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In spite of consistent field research to the contrary (Erikson, Clendon, Abraham, Roy, & Van de Carr, 2005); there still exists a perception that traditional literacy may not be an instructional priority for the student with severe speech and physical disabilities (SSPD). Part of this perception rests on ontological arguments concerning the nature of literacy for students with SSPD rather than research-validated definitions to guide literacy instruction (Zascavage & Keefe, 2004, 2007). In order to investigate these arguments students at a southwest university (N=243) defined literacy for the typical student and the student with (SSPD). A Pearson Chi –Square analysis determined a significant relationship between the definitions provided for the typical student and that for the individual with SSPD.   

The inability to define literacy for the student with SSPD cross -tabulated with the ability to define literacy for the typical student 21% of the time. It is of great concern that approximately one-fifth of the sample population could not conceive of any definition of literacy that would apply to an individual with SSPD. Opportunity for education depends upon the deconstruction of barriers created by lowered academic expectation (Keefe & Zascavage, 2004) or in the case of 58 participants, no expectation. Of equal if not greater concern was the discovery that dominant portions of Education Majors were not significantly better prepared than Non-Education Majors to answer questions about literacy when the term was applied to students with SSPD. 

Future investigation should examine from top down literacy definitions that serve to guide policy decisions made at nation, state, district, and local levels. A quantitative analysis of district assessment results for reading and writing correlated with the type of definition used to guide programming for students with SSPD would further investigate the premise that definition is associated with outcome. To determine if the definition of literacy is influenced by coursework and field experience, future researchers might employ a longitudinal study that followed a cohort of educators throughout their undergraduate studies, field placements, and the first three years of employment as educators. 

Introduction

Literacy is a term that occurs regularly in the media, drops into political speeches, and finds definition within educational policy. Literacy as a concept is equated with social justice and equality of opportunity (UNESCO, 2006). Within these varied purposes, the word literacy has been defined for convenience of conversation, to establish program parameters, or as a comparison to illiteracy. The International Reading Association's The Literacy Dictionary (Harris & Hodges, 1995) lists over 38 derivations for the word literacy. Because of its dynamic nature and integral part in concept formation, the term literacy has not and will not remain semantically neutral (Gerring, 1999).

Literacy for all students is considered an educational priority. For the student with SSPD, the definition of literacy and how this definition determines educational curriculum has been intertwined with numerous political, educational, and cultural interpretations. The Reading First program, under the No Child Left Behind Act (U.S. Department of Education, 2007), has defined reading, established the essential components of a reading program, determined the meaning and importance of research-based teaching methodology in reading, and specified assessment for students with and without disabilities. For individuals with severe speech and physical impairments (SSPD), The Association for Individuals with Severe Handicaps (TASH), and the Center for Applied Technology (Meyer & Rose, 1999) have also advocated for equity in curriculum and opportunity for equitable literacy instruction. Locally, state standards control the scope and sequence of curriculum and establish grade level instructional priorities.  

A qualitative study conducted by Zascavage (2005) investigated the influence of definition on expectation for literacy from the viewpoint of 20 participants involved in various levels in literacy opportunity for students with SSPD. Using discourse analysis the author concluded that for the typical student definitions conformed to one of the field-based definitions established by international, national, or state standards. However, the definition offered for individuals with SSPD often did not conform to traditional definition and was more likely to reflect areas of communication, social interaction, and basic/functional literacy. In spite of consistent field research to the contrary (Erikson, Clendon, Abraham, Roy, & Van de Carr, 2005) there still exists within both the educational community and the general public a perception that traditional literacy, the ability to read and write, may not be an instructional priority for the student with SSPD. Part of this perception rests on ontological arguments concerning the nature of literacy for students with SSPD rather than scientifically based research-validated definitions to guide literacy instruction (Zascavage & Keefe, 2004, 2007). 

Israel Scheffler (1968) in the Language of Education provided a systematic method for the logical appraisal of the status and impact of educational definitions (p.10). Scheffler encouraged the examination of definition in order to appraise the force of such statements when they appear in arguments (p.11).  Scheffler’s purpose was to provide a tool to dissect and discuss the common usage of a word and the conclusions drawn with their help. For this he presented three types of common definition: stipulative, descriptive, and programmatic.  Scheffler’s method of analysis provided this study with a structural framework within which the implications of a choice of literacy definition for the student with SSPD could be discussed and analyzed.

