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A Study on the Notion of “Literacy as Social Practice”:
Drawing on the Theory and Practice of Brian Street

Mami KAWACHI

International efforts on promoting literacy have assumed that literacy itself
does confer sets of benefits on individuals and society. This view is now challenged
by the New Literacy Studies which posit that uses, meanings and effects of literacy
are always embedded in social contexts, and therefore they vary from one context
to another. This paper examines the New Literacy Studies’ notion of “literacy as
social practice”, and its implications on literacy education.

By looking through Street’s perspective on literacy, and overviewing LETTER,
a training project for developing literacy program that grounds on the social
practice approach, this paper came up with two points as the significance of notion.

1. It showed that people, who are considered illiterate, are already engaged

in various literacy practices. However, since their practices do not match with

the ones practiced by mainstream of the society, they are considered illiterate.

2. By introducing methodology of ethnography, it resulted in the concrete

process for developing literacy program that is deeply rooted in learners’

experiences with literacy.
These points together enable it to overcome a weakness with Paulo Freire's theory
on literacy education.

Also, this paper points out that, the notion of “literacy as social practice”
suggests the limitation of current international efforts on promoting literacy. It
implies that unless the truism of “standard” literacy is questioned in the society as
a whole, the issue of illiteracy will not be solved, and this requires a change in mind
of “literate” people, who are usually the majority in the society.
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