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Literacy: Transcending the Printed Text 
 

 As I start to write this narrative for a Literacy and Social Justice course I’m taking at my 

university, I’m reminded forcibly of our first lecture, six weeks ago. “What is literacy?” My 

Professor had asked the class. We were to write, briefly, what we thought “literacy” was. I 

remember I didn’t pause for very long before I scrawled, confidently: “Literacy is the ability to 

write and to read for comprehension.” My professor then asked us to share and discuss our 

responses with the people sitting around us. Interestingly, the three students sitting by me had all 

written variants of the same response – literacy, for my college classmates, also entailed the 

ability to read and to write. But as we continued to clarify, both to ourselves and to each other, 

what “literacy” meant, we also agreed that literacy was a “tool for communication” and a “tool 

for transmitting information.” Clearly, our conception of literacy had shifted from the mere 

ability to read and to write; we were beginning to think of literacy in its broader implications for 

society and for social interactions. My classmates were visibly discomfited at having to define a 

word they had long felt they understood. One student, glancing anxiously at the professor at the 

front of the room, asked me, “Do you think it’s a trick question?”    

 Over the course of these six weeks, I’ve had the opportunity to discover and to develop 

my own understanding of literacy. I’ve discussed issues pertaining to literacy with my 

classmates, I’ve read theoretical essays and ethnographic studies, and I’ve written critical 

thinking responses to some of these essays and studies. But most importantly, I’ve been 

reflecting a lot about my own experience with literacy. What has literacy meant to me as a 

student? Is literacy just a reading and writing skill that I’ve acquired, and now utilize as in the 

present?   



 I’d like to return to that discussion on the first day of our Literacy and Social Justice 

Course, the discussion that has become the catalyst for my own literacy narrative, the literacy 

narrative which I shall shortly share with the reader. My classmates and I had reached a 

consensus that literacy was not simply a “skill” but also a “tool” for “communication” and for 

“transmitting information.” But in our conversation, we had never questioned the boundaries of 

“literacy.” Implicit in our dialogue was the idea that literacy was a tool for communicating and 

for transmitting information through print - that is, through the written word. But can’t we also 

transmit information, communicate, and learn more about our world through other mediums?  

 As a college student in a highly technologized environment, I’m surrounded every day by 

modes of communication that transcend the printed text. I learn by creating slideshow 

presentations that utilize both text and photographs, and I also learn from watching YouTube 

movie clips. Are these media tools also a form of “literacy?” Is it possible that the multimedia 

project I did for a class last quarter, involving the audio recording of my own written script, is 

also a type of “literacy?” What about activities that involve performance and oral storytelling? I 

believe all these, and other modes of communication and information sharing, are forms of 

literacy. I invite you to join with me in a recollection of a class that I’ve taken as a college 

student, a class that incorporated various forms of literacies and that has consequentially 

stretched my capacity to learn creatively and independently, and to derive a greater sense of 

purpose and meaning from my studies.  

 Witness the following scene: 

 Inside the classroom, all the desks and their adjoining chairs have been pushed against 

the sides of the room, clearing a large open space in the middle of the room. The students, and 

the professor, are sitting on the floor in this open space, forming a circle. All are wearing 



headscarves. The students have all brought traditional Iranian food to share with the rest of the 

class, and the professor has brought a tray of baklava, a delicious Iranian dessert made of puff 

pastry and stuffed with honey and chopped nuts. The students have just finished reading 

“Women of Deh Koh: Lives in an Iranian Village,” by Erika Friedl. In the previous lecture, the 

professor had suggested that this anthropological study explores the extent to which the Iranian 

women in the small and cloistered village reveal a remarkable capacity to fight for their own 

rights – to exercise self-assertion through will, strength, and determination when the need arises. 

The students are all holding a scrap of paper on which is written the name of one of the women 

characters from the book. For the next hour and a half, the students will be engaging in a role-

playing activity, assuming the identity of the woman whose name is written on their piece of 

paper. Their objective is to share their own experiences with issues of gender and power with the 

rest of the “Iranian women,” drawing on specific examples from the book to supplement their 

arguments. The students are encouraged to identify fully with their assigned characters and to 

submerge themselves, temporarily, into a fictionalized scenario. As the activity progresses, the 

students become increasingly engaged in their presentations. They are sympathizing with each 

others’ stories, and many students begin to articulate their own conclusions and interpretations 

regarding issues of gender and power presented in the anthropological study.  

 This course was entitled Women, Gender, and Sex in the Middle East, and I was one of 

the students sitting in that circle two years ago. I still remember the “fun” factor in this activity, 

the idea that we could discuss some of the larger themes of the book with our classmates in a 

largely informal setting, munching happily on baklava and wearing pretty, colorful, headscarves 

(although I don’t think the one male student in our class enjoyed this part very much). Our 

professor could easily have assigned an essay in lieu of this activity, but I’m eternally grateful 



that she resisted. For the first time in all my experience with academic classes, I was making 

meaning of what I had read through the literacy of discourse – through two-way conversation. 