Definition Of Literacy
Literacy as a Stipulative Definition

According to Scheffler (1968) a stipulative definition proposes equivalency. The term being defined is to be taken as true within a specific context. Stipulative definitions reduce the need for repetitive clarifications and facilitate the overall efficiency of argument. A stipulative definition may have no research-based derivation and as such is not scrutinized for levels of accuracy. The purpose of a stipulative definition is communication (Scheffler). The simple act of defining terms for convenience is commonly misconstrued as proof of the concept. For example, Katims (2001) proposed a stipulative definition of minimal literacy solely to discuss the research in his article Literacy Assessment of Students with Mental Retardation: An Exploratory Investigation. This definition is context dependent and needs no formal measure of reliability or validity to fulfill its purpose. A person is considered to have met the criteria for minimum literacy if he or she is able to demonstrate each one of the following: 

(1) Read words within a narrative passage from an analytical reading inventory at least at the primer level.    

(2) Comprehend a narrative passage from an analytical reading inventory at least at the primer level. 
 (3) Write at least: two letters or letter combinations representing sounds in words on a phonemic awareness dictation task.

(4) Write at least two words containing two or more letters each correctly spelled on a free-writing task (p.364).

Likewise, Foley (1994) proposed a stipulative definition of literacy for individuals with SSPD:

For the purposes of this discussion, the term 'literacy' will be used broadly to refer to the mastery of language, in both its spoken (or augmented) and written forms, which enables an individual to use language fluently for a variety of purposes. (p. 184)

Basil and Reyes (2003) defined literacy:

For the purpose of this article, literacy is defined as the ability to use words. This simple definition includes all the skills that lead to reading and writing, including using alternative and augmentative devices to communicate or following a daily schedule consisting of object symbols representing the day's activities. (p.28)

For over a decade, a team of researchers at the University of North Carolina at the Center for Literacy & Disability Studies (CLDS) has piloted programs to facilitate and measure literacy as a form of expressive and receptive communication skills. Literacy as such embraces a variety of literary expressions central to opportunity for participation in written forms of literacy for persons with SSPD. The CLDS have created assessment instruments to assess the literacy of students with significant disabilities who may require a pointing response to determine comprehension. Erikson (2005) reported that the reliability and validity of these instruments is still a work in progress. Presently, literacy defined as a form of communication remains stipulative (Akerman, 2008). 
The United Nations General Assembly Resolution on the United Nations Literacy Decade stipulated that literacy allows for cultural identity, economic self sufficiency, understanding of civic responsibility, and integral to the maintenance of a cultures human rights and equality of opportunity (UNESCO, 2006). Miller (1990) described literacy as a cultural phenomena where the literate person was one familiar with events of major importance in their culture, knowing how to organize knowledge, and able to relate events and issues in their chosen mode of communication. Literacy from this stipulative perspective presented a pattern of thinking where individuals reflected upon events of their culture and try to communicate their thoughts to others. Langer (1991) stated that literacy manifests itself in different ways in oral and written language in different societies, and educators need to understand these ways of thinking if they are to build bridges and facilitate transitions (p. 13). Literacy as a manifestation of cultural competence describes a context dependent state of being with a myriad of variables and no consistent measurable outcome. Stipulative definitions can be deceptive as they are often based on opinion and determined for the convenience of communication.

Literacy as a Descriptive Definition

Scheffler (1968) uses the term descriptive definition for terms with historical status. Descriptive definitions determine meaning yet may have more one than connotation depending upon context. Descriptive definitions clarify, loosely regulate, and instruct upon the usage of the term (Scheffler, 1968). For example, literacy defined in The Oxford Universal Dictionary on Historical Principles (Little, Fowler, & Coulson, 1955) was the quality or state of being literate (p.1151). The same term was used to describe “a liberally educated or learned person” (p.1550). A descriptive definition is determined by tradition and usage. If prior usage has specifically applied the term, Scheffler contends that a descriptive definition cannot violate the status quo and remain viable.

