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Rousseau points out the facility with which children lend them-
selves to our false methods: . . . “The apparent ease with which
children learn is their ruin.”

— JOHN DEWEY

There is no matter what children should learn first, any more
than what leg you should put into your breeches first. Sir, you
may stand disputing which is best to put in first, but in the
meantime your backside is bare. Sir, while you stand consid-
ering which of two things you should teach your child first,
another boy has learn’t ’em both.

— SAMUEL JOHNSON

To be culturally literate is to possess the basic information needed
to thrive in the modern world. The breadth of that information is
great, extending over the major domains of human activity from
sports to science. It is by no means confined to “culture” narrowly
understood as an acquaintance with the arts. Nor is it confined to
one social class. Quite the contrary. Cultural literacy constitutes
the only sure avenue of opportunity for disadvantaged children, the
only reliable way of combating the social determinism that now
condemns them to remain in the same social and educational con-
dition as their parents. That children from poor and illiterate homes
tend to remain poor and illiterate is an unacceptable failure of our
schools, one which has occurred not because our teachers are inept
but chiefly because they are compelled to teach a fragmented cur-
riculum based on faulty educational theories. Some say that our
schools by themselves are powerless to change the cycle of poverty
and illiteracy. I do not agree. They can break the cycle, but only if
they themselves break fundamentally with some of the theories and
practices that education professors and school administrators have
followed over the past fifty years.

xiii
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Although the chief beneficiaries of the educational reforms ad-
vocated in this book will be disadvantaged children, these same
reforms will also enhance the literacy of children from middle-class
homes. The educational goal advocated is that of mature literacy
for all our citizens.

The connection between mature literacy and cultural literacy may
already be familiar to those who have closely followed recent dis-
cussions of education. Shortly after the publication of my essay
“Cultural Literacy,” Dr. William Bennett, then chairman of the
National Endowment for the Humanities and subsequently secre-
tary of education in President Ronald Reagan’s second administra-
tion, championed its ideas. This endorsement from an influential
person of conservative views gave my ideas some currency, but such
an endorsement was not likely to recommend the concept to liberal
thinkers, and in fact the idea of cultural literacy has been attacked
by some liberals on the assumption that I must be advocating a list
of great books that every child in the land should be forced to read.

But those who examine the Appendix to this book will be able
to judge for themselves how thoroughly mistaken such an assump-
tion is. Very few specific titles appear on the list, and they usually
appear as words, not works, because they represent writings that
culturally literate people have read about but haven’t read. Das
Kapital is a good example. Cultural literacy is represented not by
a prescriptive list of books but rather by a descriptive list of the
information actually possessed by literate Americans. My aim in
this book is to contribute to making that information the possession
of all Americans.

The importance of such widely shared information can best be
understood if I explain briefly how the idea of cultural literacy
relates to currently prevailing theories of education. The theories
that have dominated American education for the past fifty years
stem ultimately from Jean Jacques Rousseau, who believed that we
should encourage the natural development of young children and
not impose adult ideas upon them before they can truly understand
them. Rousseau’s conception of education as a process of natural
development was an abstract generalization meant to apply to all
children in any time or place: to French children of the eighteenth
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century or to Japanese or American children of the twentieth cen-
tury. He thought that a child’s intellectual and social skills would
develop naturally without regard to the specific content of educa-
tion. His content-neutral conception of educational development
has long been triumphant in American schools of education and
has long dominated the “developmental,” content-neutral curricula
of our elementary schools.

In the first decades of this century, Rousseau’s ideas powerfully
influenced the educational conceptions of John Dewey, the writer
who has most deeply affected modern American educational theory
and practice. Dewey’s clearest and, in his time, most widely read
book on education, Schools of To-morrow, acknowledges Rousseau
as the chief source of his educational principles. The first chapter
of Dewey’s book carries the telling title “Education as Natural
Development” and is sprinkled with quotations from Rousseau. In
it Dewey strongly seconds Rousseau’s opposition to the mere ac-
cumulation of information.

Development emphasizes the need of intimate and extensive
personal acquaintance with a small number of typical situa-
tions with a view to mastering the way of dealing with the
problems of experience, not the piling up of information.!

Believing that a few direct experiences would suffice to develop
the skills that children require, Dewey assumed that early education
need not be tied to specific content. He mistook a half-truth for the
whole. He placed too much faith in children’s ability to learn general
skills from a few typical experiences and too hastily rejected “the
piling up of information.” Only by piling up specific, communally
shared information can children learn to participate in complex
cooperative activities with other members of their community.

