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Literacy is a loaded word. Literacy is a misunderstood word. Literacy is a highly undervalued, underestimated word. Literacy is a word that I, however, refuse to overlook. Literacy is a word that I hope to intricately unravel and discern. Literacy is the word that gives me the knowledge, as well as the power to do so. 


In its most general sense, literacy involves reading and writing skills, and in turn, being “literate” typically means that a person is at an adequate level of both reading and writing for their grade level. However, in my opinion, literacy is much, much more complex than that. Au contraire, it is a word that evokes many meanings, and is a concept that is both multilayered and multifaceted, and that undoubtedly deserves a great deal of attention.


As educational researchers Carol D. Lee and Anika Spartley (2010) explain in their article, “Reading in the Disciplines: The Challenges of Adolescent Literacy,” “the ability to comprehend written texts is not a static of fixed ability, but rather one that involves a dynamic relationship between the demands of texts and the prior knowledge and goals of readers” (p. 3). In other words, literacy is a rather abstract term, and is something that we constantly construct, and continuously develop as we reach higher levels of personal growth and/or education. As the article also entails, the principal difference between elementary school and secondary education is the difference between “learning to read,” and “reading to learn” (Lee & Spartley, 2010, p. 2). To me, “reading to learn” involves reading between the lines, and grappling with a text’s deeper meaning rather than simply understanding the words on the page, and is therefore precisely the type of literacy that I hope to instill in my future students. 


In my opinion, literacy in a secondary classroom should involve teaching students how to foster critical, and deeper thinking, reading, and writing skills. Literacy means becoming engaged in reading, and teaching students how to question what is imposed upon them in textbooks, and then providing them with ways and opportunities to translate their ideas into their written work. As noted literary scholar, educator, and author Cris Tovani (2000) tells us, “reading must be about thinking and constructing meaning” (p. 17). Furthermore, in her book, Do I Really Have to Teach Reading, she continues to assert that literacy is about helping students discover what she has coined their “conversational” voice, a voice which talks back, argues, or agrees with an author (Tovani, 2004, p. 62). It is an incredibly “active” voice that consistently constructs meaning(s) from readings (Tovani, 2004, p. 62). Thus, from my point of view, effective literacy instruction teaches and encourages students to make use of this “conversational” voice, think critically, ask questions, and delve into the text while reading in between the lines. These are all attributes of “good readers.” In addition, Tovani (2004) also tells us that good reading is far too often equated with fast reading. On the contrary, she asserts, “good readers adjust their pace as they read, good readers find significance in what they are reading, they give themselves a purpose for reading” (Tovani, 2004, p. 51). Therefore, it is our job as educators to both help students to turn on this this “conversational” voice, and also to explicitly detail a purpose for reading that will resonate with them. As she explains, “...students will find their own connections to our context only if we teach them to read purposefully, talking back to the text and sorting through the information as they read” (Tovani, 2004, p. 65). Social commentator and educator Suzanne Plaut (2009) shares a similar sentiment in that she contends that being “truly literate” means that students, “not only observe but comprehend, and not only comprehend but evaluate or take a critical stance; when they ask about the author’s or source’s bias and viewpoints, note which voices are silenced and discounted, examine issues from alternative perspectives, and take action on the basis of what they have learned” (p. 1). I honestly could not agree more.


As a hopeful future secondary education instructor, I feel as though I have an obligation to prepare students to be citizens of the “real world.” Thus, I fervently agree with Plaut (2009) as she stresses in her article “The Right to Literacy in Secondary Schools: Creating a Culture of Thinking,” that “literacy should be seen as a duty” (p. 1). Literacy should be viewed, she continues, as a “collaborative process, a dialogue” (Plaut, 2009, p. 1). I too would argue that literacy should always involve conversation, both internal and external, and should strive to engage students in deeper, metacognitive thought, a skill that should remain with students long after they leave my classroom, or any other. This type of literacy is meant to provoke action in students, and allow them to begin to pave their way in the world, whatever that may be, for as Plaut (2009) asserts, “education is meaningless if it does not increase the student’s ability to use his or her intelligence to make sense of and engage with the world” (p. 1). Thus, from my perspective, promoting literacy is essential in that it is a way to foster these deeper, critical, and analytical thinking, reading, and writing skills that lead students to achieve whatever it is they aim to do, and whichever career and life path they choose to take. In this way, Plaut (2009) elaborates, “literacy is a “gateway” to learning, leading, and active citizenship” (p. 4).  