Within the Literacy Dictionary (Harris & Hodges, 1995), Richard Venezky defines literacy as the minimal ability to read and write in a designated language, as well as a mindset or way of thinking about the use of reading and writing in everyday life (p.142). He refers loosely to an active, autonomous engagement with print. This frame of engaging with language is similar to the developmental whole language approach to reading where emergent, fluent, and proficient are levels of achievement and benchmarks explain rather than measure (Keefe, 1996; Strickland in Harris & Hodge, 1995).

 Literacy as a Programmatic Definition

Programmatic definitions legitimize definitions through research or legal mandate. Programmatic definitions have measurable outcomes (Kavale & Forness, 2000). An excellent example of a programmatic definition is that provided in an executive summary of adolescent literacy issued by the National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD, 2008):
Literacy is a complex set of skills that comprise the interrelated processes of reading and writing required within varied socio-cultural contexts. Reading requires decoding, accurate and fluent word recognition, and comprehension at the word, phrase, sentence, and text levels. Writing requires automatic letter formation and/or keyboarding, accurate and fluent spelling, sentence construction, and the ability to compose a variety of different text structures with coherence and cohesion (p.1). 

Founded in 1975, the National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities is a strong advocate for effective reading and writing instruction for individuals with learning disabilities in the United States of America (NJCLD, 2008). The committee consists of thirteen member organizations each represented by one committee member (i.e. Association on Higher Education and Disability, Council for Learning Disabilities, International Dyslexia Association, and National Association for Education of African American Children with Learning Disabilities). 

In the United States, programmatic definition for literacy is also provided by organizations such as the Ohio Department of Education within the English Language Arts Academic Content Standards. For example, standards, benchmarks, and grade-level indicators monitor progress on ten high standards of literacy for Ohio’s students:

• Phonemic Awareness, Word Recognition and Fluency Standard

• Acquisition of Vocabulary Standard

• Reading Process: Concepts of Print, Comprehension Strategies and

Self-Monitoring Strategies Standard

• Reading Applications: Informational, Technical and Persuasive Text Standard

• Reading Applications: Literary Text Standard

• Writing Process Standard

• Writing Applications Standard

• Writing Conventions Standard

• Research Standard

• Communication: Oral and Visual Standard

(Ohio Department of Education, 2009, p.3) 

The Joint Council of the State Board of Education and the Ohio Board of Regents specify that these standards are for students with disabilities who are first and foremost students of the regular curriculum (Ohio Department of Education, 2009, p.25) and who may require support or intervention to progress within these standards. The only category of exceptionality excluded from these requirements includes students considered to be profoundly handicapped.

The Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Act entitled No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 is an example of a legal document that provides programmatic definitions to the field. Within this law reading, a component of literacy has been defined as complex and print driven with six criteria: 

(1) The skills and knowledge to understand how phonemes, speech sounds, are connected to print
(2) The ability to decode unfamiliar words

(3) The ability to read fluently

(4) Sufficient background information and vocabulary to foster reading comprehension
(5) The development of appropriate active strategies to construct meaning from print
(6) The development and maintenance of a motivation to read

(Wrightslaw, 2009, np.) 

The International Survey of Adult Literacy sponsored by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (ISLA, 2000) as well as the U.S. Department of Education’s National Assessment of Adult Literacy (2003) determined that literacy has three components: prose literacy, document literacy, and quantitative literacy.  Definitions for all three literacy components are functional in nature. Prose literacy is the ability to extract information from newspapers, brochures, instruction manuals, etc. Document literacy encompasses skills need to read maps, understand tax information and complete job applications. Quantitative literacy is the day- to- day mathematics such as balancing a checkbook or making change. (ISAL, 2000)  The ISLA survey has broken literacy into five skill levels: 

· Level 1 - poor skills, unable to read labels on packages

· Level 2- weak skills, can only read simple material, not suitable for learning new job skills

· Level 3- suitable minimum for everyday life and work in a complex, advanced society

· Level 4-5 -able to use higher-order processing skills

(ISAL, 2000, p.1) 

In summation, our choice of definition for literacy is not semantically neutral.  This study used the participant’s choice of definition to evaluate the expectation of literacy outcome for the student with severe speech and physical disabilities. If a participant chose a programmatic definition of literacy they expected research based, measurable outcomes embedded in sequential literacy action plan supported by research based and evidence based practices (Roberts, 2005). If instead the participant chose a descriptive definition of literacy they expected to find a literacy level supported by best practice definition based on time-tested methods of developmental progression (Montessori, 1967). Finally if the participant chose a stipulative definition, their choice reflected a limited expectation of literacy constrained by context and without formal measures of reliability and validity (Foley, 1994).

