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Introduction

This essay explores literacy – its nature and relevance.  The exploration is anchored on a subset of the multifaceted nature of literacy.  Firstly, literacy relates to society.  Secondly, it is both functional and contextual.  Thirdly, it is multidimensional in terms of contexts and abilities.  Implications on teaching are explored, with emphasis on subject-specific teaching – mathematics, in particular.
Finally, national literacy is discussed.  The Australian government makes it clear that literacy is an education priority, raising the notion of a “national literacy crisis”.  This is explored in the light of preceding deliberations.  It will be concluded that whether or not there is a crisis, aligning literacy efforts with the demands of society is imperative.
Literacy relates to society
There are numerous meanings attributed to literacy (Christie & Misson 1998, Groundwater-Smith et al. 2001, O’Toole 2003).  Nonetheless, literacy is commonly understood as the ability to read, write, and speak in order to effectively participate in, and contribute to, society (DEST 1998, NSWDET 1999, Yaxley 2002).  
Society’s innate dynamism is mirrored in the multiple definitions of literacy, and consequential shifts in pedagogy – (Anstey & Bull 1996, Christie & Misson 1998, Turbill 2002).  For centuries,   alphabet familiarity was sufficient to be considered literate.   Societal changes – such as suffrage, increased modes of communication, proliferation of multi-media information – all demand expanding literacy skills to survive and thrive.  It is no longer enough to merely know the alphabet or deal with printed text.  It is no longer enough to teach just phonics (Anstey & Bull 1996, Turbill 2002).
Conversely, literacy shapes society (Alvermann 2001, Turbill 2002).   Further study, most jobs, and civic responsibilities like voting and jury duty require various literacy skills. In fact, research shows that those who score well in literacy tests tend to pursue higher education and get higher wages (Leigh 2005).  Literacy has obvious impacts on economics, justice, health, innovations and technology, at least.
Literacy is functional and contextual

Literacy as the ability to apply language skills in the context of society reflects a functional and contextual nature (O’Toole 2003).   Literacy is influenced by contexts (Anstey & Bull 1996) shaped by the interplay of field, tenor, and mode variables (Unsworth 2001).  In other words, literacy depends on the manifold combinations of contextual variables – what is communicated (field), between whom (tenor), and in what manner (mode).  
Functional literacy differs in tenor contexts: family, peers, school, national, or global communities.  Literacy also differs in field contexts: culture, recognised disciplines, and technology.  Literacy demands further vary in mode contexts: print, digital, text, images, sound, film, movement, etc.   These contextual literacies are considered literacies in their own right, that is to say, metaphors of the functional and contextual nature of literacy (O’Toole 2003).  To have technology literacy is to be functionally literate in technology; to have subject-specific literacy is to be functionally literate in that subject; and so forth.
Functional literacy is contextualised in society.   To thrive in an ever-changing society and contexts, one has to be equipped with adaptable and multiple literacy skills; an apt segue to the notion of multiliteracies.

Literacy is multidimensional

Multiliteracies can be viewed in two ways: (1) in terms of contexts as discussed above (Christie & Misson 1998, Groundwater-Smith et al. 2001, Turbill 2002), and (2) in terms of abilities (Unsworth 2001).  Making this distinction is worthwhile to explore literacy’s multidimensionality. 

Firstly and as discussed, multiliteracies exist in terms of literacies in multiple contexts, resulting from the variations in field, tenor, and mode.  For example, visual and cultural literacies operate in appreciating art in print or electronic media.
Secondly, multiliteracies exist in terms of abilities.  The Curriculum Areas Multiliteracies and Learning (CAMAL) framework (Unsworth 2001, 2002) names these as recognition, reproduction, and reflection literacies. Recognition and reproduction literacies comprise functional literacy. Reflection literacy is also referred to as critical literacy (Alvermann 2001, Anstey & Bull 1996, Christie & Misson 1998) – the ability to delve deeper and broader through metacognition and metasemiotics.  Indeed, familiarity precedes the ability to write in various genres and to critically evaluate how contextual variables are manipulated by information-wielders (Unsworth 2002).  Furthermore, abilities vary according to contexts (Unsworth 2002).  Students may ably produce experiential narratives but not necessarily produce fictional narratives, much less critique an environmental health report.  Reader as de-coder requires recognition literacy but a reader as text-analyst demands reflection literacy (DEST 1999, Turbill 2002).
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Figure 1 illustrates that literacy exists in multiple contexts and engages multiple skills such that to be multiliterate is to be truly literate.  This multidimensional – vis-à-vis the functional/contextual, and social – nature of literacy have pedagogical implications.       
Literacy, Teaching, and Learning

