen Landay:  The tools have to be embedded in purposeful activity.  The kids using the tools have to feel that they’re a part of a relevant and significant community.  I love the tools idea.  But, it’s just like, I have to figure out that I’m a carpenter before I’m going to really know how to use the tools.
Judith Conk:  These aren’t tools for kids.  These are tools for adults to understand the linkage and what’s needed to help adolescents learn.

Eileen Landay:  Okay.  Can you give an example?

Judith Conk:  For example, we found that Title 1 directors across the country who are approving reading grants in schools really don’t understand the components of powerful adolescent learning in literacy.  So, they have asked to understand that better in a tool kit.  So, I want to make sure that the arts are part of that tool kit.

Doug Herbert:  So, is it as simple as putting a tool kit together?  Vivian?

Vivian Gadsden:  I don’t know the tool kit is the answer.  What I will say is this, there are examples, as we’ve said before, of people who can use various mechanisms for arts focus, the photographic project that you all have worked on, which is long standing.  There is a project, and there are examples in places like many cities, particularly larger cities like Philadelphia Please Touch Museum, which is an opportunity, which bases a lot of what they do on connections to literacy quite explicitly.
There are projects, once again, as well.  There is a lovely mural project that has been funded by the city.  There are murals all over the city.  Those murals allow, her name escapes me, by the person who has done an incredible job of connecting high school children with artists who are situated within the city.  It’s really a wonderful educational opportunity to link those.

But, to get examples of where these things have happened and the variety of mechanisms that may help understand the kinds of mechanisms that people have used to conduct these brilliant pieces of work.

Doug Herbert:  One other question…
Richard Luftig:  Well, it’s just that I think there’s one important point that I’d like to make.  That is, I think you need to be tying your research into larger theoretical, larger universal aspects.  For example, I think everybody on this panel owes a debt of gratitude both Maslow and Piaget and Erickson.  

As I heard you speaking, as I heard this gentleman speaking about the 12 research findings he had had, if you took every single one of those and dropped the word literacy and put in any other independent variable, like self-esteem, math or achievement or anything, I think you would find very, very similar research.

What I’m saying is that I think it’s important to take your findings and tie it into the larger universal and theoretical aspects that we’ve been seeing in education for the last 20 or 30 years.

Doug Herbert:  Thank you very much ladies and gentlemen.
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