The Purpose Of The Study
The primary purpose of this study was to provide the educational community with a deeper understanding of the nature and influence of the definition of literacy within concept formation and by natural consequence, opportunity.  Vygotsky (1962) proposed that one word could represent a universe; a universe that was as unique to the speaker as it was to the listener. Literacy is such a word.  The concept of literacy results from personal exploration intertwined with the assimilation of key terms, terms such as reading, comprehension, and competence (Gerring, 1999). To define literacy is to assign a class or a state of literacy for the typical individual in a normal situation offering a universality of perspective (Rozycki, 2000).  

The problem for this study surfaced while conducting research for an article on opportunity barriers to literacy for students with SSPD (Zascavage & Keefe, 2004). A colleague involved in the coding phase of the study asked the question how do you know that Teacher A and Administrator B define literacy in the same way? Literacy, similar to the term justice, unless bound by categorical imperatives remains an abstract term.  Since the definition of literacy is not a fixed term supported by scientific theory (i.e. gravity, density) this study explored how the use of this term varied when defining the term literacy as it applied to the typical student and the student with SSPD.  

Method
Participants

At a Southwestern university in Texas, 243 students were asked to define literacy for the typical student and the student with SSPD. Students within the College of Arts and Science and the College of Education completed the questionnaires before scheduled class time. Professors within the colleges were contacted by graduate assistants and asked if a graduate assistant at the beginning of class could administer the questionnaire. Surveys were administered to 25 day classes picked at random within the two colleges. The author also administered questionnaires during her classes.

Twenty-five categories of majors participated in the research. For the purpose of analysis the participants were simply divided into Education (N=103) and Non-Education Majors (N=140). Majors in Elementary (n=76) and Special Education (n=23) dominated the Education category. Majors in Psychology (n=35), Biology (n=9) and Literature and Language (n=9) were the largest participant groups in the Non-Education category. Other divisions of note within the Non- Education groups were: Kinesiology (n=6), History (n=6), Sociology (n=6), Math (n=4), Undecided (n=6), and Interdisciplinary (n=4). In order to assure confidentiality age and major were the only demographic questions asked. Participants were offered the chance to participate as a contribution to the knowledge bank within the field of education. Participation was optional and not reflected in course grades. Participants signed separate consent forms and no indication of their identity appeared on the questionnaire. 

Procedure

Graduate assistants and the author administered a questionnaire to the participant following a standard explanation. The explanation asked the participant to complete the demographic information at the top of the form (age, major). Participants were then instructed to answer the two questions: The first question asked the participant to write their response to the prompt- How would you define literacy for individuals with severe speech and physical disabilities?  This question sought the participant’s general definition of literacy and provided a sense of comparison for question two.  This definition also established their conception of literacy as it applied to the typical individual.  Question two asked the participant to write their response to the prompt- How would you define literacy for individuals with severe speech and physical impairments?  This question established the participant’s definition of literacy for the individual with SSPD.  When asked during the administration of the questionnaire to define severe speech and physical disabilities the questionnaire administrator replied: Individuals who when speaking are not easily understood by others and who also have physical impairments that limit their ability to move their arms and legs – for example, individuals with cerebral palsy.  At no time did the administrator indicate that the individuals with severe speech and physical disabilities had intellectual limitations. Participants were given unlimited time to complete the questionnaire. Upon completing the questionnaire the participant’s placed it in a communal envelope located on a desk in the front of the room. 