It can be said that language applied – or literacy – mediates learning (Cobb, 1988; Ellerton & Clements, 1992).  In terms of the triptych of language and literacy (TLL) (Halliday 1979 cited in Anstey & Bull 1996), this is learning through literacy.  Since application presumes knowledge – in TLL terms, learning of is necessary to learn through literacy.  If literacy makes learning happen, can it also make learning happen better?  In TLL terms, can learning about literacy enrich learning?  A look at subject-specific literacy may show that consideration of literacy and its nature can be leveraged to enhance learning.  
Subject-specific literacy is a literacy metaphor (O’Toole 2003), meaning functional literacy in the context of a given subject (Cambourne, 1992); say mathematics – with its jargon, rules, and concepts.  Literacy in mathematics entails learning the mathematical context, best taught by a teacher knowledgeable in mathematics (AAMT 2002, NSWIT 2005).  Current mathematics pedagogy further involves contextualisation of the abstract concepts to foster numeracy (BOS 2003, MCEETYA 2000) – thereby reflecting the multidimensional nature of literacy. Thus, it is perhaps possible to leverage what is known about literacy to enhance subject-specific learning.  This involves a few principles.
Firstly, the social and the functional/contextual nature must be acknowledged. The BOS mathematics syllabus (2003) outlines conceptual as well as working mathematically outcomes typifying literacy like questioning, communicating, reasoning, and reflecting.  Consider the concept of ‘parallel lines will never intersect’.  This can be learned through different fields: science, visual arts, and modes: exposition, physical experimentation, and/or use of the Geometer Sketchpad® software.  Moreover, tenor can be varied: judicious shifting from transmissive to facilitative teaching and promoting peer interaction, which is highly-beneficial since learning from peers facilitates a much higher learning retention rate than lectures (Andrew Fuller, cognitive psychologist, pers. comm., 17 April 2005).  
Secondly, both views of multiliteracies must be acknowledged (Anstey & Bull 1996, Turbill 2002).  As mentioned, relevance is heightened when mathematics is taught in contexts familiar to the students such as sports, multi-media, or entertainment.  Mathematics also engages recognition, reproduction, and reflection literacies. Students must have the ability to use appropriate genres to prove theorems, create and evaluate mathematical data, or even communicate with peers in cooperative learning tasks.  Apropos, it is accepted that there are inconsistencies in schools nationally (DEST 2004).  It is likely that not all functional literacy skills needed in secondary schooling have been learnt in primary school or in secondary English.  Employing these literacies entails explicit teaching of and about literacy even in subject-specific teaching.  
Thirdly, it must also be acknowledged that contextual variables affect learner variables such as motivation, self-esteem and engagement (Alvermann 2001, Marsh 2002).  For example, field: not all kids are interested in sports; tenor: not all kids like to work in heterogenous groups; mode: some kids work better with hypertext than printed text.  Knowing about literacy and consequential effects on students mitigate the risk of their demotivation and disengagement through flexible pedagogy (Anstey & Bull 1996), and is, therefore, characteristic of an effective teacher (AAMT 2002).
Effective integration of literacy, cognizant of the principles above and the attendant flexibility in pedagogy to value learner diversity (AAMT 2002), leads to effective teaching of mathematics. Furthermore, assessment of learning is better informed in isolating literacy, mathematical, and learner variable issues. Is the problem with reading, writing, and communicating and to what degree (re: recognition, reproduction, and reflection literacies)?  Is the problem with deficiency in conceptual knowledge (field), communication protocols (tenor), or the choice of medium (mode)?  Is the problem with motivation and engagement? Effective assessments lead to effective teaching (BOS 2002).