Moreover, one of the main problems with equating literacy to simply reading and writing is that it negates its importance in subject areas in which reading and writing do not seem to be pertinent or relevant. However, as Cris Tovani (2004) explains, literacy should be taken rather seriously, and needs to be a focus for all teachers, no matter what subject they teach. As she stresses, “the problem is that if language arts and English teachers are the only ones teaching reading, students aren’t going to learn how to read different types of texts” (Tovani, 2004, p. 25). What this then means is that every educator has a responsibility to consider what literacy means in their own classrooms, as it should and needs to be taken seriously by each and every educator, across all grade levels, and across all content areas.


Of course, I am certainly no exception to this rule. As a hopeful future secondary educator of the French language, there are a plethora of aspects of the word “literacy,” that I take into consideration. For instance, I must look at literacy from even the most elementary, basic level, as I will presumably be teaching students who will have little or no knowledge of French before setting foot into my classroom. Thus, in a way, it may seem as though I get to start from scratch with these students, so to speak. However, I would argue that this is not necessarily the case. Although I will be teaching students how to read, write, and speak in a new language, I must also base my lesson plans on the language that my students do speak, which for all intents and purposes, I will consider to be English. Therefore, I must approach my lesson plans in a way that is very similar to all other content teachers; I must take into consideration each student’s background knowledge. A strong foundation in ones own language, I would contend, is the first step to learning a new one. As the ELL researchers and experts Riches and Geenesee (2006) relay, “strong literacy skills in a native language are likely to transfer to English” (as cited in “Urgent but Overlooked: The Literacy Crisis Among Adolescent English Language Learners,” 2007,  p. 2). However, I would also stress that the relationship works reciprocally as well. That is to say that learning a foreign language also strengthens ones own understanding of their primary language. I have seen this through my own experience, and testify to the fact that through French, my reading, writing, speaking, and overall analytical skills in English have improved immensely. I feel as though often times many people view foreign language as a mere addition to one’s resumé, or as a “fluff” elective. However, as scholars Biancarosa and Snow (2004) illustrate, “all struggling adolescent readers, whatever their first language, tend to benefit from intensive, explicit, ongoing instruction in reading-comprehension strategies and vocabulary development” (as cited in “Urgent but Overlooked: The Literacy Crisis Among Adolescent English Language Learners,” 2007, p. 2). I would correspondingly assert that those who view foreign language education as a simple “extra” discount the fact that many of the teaching strategies used to become fluent in a foreign language can also simultaneously improve literacy in an individual’s native tongue as well. Thus, foreign language is not, and should not be seen as a mere trivial elective as it undoubtedly has the potential of improving students’ literacy in the same way as any other “core” class. 


Furthermore, researchers Echevarria, Short (2002), and Powers (2006) reveal that “reading and writing are mutually reinforcing skills for ELLs just as they are for native English speakers” (as cited in “Urgent but Overlooked: The Literacy Crisis Among Adolescent English Language Learners,” 2007, p. 2). Similarly, I would argue, the same can be said in foreign language classrooms. Although I may not necessarily be teaching ELL students (although I very well could be as well), I will be teaching secondary language learners, or “SLL” students whose literacy skills will be reinforced in much of the same way as they would in any classroom through the use of reading and writing. With that being said, the ultimate goal in foreign language education is to improve students’ reading, writing, speaking, and conversational skills in the foreign language with the hope that they will eventually be considered “fluent.” Obviously, as most students will have presumably had minimal exposure to this foreign language, this takes several years to accomplish, and is not an easy feat by any means. Thus, foreign language educators obviously have to start on a much simpler level, working students up to the skills needed for fluid, and grammatically correct reading and writing skills. The way to reach these more advanced skills in a foreign language is, of course, by teaching students to conjugate essential verbs, working through many, many, many grammatical rules and sentence structures, and last but certainly not least, through the use of effective vocabulary instruction. 