Data Analysis

Data Coding. Applying the field definitions of literacy within the three categories (stipulative, descriptive, and programmatic) provided six subgroups. Responses were read and categorized by two research assistants familiar with field literature and practiced in coding this kind of information from a previous qualitative study conducted by the researcher (Zascavage, 2005). Category disagreement was resolved by post hoc consensus. Category 7 was assigned to responses that provided no definition, just a description. These seven definition subgroups and examples of participant responses that determined these subgroups follow. 
Definition Coding, Examples of Response. Using Israel Scheffler’s (1968) three types of definition provided the basic structure for the coding.  Definitions were divided using a method of constant comparison to parameter established in literature for programmatic, stipulative, and descriptive definitions. 
Group 1(G1) Programmatic, Traditional represented literacy as the ability to read and write indicated by a mastery of linear curriculum. Such mastery included specific reading and writing sub skills or proof of comprehension. For example, a participant response representative of this categorical coding was Literacy is the ability to read and write and comprehend what you are reading and writing. Another participant response within this categorical coding was the ability to comprehend written words and text. They may not be able to physically read or write the words but they understand and comprehend texts.

Group 2(G2) Stipulative, Communication represented literacy as a form of active communication, using reading, writing, listening, and speaking. A participant’s response indicative this form of literacy was simply being able to communicate and be understood.  For another participant literacy for children with (SSPD) would be (to) comprehend verbal or non verbal communication.

Group 3(G3) Stipulative, Cultural represented literacy as an understanding of culture. This interpretation presents literacy as a social process engaging the learner in the construction of meaning using a symbol system; literacy in this form can also be interpreted as how people think and act, and relate events and issues. Literacy as a form of culture is demonstrated in the following participant definition, The ability to understand and competently use written language to interact with the world in which one is part of. It serves to broaden horizons and expose the individual to information and experiences that would be otherwise not possible for them to experience.

Group (G4) Descriptive, Developmental encompassed lifelong developmental progression where stages of literacy were not constrained by grade level but interpreted as levels of understanding. An example of such can be found in the participant’s definition that specified, For the student with (SSPD) literacy will be determined on how their disability effects their learning processes and progression.

Group 5(G5) Programmatic, Basic evaluated literacy as the basic academic abilities to read and write at a specific grade level of proficiency. An example of basic literacy can be found in the definition that read, If a child should be on a sixth grade level, then literacy is being able to read, understand, and answer questions up to that level. If they can’t then that is illiteracy.

Group 6(G6) Programmatic, Functional was determined by a description of a functional level of reading and writing; skills needed for daily living activities. A participant’s definition that coded Programmatic Functional was the ability to interpret commands or follow specific directions that are written and modified to meet their needs.  Another participant viewed literacy as a term describing a person’s ability to read, write, and speak to perform certain tasks.

Group 7 (G7) Undefined was the category assigned when the participant either offered no definition or described a process or state of being without definition. An example of Group 7 was the response; It does not come as easily for them. They have many problems saying things and understanding language and how it works. The next response took a different perspective but still was suited for Group 7, Literacy for children with disabilities can be described as special education classes or children that are slower than other students. One respondent offered a comment but no definition when stating, Children with cerebral palsy may not be able to but if you take the time to read maybe practice with the child they might actually be thankful that they can be taught literacy.

Statistical analysis:  Coded definitions were analyzed using statistical software for Windows – SPSS 13.  Descriptive statistic for the categorical variable included university major, definition group chosen for the typical student, and definition group chosen for the student with SSPD and provided sample characteristics. A Pearson Chi –square test for independence explored the relationship between Education and Non-Education Majors and their choice of definition group for the typical student and the student with SSPD. 

Results

Descriptive Results

Major subgroups – Typical Student Definition Within Education Majors, 39.5% of the Elementary Majors (n=76) and 39.1% of the Special Education Majors chose the Programmatic Traditional (G1) for the typical student. Stipulative Communication (G2) was the second choice for both groups with Special Education Majors slightly higher at 30.4% compared to Elementary Majors 25%. For Non- Education Majors in the dominant subgroup Psychology, Programmatic Traditional (G1) was the predominant choice (57.1%). Descriptive Developmental (14.3%) was the second choice followed by Stipulative Communication (8.6%). For the Literature and Language major (n=9) 44.4 % chose the Programmatic Traditional definition and 22.2% chose Programmatic Functional as their base definition.
Comparison of Definition Choice for the Typical Student and the Student with SSPD:   