This old truth, recently rediscovered, requires a countervailing
theory of education that once again stresses the importance of spe-
cific information in early and late schooling. The corrective theory
might be described as an anthropological theory of education, be-
cause it is based on the anthropological observation that all human
communities are founded upon specific shared information. Amer-
icans are different from Germans, who in turn are different from
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Japanese, because each group possesses specifically different cultural
knowledge. In an anthropological perspective, the basic goal of
education in a human community is acculturation, the transmission
to children of the specific information shared by the adults of the
group or polis.

Plato, that other great educational theorist, believed that the
specific contents transmitted to children are by far the most im-
portant elements of education. In The Republic he makes Socrates
ask rhetorically, “Shall we carelessly allow children to hear any
casual tales which may be devised by casual persons, and to receive
into their minds ideas for the most part the very opposite of those
which we shall wish them to have when they are grown up?”’ Plato
offered good reasons for being concerned with the specific contents
of schooling, one of them ethical: “For great is the issue at stake,
greater than appears — whether a person is to be good or bad.””?

Time has shown that there is much truth in the durable educa-
tional theories of both Rousseau and Plato. But even the greatest
thinkers, being human, see mainly in one direction at a time, and
no thinkers, however profound, can foresee the future implications
of their ideas when they are translated into social policy. The great
test of social ideas is the crucible of history, which, after a time,
usually discloses a one-sidedness in the best of human generaliza-
tions. History, not superior wisdom, shows us that neither the
content-neutral curriculum of Rousseau and Dewey nor the nar-
rowly specified curriculum of Plato is adequate to the needs of a
modern nation.

Plato rightly believed that it is natural for children to learn an
adult culture, but too confidently assumed that philosophy could
devise the one best culture. (Nonetheless, we should concede to
Plato that within our culture we have an obligation to choose and
promote our best traditions.) On the other side, Rousseau and
Dewey wrongly believed that adult culture is “unnatural” to young
children. Rousseau, Dewey, and their present-day disciples have not
shown an adequate appreciation of the need for transmission of
specific cultural information.

In contrast to the theories of Plato and Rousseau, an anthro-
pological theory of education accepts the naturalness as well as the
relativity of human cultures. It deems it neither wrong nor unnatural
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to teach young children adult information before they fully under-
stand it. The anthropological view stresses the universal fact that
a human group must have effective communications to function
effectively, that effective communications require shared culture,
and that shared culture requires transmission of specific information
to children. Literacy, an essential aim of education in the modern
world, is no autonomous, empty skill but depends upon literate
culture. Like any other aspect of acculturation, literacy requires the
early and continued transmission of specific information. Dewey
was deeply mistaken to disdain “accumulating information in the
form of symbols.””* Only by accumulating shared symbols, and the
shared information that the symbols represent, can we learn to
communicate effectively with one another in our national com-
munity.
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M CHAPTER I

Literacy and
Cultural Literacy

% THE DECLINE OF LITERATE KNOWLEDGE

This book explains why we need to make some very specific edu-
cational changes in order to achieve a higher level of national lit-
eracy. It does not anatomize the literacy crisis or devote many pages
to Scholastic Aptitude Test scores. It does not document at length
what has already been established, that Americans do not read as
well as they should. It takes no position about methods of initial
reading instruction beyond insisting that content must receive as
much emphasis as “skill.” It does not discuss teacher training or
educational funding or school governance. In fact, one of its major
purposes is to break away entirely from what Jeanne S. Chall has
called “the great debate” about methods of reading instruction. It
focuses on what I conceive to be the great hidden problem in Amer-
ican education, and I hope that it reveals this problem so compel-
lingly that anyone who is concerned about American education will
be persuaded by the book’s argument and act upon it.

The standard of literacy required by modern society has been
rising throughout the developed world, but American literacy rates
have not risen to meet this standard. What seemed an acceptable
level in the 1950s is no longer acceptable in the late 1980s, when
only highly literate societies can prosper economically. Much of
Japan’s industrial efficiency has been credited to its almost univer-
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sally high level of literacy. But in the United States, only two thirds
of our citizens are literate, and even among those the average level
is too low and should be raised. The remaining third of our citizens
need to be brought as close to true literacy as possible. Ultimately
our aim should be to attain universal literacy at a very high level,
to achieve not only greater economic prosperity but also greater
social justice and more effective democracy. We Americans have
long accepted literacy as a paramount aim of schooling, but only
recently have some of us who have done research in the field begun
to realize that literacy is far more than a skill and that it requires
large amounts of specific information. That new insight is central
to this book.