Vocabulary instruction in foreign language classrooms is, without question, absolutely vital. As Lily Wong Fillmore and Catherine E. Snow (2009) authors of What Teachers Need to Know About Language demonstrate in their article, “Syntax, Vocab, and Knowledge Structures,” “the more words students know, and the more they know about words, the more they can learn” (p. 48). Specifically in foreign language, vocabulary comprehension gives meanings to words in the most basic sense, thereby allowing students to later make connections between words, or better understand the meaning of a complicated sentence. Learning a variety of vocabulary words opens new doors for students, and allows them to eventually be able to approach challenging texts in this initially unfamiliar tongue, use them in conversations, as well as in their writing. Learning vocabulary makes these words transform from being foreign, for lack of a better word, to familiar. Furthermore, as former teacher, researcher, and author Janet Allen (1999) explains in her book, Words, Words, Words, “new words need to be integrated into the learner’s prior knowledge, repeated in multiple contexts, and used in meaningful ways” (p. 34). This is of course true in every subject area, but arguably even more so in the realm of foreign language. Therefore, my job as a future educator is to make sure that I incorporate vocabulary repeatedly in a number of different ways in order to make sure that the definitions stick. This can certainly be done by giving examples of cognates, and through basic memorization, but also just as adequately through games. For example, one idea that I imagine using in my future classrooms is playing an educational version of hot potato using vocabulary words. I envision my students standing in a large circle, and throwing a ball around while repeating a particular vocabulary word first in English, and then in French until the music turns off. Thus, they would be physically and actively engaged in the game, while simultaneously making the connection between the particular word in English, and its equivalent in French. I see this as a potentially entertaining way to incorporate vocabulary instruction into my classroom. Moreover, in my opinion, generally speaking, most people wrongly assume that foreign language can only introduce students to what Fillmore and Snow (2009) have termed “Tier 1,” or basic, simple, “everyday” vocabulary words (p. 49). However, foreign language can also deeply unravel and bring deeper meanings to certain vocabulary words. For example, vocabulary can be used to strengthen understandings of important historical moments and movements in French culture, such as the French Revolution. By examining words such as la liberté, l’égalité, la fraternité (liberty, equality, fraternity), which became the motto of the rebellion, and is still the ideological basis of the current French regime, students can first discern the meanings of the words through dictionary definitions. However, by reading about the French Revolution, and using charts such as the Frayer (1969) model, for example, which asks students to first define the term, describe its characteristics, give examples of the idea the term represents, as well as non-examples, students can begin to develop deeper understandings of the significance of these three words to the French culture both in history and today (as found on TE 302 Angel site, spring 2013). Through further exploration, that is, these words become Tier 2, “academic” words, or even “technical” and “content specific” Tier 3 words, as they become synonymous within the context of the French Revolution (Fillmore & Snow, 2009, p. 49). Therefore, it is more than possible for students to build deeper understandings and utilize critical thinking skills in even introductory foreign language classes.


Furthermore, not only does learning about the French Revolution, or any important movement over the course of French history help to develop students’ vocabulary literacy, it also strengthens their understanding of the chaotic world around them; it expands upon their cultural knowledge, their cultural literacy. Therefore, those who view foreign language education as a superfluous subject area that does not benefit students in the ways that other classes can conveniently overlook, discount, and disregard the importance of culture, a quintessential part of every foreign language classroom. A direct focus on cultural studies in foreign language classrooms allows students to have a better appreciation and understanding of diversity, which is of great importance, because, as professor and scholar Arlette Ingram Willis (2000) tells us, “enrollment of students who are culturally and linguistically different from what is considered mainstream U.S. culture will continue to increase” (p. 1). She also stresses that, “for instruction to be successful, educators must spend time developing their understanding of literacy instruction as well as their awareness of their students’ cultures, backgrounds, and experiences” (Willis, 2000, p. 1). This means that I have a responsibility to study my various students’ cultures on my own, and find ways to include their cultures in my classroom. That can mean that students will not be interested in learning about other cultures that do not incorporate their own, or at least put them into conversation. As urban-school educator and noted author Gregory Michie (2009) contends in his book, Holler if You Hear Me, this can also lead to student confusion about their own “ethnic identities,” as it did in his own classroom, for as he details,  “history books routinely omitted their ancestor’s stories, and if they were included, they were often portrayed as villains or victims-mere bumps in the road toward a Euro-American manifest destiny” (p. 80). That is to say, their cultures were left out, making them feel that they were forced to conform in order to be deemed intelligent, or “American.” As Lourdes, one of the many students that Michie (2009) gives a voice to in his book, asserts “you don’t get other people’s stories. They just narrow it all down to one side...Teachers need to make it more of a discussion instead of just learning all these facts, page by page, and book by book” (p. 97). Thus, as a future French educator, I plan on bringing in what English teacher and author Judith Baker (2010) has coined students’ “home languages and cultures,” and comparing them to the French language and culture in many ways (p. 52). For instance, all foreign education teachers are all but forced to teach grammar in relation to English. However, I see no issue in also comparing American, Spanish, or any other type of slang to that of French slang, or argot, as it is called, before or while discussing formal grammar rules. Why not compare French rap to American, Spanish, or other forms of hip hop? I will more than encourage comparisons of the French Revolution, for example, to that of the American and Haitian Revolution, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Arab Spring, just to name a few. I am in complete agreement with Judith Baker (2010) as she proclaims, “I am convinced that high school students can achieve a deep and personal understanding of the most academic and formal varieties of English if it is separated from the trappings which demean their own culture” (p. 61). The same can also be said for students who are learning a foreign language; there seems to be an abundance of evidence revealing that students will be better motivated to learn formal French grammar, and about French culture, for example, if their own “home languages,” and cultures are respected and incorporated. “By bringing local and vernacular literacies into the classroom,” cultural literacy researcher Elite Ben-Yosef (2003) tells us, “we can validate the voices of all of our students. Building bridges between home and school literacies ensures a meaningful educational experience for all students” (p. 82). I want nothing more than for my student’s voices to be heard, and respected, and for their cultural identities to be at the forefront of my classroom. 