Definition groups chosen by the participants for individuals with SSPD and those chosen for the typical student contained 15 cells with a zero entry and were not suitable for Pearson Chi-Square analysis. However, as a form of descriptive statistics it did yield interesting results.  The strongest cross -tabulation (n=55) occurred within Programmatic Traditional (G1).  This result represented 23% of the total population who chose this definition for both the typical student and the student with SSPD. Within Stipulative Communication (G2), 35 participants categorized literacy as a form of communication for both the typical student and the student with SSPD.   This result was the second strongest cross –tabulation and represented 14% of the total population. Participants in G7, those unable to define literacy, were the third largest cross –tabulation, (n=28), representing 11% of the total population.  Descriptive Developmental (G 4) was the fourth category of agreement (4%). Within all seven groups, 124 participants (51%) defined literacy for the student with SSPD and the typical student using the same parameters.   The inability to define literacy for the student with SSPD cross -tabulated with the ability to define literacy (Groups 1-6) for the typical student 21% of the time, representing 52 participants. Within this occurrence, 25 participants chose Group 1, Programmatic Traditional, for the typical student and Group 7 (Unable to Define) for the student with SSPD. Overall the definition chosen most frequently for the typical student was Programmatic Traditional. (G1). The definition chosen most frequently for the student with SSPD was Stipulative Communication (G2). For further results of definitions chosen for both the typical student and the student with SSPD refer to Table 1.

Table 1

Definition Chosen for the Typical Student and the Student with SSPD

	Group
	G1
	G2
	G3
	G4
	G5
	G6
	G7

	
	
	 Typical  (n=243)
	
	
	

	Frequency
	114
	50
	8
	33
	12
	19
	7

	Percent
	46.9
	20.6
	3.3
	13.6
	4.9
	7.8
	2.9

	
	  
	 SSPD  (n=243)
	
	
	

	Frequency
	60
	66
	5
	16
	10
	28
	58

	Percent
	24.7
	27.2
	2.1
	6.6
	4.1
	11.3
	23.9


Key: G 1-Programmatic – Traditional Curricular; G2, 3- Stipulative; G 4- Descriptive; G 5, 6-Programmatic Functional Basic; G7- None; N= population sample; n= categorical sample 

Pearson Chi –Square Test for Independence and Related Result

When data entries were categorized into Education and Non –Education Majors a significant relationship existed between these categories and the definition group chosen for the typical student (X2=16.287, df= 6, p=. 012) (see Table 2).  Education Majors (58.3%) and Non-Education Majors (38.6%) chose a Programmatic, Traditional (G1) definition of literacy as their base definition. For literacy defined as a form of Stipulative Communication (G2) 5.3% of the Education Majors and 15.2% of the Non-Education Majors chose this as their base definition. Education Majors (3.3%) and Non-Education Majors (10.3%) chose literacy as a Descriptive Developmental (G3) definition. More Non-Education Majors (4.5%) than Education Majors (3.3%) chose a Programmatic Functional (G6) definition of literacy.  For the Programmatic Basic definition (G5) more Education Majors (6.8%) than Non-Education Majors (3.6%) chose this as their base.  The last choice of both groups was Stipulative, Cultural (G3). No significant relationship was found for the Education and Non-Education major’s choice of definition group for the student with SSPD (X2=8.974, df=7, p= .255). 

	Table2

Definition Chosen by Education and Non-Education Majors for the Typical Student

	Group
	G1
	  G2
	G3
	G4
	G5
	G6
	G7

	
	
	Education Majors (n=103)
	
	

	Frequency
	60
	  13
	4
	8
	7
	8
	3

	Percent
	58.3
	  12.6
	3.9
	7.8
	6.8
	7.8
	2.9

	Total Percent
	24.7
	  5.3
	1.6
	3.3
	2.9
	3.3
	1.2

	
	
	Non-Education Majors (n=140)
	
	

	Frequency
	54
	  37
	4
	25
	5
	11
	4

	Percent
	38.6
	  26.4
	2.9
	17.9
	3.6
	7.9
	2.9

	Total Percent
	22.2
	  15.2
	1.6
	10.3
	2.1
	4.5
	1.6

	
	
	             Total (N=243)
	
	

	Count
	114
	50
	8
	33
	12
	19
	7

	Percent
	46.9
	20.6
	3.3
	13.6
	4.9
	7.8
	2.9


Key: G 1-Programmatic – Traditional Curricular; G2, 3- Stipulative; G 4- Descriptive; G 5, 6- Programmatic Functional Basic; G7- None; N= population sample; n= categorical sample 