Professor Chall is one of several reading specialists who have
observed that “world knowledge” is essential to the development
of reading and writing skills.! What she calls world knowledge 1
call cultural literacy, namely, the network of information that all
competent readers possess. It is the background information, stored
in their minds, that enables them to take up a newspaper and read
it with an adequate level of comprehension, getting the point, grasp-
ing the implications, relating what they read to the unstated context
which alone gives meaning to what they read. In describing the
contents of this neglected domain of background information, I try
to direct attention to a new opening that can help our schools make
the significant improvement in education that has so far eluded us.
The achievement of high universal literacy is the key to all other
fundamental improvements in American education.

Why is literacy so important in the modern world? Some of the
reasons, like the need to fill out forms or get a good job, are so
obvious that they needn’t be discussed. But the chief reason is broader.
The complex undertakings of modern life depend on the cooper-
ation of many people with different specialties in different places.
Where communications fail, so do the undertakings. (That is the
moral of the story of the Tower of Babel.) The function of national
literacy is to foster effective nationwide communications. Our chief
instrument of communication over time and space is the standard
national language, which is sustained by national literacy. Mature
literacy alone enables the tower to be built, the business to be well
managed, and the airplane to fly without crashing. All nationwide
communications, whether by telephone, radio, TV, or writing are
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fundamentally dependent upon literacy, for the essence of literacy
is not simply reading and writing but also the effective use of the
standard literate language. In Spain and most of Latin America the
literate language is standard written Spanish. In Japan it is standard
written Japanese. In our country it is standard written English.

Linguists have used the term “standard written English” to de-
scribe both our written and spoken language, because they want
to remind us that standard spoken English is based upon forms that
have been fixed in dictionaries and grammars and are adhered to
in books, magazines, and newspapers. Although standard written
English has no intrinsic superiority to other languages and dialects,
its stable written forms have now standardized the oral forms of
the language spoken by educated Americans.? The chief function
of literacy is to make us masters of this standard instrument of
knowledge and communication, thereby enabling us to give and re-
ceive complex information orally and in writing over time and space.
Advancing technology, with its constant need for fast and complex
communications, has made literacy ever more essential to commerce
and domestic life. The literate language is more, not less, central in
our society now than it was in the days before television and the
silicon chip.

The recently rediscovered insight that literacy is more than a skill
is based upon knowledge that all of us unconsciously have about
language. We know instinctively that to understand what somebody
is saying, we must understand more than the surface meanings of
words; we have to understand the context as well. The need for
background information applies all the more to reading and writing.
To grasp the words on a page we have to know a lot of information
that isn’t set down on the page.

Consider the implications of the following experiment described
in an article in Scientific American.®> A researcher goes to Harvard
Square in Cambridge, Massachusetts, with a tape recorder hidden
in his coat pocket. Putting a copy of the Boston Globe under his
arm, he pretends to be a native. He says to passers-by, “How do
you get to Central Square?” The passers-by, thinking they are ad-
dressing a fellow Bostonian, don’t even break their stride when they
give their replies, which consist of a few words like “First stop on
the subway.”

The next day the researcher goes to the same spot, but this time
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he presents himself as a tourist, obviously unfamiliar with the city.
“I’m from out of town,” he says. “Can you tell me how to get to
Central Square?” This time the tapes show that people’s answers
are much longer and more rudimentary. A typical one goes, “Yes,
well you go down on the subway. You can see the entrance over
there, and when you get downstairs you buy a token, put it in the
slot, and you go over to the side that says Quincy. You take the
train headed for Quincy, but you get off very soon, just the first
stop is Central Square, and be sure you get off there. You’ll know
it because there’s a big sign on the wall. It says Central Square.”
And so on.

Passers-by were intuitively aware that communication between
strangers requires an estimate of how much relevant information
can be taken for granted in the other person. If they can take a lot
for granted, their communications can be short and efficient, subtle
and complex. But if strangers share very little knowledge, their
communications must be long and relatively rudimentary.

In order to put in perspective the importance of background
knowledge in language, 1 want to connect the lack of it with our
recent lack of success in teaching mature literacy to all students.
The most broadly based evidence about our teaching of literacy
comes from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).
This nationwide measurement, mandated by Congress, shows that
between 1970 and 1980 seventeen-year-olds declined in their ability
to understand written materials, and the decline was especially strik-
ing in the top group, those able to read at an “advanced” level.*
Although these scores have now begun to rise, they remain alarm-
ingly low. Still more precise quantitative data have come from the
scores of the verbal Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). According to
John B. Carroll, a distinguished psychometrician, the verbal SAT
is essentially a test of “advanced vocabulary knowledge,” which
makes it a fairly sensitive instrument for measuring levels of liter-
acy. It is well known that verbal SAT scores have declined dra-
matically in the past fifteen years, and though recent reports have
shown them rising again, it is from a very low base. Moreover,
performance on the verbal SAT has been slipping steadily at the
top. Ever fewer numbers of our best and brightest students are
making high scores on the test.