Furthermore, I stand firm in the belief that in order to achieve in improving literacy to the highest potential, students must be engaged, interested, and drawn in by what they are learning. One way of doing so, is, as I have already tried to demonstrate, is by studying Francophone culture in relation to their own. Another effective way to do so is by combining both cultural and visual literacy. “Visual literacy,” university researchers Jennifer Roswell, Cheryl McLean, and Mary Hamilton (2012) explain, “refers to the ability to make meaning from information in the form of the image” (p. 444). Interestingly enough, they also entail, “for people who do not use written language fluently, the fact that images can be used in symbolic ways in the classroom would be an empowering idea” (Hamilton, McLean, & Roswell, 2012, p. 446). As many of my students may not be entirely able to express their opinions in French through the use of writing, visual literacy, through the use of art work, music videos, YouTube videos, and films can undoubtedly be an excellent tool for improving student’s listening skills in the foreign language, and can also translate into better speaking and conversational skills as a result. In this way, students would be able to actually see many of the mannerisms and vocal tones of native French speakers that would not otherwise be possible without the use of the visual. At the same time, the authors elaborate, “the visual can be systematically and purposefully harnessed as a reflection on identity, a way to connect in and out of school literacies, and a way to develop critical readers of texts” (Hamilton, McLean & Roswell, 2012, p. 445). In other words, visual literacy can make way for analysis of cultural literacy, as well as deeper thinking and questioning skills. For example, my students could analyze music videos by studying the lyrics, and comparing them to popular songs and themes of popular music in the United States, or around the world. I could create entire lesson plans around movies such as Les Intouchables (the Untouchables), which is an incredibly touching, highly acclaimed French film that illustrates and calls into question issues of racial and social prejudice. The movie is about a Senegalese man who has been in and out of jail throughout his entire life, and who is, to his own astonishment, hired by a wealthy, well-educated, handicapped French man to be his assistant. The film’s narrative highlights the ways in which stereotypes about North Africans still exist in France, as well as the fact that racism is still a very relevant global issue, while also illustrating that once we look past these generalizations, genuine understandings and friendships can be formed, as becomes the case with the two main protagonists in this particular movie. Through films such as Les Intouchables, I can combine vocabulary instruction of words such as racism, and stereotypes, for example, and cultural literacies, through the examination of the ways in which racism and stereotypes manifest themselves in our society, all through the use of the visual. Thus, in this way, the agglomeration of vocabulary, cultural, and visual literacies act in a reinforcing fashion, allowing students to further develop overall language competence, as well as fundamental critical, analytical, and introspective skills. 


Literacy is an elaborate, complex word. Literacy is a word that involves reading and writing. Literacy is a word that develops language skills and understandings. Literacy is a word that expands vocabulary. Literacy is a word that provides students with the power to think deeply and meaningfully about themselves and the world around them. Literacy is a word that leads to introspective, metacognitive thinking. Literacy is a word that goes beyond the surface. Literacy is a word that allows students to see past the obvious. Literacy is a word that studies cultures. Literacy is a word that fuels debates. Literacy is a word that challenges and combats stereotypes. Literacy is a word that gives students a voice, as well as a way of letting it be heard. Literacy is a word that opens doors. Literacy is the word that will always be the very focus, and at the very core of my classroom. 
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