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Literacy 

• An educational ‘buzz word’ – computer 
literacy, maths literacy, academic literacy . . .  

• ‘Academic literacy’ widely used in relation to 
language, reading, writing and so on 



Literacy: Meaning One 

• The ability to encode and decode sounds into 
print 

• The sound [b] becomes the symbol ‘B’ or ‘b’ 
(and vice versa) 

• The sound [a] becomes the symbol ‘A’ or ‘a’ 

• The sound [t] becomes the symbol ‘T’ or ‘t’ 

• ‘b’ + ‘a’ + ‘t’ becomes ‘bat’ – signifying 
something we use to play cricket 



Literacy: Meaning Two 

• A disposition or willingness to read and write  
certain kinds of things in certain ways 

• A disposition to use language in certain kinds 
of ways for certain purposes 

• A disposition which is developed in social 
contexts and which relates to who we are 



An example 

• In my academic identity, I read academic texts 
(books, journal articles) 

• In my ‘home’ identity, I read detective novels, 
cookery books, bills . . .  

• I don’t read magazines (except at the 
doctor’s!) 

• I read an academic text differently to the way I 
read a novel or a cookery book 



Literacies 

• What I am prepared to read and how I read is 
related to what I think is important or valuable 

• Literacies are value-laden 

• They are related to identity 

• They are not a set of skills 

• We acquire them over time 



Academic literacy 

• Based on values about what can count as 
knowledge and how that knowledge can be 
known 

• Is knowledge in the school the same as 
knowledge in the university?  



Language and Literacy 

• Kids from broken homes turn to crime 

• Children from broken homes turn to crime 

• Children from homes where the primary relationship has 
been disrupted turn to crime 

• Children from homes were the primary relationship has been 
disrupted tend to become involved in petty crime such as 
shoplifting 

• Children from households were the primary relationship has 
been disrupted tend to become involved in petty crimes such 
as shoplifting (Dlamini & van Dyk, 2007) 

 



Language and Literacy 

• 5mls of the solution were titrated and heated 
to . . .  

• I titrated 5 mls of the solution and heated . . .  



Schools and universities 

• Literacies are related to values and identities 

• Acquiring a literacy requires profound 
personal change (for learners, for students) 

• It’s not simply a matter of learning some 
‘skills’ 

• How do we support learners and students in 
acquiring the literacies they need?  



At school  

• Teaching learners to encode and decode is not 
enough 

• We need to support them in finding reasons 
to read and write in contexts where those 
reasons may not be obvious 

• We need to question some of what we do as 
teachers – and not appropriate ‘literacy’ to 
cover what we have always done 



At universities 

• Academic literacy is a goal not a starting point 

• Literacy development needs to make clear the 
values underpinning language use and reading 
and writing 

• It needs to take place in the disciplines 


