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Book Review: Other People's Words: The Cycle of Low Literacy

Summary


Other People's Words, written by Victoria Purcell-Gates, is an informative and compelling look into the often unknown lives of an illiterate family.  This book takes a look at the author's struggles and successes in helping Jenny and her son Donny become literate, over a span of two years.  Jenny and her son Donny are white, urban Appalachian Americans.  They live in a Midwestern city and have a low socioeconomic status.  Despite living in the city, this family feels most comfortable “down home” visiting the land in the mountains that their family lived on during more prosperous times.  This disconnect from their environment and surroundings makes it difficult for them to adapt to and use the types of literacies that most families use in their homes.


Jenny, a middle school dropout, lives with her husband, Big Donny, and two sons, Donny and Timmy.  Jenny is a determined and hard-working mother who consistently strives to ensure that her son receives the best education possible and does not repeat the cycle of low literacy in the family.  She strives to help Donny with his homework, but cannot because she is unable to read the directions and understand what to do on assignments.  When she seeks out help from school teachers and office personnel, she is ignored and brushed off as a “hillbilly” mother.  Even though she is continually stereotyped and not taken seriously, she continues to seek resources to help Donny become literate, which leads her to her the Literacy Center where she meets Victoria, who agrees to help her and Donny.


Donny is a young child in second grade.  He enjoys things many boys do, such as being outdoors, riding four wheelers, and spending time with his family.  Donny failed first grade and was promoted to second grade, where he, because of his lack of literacy skills, failed second grade.  Surprisingly, he was promoted to third grade until Jenny and Victoria contacted the school principal and requested a meeting to retain him in second grade.  Donny's home life contains sources of print and literacy, such as children's picture books and the Bible.  However, these resources go unutilized because Jenny is unable to read to him or his brother.  This environment has left Donny lacking knowledge about purposes of reading and writing.  Because reading and writing does not have a purpose in his life, Donny has little motivation and understanding of reading and writing.


Upon meeting Victoria, she seeks to help both Jenny and Donny become literate and integrate reading and writing into their home and everyday lives.  Even though both Jenny and Donny are illiterate, their needs are drastically different.  Unlike her son, Jenny possesses knowledge of purposes of reading and writing, however, she has a learned helplessness that prevents her from learning to read and write and use literacy in her daily life.  Jenny feels that because the way she speaks is different from the written language of books, she is incapable of reading or writing.  Through consistent work with Victoria and repeating literacy activities, such as listening to and reading along with books on tape and writing in a personal journal, Jenny's self confidence increases and she becomes a reader and a writer.  For the first time in her life, she is able to read the children's books in her house to her two sons, a source of success and pride. 


Donny's journey into being a reader and writer takes much more patience and teaching.  Because he lacks knowledge about the purposes of literacy, this is what Victoria teaches him first.  An avid drawer, she works with him by labeling pictures, reconstructing and rewriting books, and reading aloud to show him the culture of literacy.  Despite her efforts and strategies to help Donny, he makes progress at a slow rate.  Victoria feels one large possible reason for lack of progress is his father's negative attitude towards literacy: he openly states that he has no use for literacy.  Being a young child, Donny strives to be like his father and adopts a similar attitude.  Victoria helps Donnie see the purposes for literacy, which he uses at the end of the story to write letters to his father who is in prison.  


Throughout the book, Victoria intertwines information about literacy theory and practices with descriptions and anecdotes from Jenny's and Donny's urban Appalachian lifestyle.  Together, they provide the reader with an understanding of how the cycle of low literacy can occur in today's society.  As much as Other People's Words is a case study of an illiterate mother and her illiterate son, it is also a critical look at the literate society, the responsibility and expectations of the education system, and what it takes to become a reader and writer in today's world.

Intended Audience


Other People’s Words was written with two overarching purposes and thus can be interpreted as having two major audiences.  The first purpose was to describe the cycle of low literacy in non-literate families by explicating the fundamental differences between literate and non-literate families in terms of exposure to print, genre knowledge, and use of functional literacy.  The second purpose was to expose the plight of Urban Appalachians to the mainstream in an effort to challenge the ubiquitous image of these people as ignorant and uneducable.  In this section, characteristics of the book that suggest the audience to whom it was written will be discussed.

The author’s discussion of the cycle of low literacy was directed at a lay audience of educators (as opposed to an audience of researchers or those without any background in education).  The book is written in a narrative format, uses jargon sparingly, and is designed to entice the reader with viewpoints and anecdotes that appeal to the reader’s sense of compassion.  The following passage from page 156 captures the author’s attempt to appeal to the reader’s sense of compassion:

Exclude includes in its meaning all of the following: disapprove, reject, prohibit, bar, banish, and prevent.  Jenny and Donny were recipients of all of these actions at the hands of the educational establishment.  Donny and Jenny as learners, each in his or her own time, and Jenny as a mother stood outside of a solid wall of indifference and cultural elitism and ignorance.