My classmates and I were exchanging information and alerting each other to perspectives we 

hadn’t considered on our own. Our professor had provided the springboard for our conversation 

(the women’s self-empowerment and agency amidst a patriarchal society), but we were 

determining the scope and direction of that conversation. We developed creative conclusions 

about these womens’ actions, including the idea that because Iranian culture does not encourage 

women to seek independence, but rather to submit to the will of their fathers, brothers, and 

husbands, they have learned as a result to fight doubly hard in this environment for their voices 

and their wishes to be heard and acknowledged.  The role-playing factor in the activity also 

encouraged us to relate more intimately to the lives of the women we had read about. We weren’t 

simply impartial observers of a foreign culture – rather, we became empathetic individuals who 

were led to consider and reflect deeply about cultural norms, values, and worldviews different 

from those of our own.   

 Let’s speed forward several weeks into this same class: 

 Today, the students are giving ten-minute oral presentations. They have completed 

reading a novel, called “A Wife for My Son,” by Ali Ghalem. Their assignment in this 

presentation is to present parallels between their own lives and the lives of the characters in the 

novel. The parallels are to be rooted in issues of gender and patriarchy. The students are 

required to develop and present their own conclusions about the similarities and the differences 

regarding gender and patriarchy in their own lives with the lives of the characters in the novel. 

As in the role-playing activity, concrete examples are drawn from the novel to support the 

students’ arguments. One of the students has decided to compare and contrast the relationship 



between a young wife and her mother-in-law from the novel with her knowledge of the 

relationship between her own mother and grandmother. As the student gives her presentation, 

she must practice speaking clearly and audibly. She also scans the faces of her classmates and 

that of her professor, monitoring their responses. She is learning to adjust her oral presentation 

to the needs of her audience. When she sees a student craning his neck in the back of the room, 

she immediately raises her voice. At one point, when she sees a look of confusion on her 

professor’s face, she clarifies what she has been saying, rephrasing her argument and earning a 

smile from the professor.  

 As you may have guessed, I was that student. Throughout the oral presentation, I was 

developing my public speaking skills and learning how to communicate in a manner that most 

effectively conveyed my ideas to my audience. I was practicing the literacy of public speaking 

and performance – a type of literacy that I believe is crucial in the corporate world. As I enter the 

workforce, I anticipate that I will be communicating with people primarily through the spoken 

word. I may write emails and create presentations, but I probably won’t be writing an expository 

essay. Aside from its practical uses, this literacy activity engaged the attention and participation 

of all my classmates. We found that we were thinking critically about issues of gender and power 

in the novel because we were bringing our personal experiences to bear on these issues. Our 

comparisons and contrasts between our lives and the lives of the characters in the novel acquired 

particular meaning and purpose because we were beginning to realize the immensity of gender 

stereotypes, norms, and cultural values in determining the quality of our own lives and the lives 

of our families. We recognized the continuity of these issues across time and culture and the 

impact that these issues continue to exert on our own lives.   

 Consider, please, this one last memory: 



 It is the end of the quarter. The students have been working in groups of five for the past 

two weeks to create a multi-modal presentation about a gender issue in Iranian contemporary 

culture. One group is focusing their presentation on gender segregation in Iran. In conducting 

research, these students had drawn on books they had read throughout the course as a 

framework for considering gender segregation issues, but they also perused newspaper articles 

online and searched for YouTube movie clips to broaden their foundation of knowledge on the 

subject. On the day of the presentation, they present a report they have collaboratively written 

about gender segregation in Iran. They also show various YouTube clips to the rest of the class 

in which anthropologists, sociologists, and politicians discuss their own views on gender 

segregation in Iran. The group concludes their presentation by inviting the rest of the class into 

a discussion of the topic. They ask the students to respond to questions they have compiled that 

stimulate the class to think independently about gender segregation, and to share their own 

opinions about the subject. The students respond favorably to the discussion – the YouTube clips 

were especially engaging and informative, and many students structure their responses in the 

discussion by drawing examples from the movie clips.  

 By now, the reader may recognize a pattern in these memories – in this class, I and my 

classmates were communicating and transmitting information through all sorts of mediums, 

including, but certainly not confined to, the printed text. We conducted oral presentations and 

created meaning out of information through two-way dialogue both with each other and with the 

professor. We accessed information through the Internet and through visual/audio means in 

addition to the books we read. Our class activities involved writing, but they also involved 

discussion, role-playing, and public speaking presentations. Through these various “literacies,” 

my classmates and I culled information through creative channels. Unable to rely simply on the 



printed text to form our opinions and to draw conclusions, we were compelled to think more 

actively and independently about issues by creating meaning out of these texts in collaboration 

with each other and by drawing on personal experience. We also practiced resourcefulness as we 

scoured the Internet for additional information to supplement our presentations. We developed, 

further, qualities of sympathy and empathy as we invested ourselves fully into perspectives and 

cultural values different from our own. I want to end this narrative by answering a question that I 

believe I have attempted to answer: Literacy, or rather “literacies,” are tools through which we 

communicate, transmit information, and learn about the world around us.  