Discussion of subject-specific literacy is not complete without differentiating literacy demands in and out of school.  The world outside of school is rarely neatly categorised into specific disciplines, often calling for multi-disciplinary knowledge (Groundwater-Smith et al. 2001).  In fact, the real world often presents multiple options that require multiliteracies to make informed decisions.  For instance, on the democratic practice of voting, decisions should critically consider policies on health, education, economy, environment, and international relations, among others; most policies contain numerical data.  In this case, mathematical knowledge is not enough; knowing how mathematical concepts are applied in the stated contexts is vital; that is literacy in these other contexts.  Furthermore, further study or employment also requires diverse literacy skills to get in and stay in (Rach 2002).  Notwithstanding the fact that literacy shifts with society and therefore needs continuous learning, a solid foundation on multiliteracies must be built throughout the mandatory school years if every citizen is to participate effectively in society.  
In summary, literacy is intricately linked to teaching, learning, and assessment – in any subject. This has time, effort, and skill implications. With an ever-growing curriculum, subject-specific teachers may focus on contextual knowledge and relegate literacy teaching to English teachers.  Furthermore, the ability to effectively teach literacy presumes competence in it (Anstey & Bull 1996).    Balancing learner diversity with flexible pedagogy in subject-specific teaching – through literacy – must be informed by on-going strategic professional development (Rowe 2003).  Indeed, there is a significant increase in the literacy demands in school mathematics and whilst in keeping with the literacy demands of society, some cohorts are inadvertently disadvantaged (Rowe 2003).  
It is encouraging that there are national initiatives addressing pre-service and in-service professional development and the consistency in all schools (DEST 1998, 2004).   This is a pertinent prelude to the government’s literacy agenda.

The Government’s Literacy Crisis
As mentioned earlier, literacy shapes society – with wide-ranging implications.  It is in the nation’s best interest to have literate citizens, especially in the multiliteracies sense.  A few perspectives are discussed below to see if raising the notion of a ‘national literacy crisis’ is warranted.
Current assessments show Australians have a high literacy average nationally and internationally (MCEETYA 2003, PISA 2000, 2003); no literacy crisis here. Nonetheless, this average is pulled up by the performance of middle-class English-speaking girls; boys, non-English background (LBOTE), English-as-Second-Language (ESL), and indigenous students do not perform as well (Rothman 2002, Rowe 2003).  Analysts attribute this to socio-economic conditions, gender differences, school structure and notably teacher quality (PISA 2003, Rothman 2002, Rowe 2003).   The typical literacy demands in school appear to result in disengagement of the disadvantaged cohorts specified above, particularly boys and indigenous students (Rothman 2002, Rowe 2003).  If there is no crisis now, there will be one if this trend continues. 
Longitudinal surveys show that literacy trends are generally stable, with marginal increase in some (girls and LBOTE) and widening gaps between cohorts (Rothman 2002).  Economically-speaking, the government spending on education has increased significantly over time without much gain in literacy, even a decline in some respects (Leigh 2005, Turbill 2002).   Any organisation that doubles investments with no visible Return on Investments (ROI) may very well treat this as a crisis.

The national literacy benchmarks for Years 3, 5, and 7 shows a progression in functional literacy focusing on reading, writing, and spelling (MCEETYA 2000). The national goals for schooling mention visual, information and technology, and cultural literacies (MCEETYA 1999) and though addressed in programs (MCEETYA 2003), have no actual benchmarks or formal assessments.  Focusing on the traditional language-based literacy inadvertently trivialises multiliteracies required to thrive in society (Unsworth 2002).  If there is a crisis, it cannot be confirmed or denied due to lack of appropriate benchmarks (Leigh 2005).

Teacher quality is a big factor in the learning achieved in schools (Rowe 2003).  As instruments of learning, teachers are integral to the success of the government’s literacy agenda.   However, it appears that the notion of a ‘national literacy crisis’ is deemed manufactured to exercise control over schools and curtail pedagogy (Groundwater-Smith et al. 2001, Turbill 2002).  Rather than a partnership, the view is that of a dictatorship.  The new National Inquiry into Literacy Teaching (DEST 2005) will perhaps not go down very well.  A disjunction between the strategists (government) and the implementers (teachers) can very well lead to a crisis; as previously mentioned, parallel lines will never intersect.  
Conclusion

Literacy is relevant in the classroom and in society.  Whether or not a ‘national literacy crisis’ exists is debatable. The efficacy of the government’s literacy plan is likewise debatable.  As reflection or critical literacy in practice, debates are good.  To borrow from the constructivist notion of reflection and abstraction (von Glasersfeld 1991), the critical reflection on literacy allows abstraction of the issues involved.  This abstraction hopefully leads to positive action, that is, multiliteracies for everyone.  This is what society needs in ever-growing complexity.
Literacy, teaching and learning are in a time-space continuum along with the society it exists in.  A state of perfection is never reached due to the regular influx of change and diversity within.  Issues will persist. This is a life-long journey shared by everyone for while ‘society shapes literacy, literacy shapes society’ (Anstey & Bull 1996).
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