Passages such as these, which appear frequently throughout the book, show that the author intended to instill emotion in the reader rather than make the book dry and expository like a research article.  However, some knowledge of education and literacy development is often assumed, making the book less accessible for those with no background in these areas.  The following passage from page 181 demonstrates the requisite educational and literacy knowledge that the reader is assumed to posses:

It is the repeated processing of printed words during actual reading that enables readers to move to a level of automaticity in word recognition.  Not until readers have acquired a large store of automatically recognized words can they devote full cognitive attention to the comprehension processes needed to read fluently for meaning.

Those with backgrounds in education and literacy know what is meant by terms such as processing, automaticity, cognitive attention, comprehension, and fluently.  However, those without this background may have more difficulty understanding passages like this one, which appear frequently throughout the book.


In addition to describing the cycle of low literacy, the book has a secondary purpose that extends beyond literacy – raising awareness of the experiences and worldview of Urban Appalachians.  The sections of the book that describe Urban Appalachian culture are designed to be as accessible as possible to any audience, whether or not they have a background in literacy or education.  Such sections are free of jargon and worded in such a way that anyone should be able to understand and empathize with their plight.  Unfortunately, the dual nature of the book’s intended audience – those with a background in literacy and/or education and those without any requisite background – weakens the author’s ability to describe the plight of the Urban Appalachians to a lay audience.  The book, overall, is not written for a lay audience, so some readers may have difficulty getting through the literacy-oriented sections of the book to reach the interspersed reflections of Urban Appalachian culture.

Analysis


Other People’s Words was an extremely well-written book.  It balances very nicely between a research book and narrative essay.  The book flowed very well and did not bog down the reader with complex educational jargon, thus allowing anybody interested in the field of literacy to pick it up and read.  The author also did a nice job of showing the emotions that go into literacy and the people that try to make it happen.


The author presented a convincing argument for the cultural difficulties that can be present while trying to learn a common language.  We saw the constant struggles that Jenny and Donny had while trying to learn something that many of us take for granted.  Purcell-Gates took this once in a lifetime opportunity to work with a family that showed little to no literacy skills and show us how their culture enabled them to get by so long without learning to read.  She supported her argument by first giving us background information on the little known Appalachian Hill culture, showing how theirs is a group that does not rely on literacy and also how society’s stereotypes have hurt their chances at assimilation.  Second, Purcell-Gates showed how those societal stereotypes were used against them in the educational systems by not holding the son, Donny, back when the mom, Jenny, requested and how the office staff did not take Jenny seriously.  Finally, and most importantly, Purcell-Gates tried to make literature important and relevant in a family that had shown little to no interest.  We see the family struggle slowly but surely throughout the process of learning to read and write through the use of letter writing, school work, and other everyday activities.


One perspective the author failed to represent was the side of the school.  We read many interviews that show how displeased Jenny was with the school system and how they were not listening to her.  It would have been interesting if the author had kept the school and teacher involved throughout the whole process so we could track their view of Donny and Jenny.  Often in the book you feel as if the school system does not care about Donny and Jenny’s well-being; a non-educator who reads this book may come away with an unbalanced perspective on the system.  On the other hand, if the school truly was neglecting Donny’s needs, it would be an interesting subplot to the book.


This book had two important contributions to literacy: cultural literacy and time literacy.  In regards to cultural literacy, it showed the importance of one’s family and culture in relation to how he or she views literacy.  Other People’s Words showed the influence of one’s culture on his or her value of literacy, opening the eyes of educators when considering the culture of the students that they teach.  A teacher who read this book should take a second look at their students and wonder how best they can use their students’ culture to make literacy important to them.  Second, the reader is made aware of how stereotypes can be negative and can hurt the learning of children.  Teachers need to be aware of these stereotypes and try to avoid them in their classroom to give every student a fair shot.  Time is also important for a student’s literacy development, as we see first grade Donny ‘s opportunity to learn to read slip away as he progresses through elementary school.  The author places emphasis on the negative implications of advancing Donny to the next grade level in an effort to show how crucial those first years in and out of school are to children when they are learning to read.  If Donny were to reach 3rd grade not knowing how to read, there is a good chance he never would, thus leading back into the cycle of poverty.  


One question we wondered as a group is: as educators, how can we help change literacy usage in the home of a child?  The book does a very good job illustrating ways to help students in the classroom or at school but we never get an answer to the home-life question.  We could have benefitted from learning some ways that are effective in making literacy more personally relevant at home for our students.  


I would recommend this book to any teacher or educator working with students in a high-risk area.  Many of the cultural characteristics found in Appalachian culture can be found in many struggling American cultures.  Values such as a strong sense of family and home, a sense of resourcefulness, and a sense of strong pride are universal to many of these groups.  Teachers would benefit from seeing the world through their eyes and empathizing with their struggles.  We often can get caught up just seeing things through our own lenses.  This book does an excellent job illustrating why low levels of literacy can exist and be perpetuated as well as how a teacher can help.
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