Discussion
Programmatic:  Traditional, Functional, and Basic                       

Literacy as a Programmatic Traditional definition provided by the NJCLD (2008), Ohio State Department of Education (2009) and No Child Left Behind (2001) have measurable outcomes for all students. Benchmark indicators in Ohio monitor progress on elements of literacy creating a package that includes: reading comprehension in literary; informational, technical, and persuasive text; writing process and application; and oral communication. No Child Left Behind adds specific sub skills to this overview such as the motivation to read fluently, ability to decode unfamiliar words, and sufficient conceptual background to allow for reading comprehension.  Education Majors who will be teaching in a system based on the use of literary skills for success predominantly chose the Programmatic Traditional definition as their baseline. However, far more participants overall (46.9%) chose this form of definition for the typical student than for the student with SSPD (24.7%).

When the emphasis is placed upon functional or basic skills very few participants chose these definitions for either the typical student or the student with SSPD. Overall a slightly larger percentage of the participants (15.2%) chose a definition based on functional or basic skills for the student with SSPD as compared to the typical student (12.7%). If one’s belief was grounded in the accomplishment of grade level skills, and practical application of literacy then this group reflected your perspective. For the Education Major this was not a dominant choice (6.8%) for the typical student.

Descriptive: Developmental

Descriptive definitions are those we have accepted as defined by stages such as emergent literacy. They are evocative definitions that reflect how we engage with print as part of a process of life-long learning and by this nature are context dependent.  Twice as many participants (13.6%) used this form of definition for the typical student as did for the student with SSPD (6.6%). Three times more Non- Education Majors chose this definition for the typical student (10.3%) than did the Education Majors (3.3%). 

Growing into literacy without the constraints of grade-levels is similar to the concept of Montessori education, a method where students learn in a classroom composed of various levels at their own pace (Montessori, 1967) There are levels to master in this form of literacy instruction but the typical time constraint of one grade level per year with associated literacy sub skills is absent. For the student with SSPD who may have oral communication limitations and fine motor impairment this method opens more opportunity for full participation within an inclusive classroom (Keefe, 1996).

Stipulative: Communication, Cultural

Literacy as a proficiency of expressive and receptive communication was chosen for the student with SSPD by 27.2% of the population. For the typical student 20.6% chose the ability to communicate effectively as the definition of literacy. Non-educators used this definition three times more than educators.  Unlike elements of traditional literacy and the recognizable stages of developmental literacy, literacy as a mastery of communication has not yet established clear standards. It is at this point still a definition used to describe attempts rather than levels of accomplishment.

Yet, in our technologically based society communication may be an essential part of a new literacy (Meyer& Rose, 1999). It may no longer be necessary to read print if a screen reader can read it for you. It may not be necessary to write clearly if a voice input can perform the same task more quickly. Signing your name is as easy a clicking a mouse. Idea assimilation and the metamorphosis of these ideas into new and exciting concepts can be accomplished with the assistance of electronic searches, data banks, online libraries, and a brain capable of analytical thought and critical thinking. We very much need some guidelines and equivalencies for this new literacy. The potential to accomplish a quality education where literacy is a form of communication has yet to be circumscribed. For the individual with SSPD this form of literacy has the potential to equalize opportunity for full participation. 

Literacy as a unique cultural phenomenon was the least popular of all the definitions. Yet culturally defined literacy is integral to the UNESCO (2006) position for the world in general. Literacy is a pattern of thinking that results in the communication of thoughts. Literacy is influenced by society and its value often is determined by its role in economic self-sufficiency and civic responsibility rather than conformity to a universal set of standardized measurable outcomes. An equal number of educators and non-educators used this definition (1.6%). 

In some respects, literacy as cultural phenomena is the literacy of the Deaf community, which creates patterns of oral communication that embrace cultural autonomy and civic participation within a bounded system. To be completely literate in Deaf community is more than the ability to read, write, and comprehend the written word; it is the mastery of nuances of a language and a method of communication, which has been refined for hundreds of years. 
Implications of Participant Choice

Overall, within the total population, 51% defined literacy the same for students with SSPD and the typical student with 23% using the Programmatic Traditional definition and 14% using the Stipulative Communication definition. The definitions chosen with the most frequency within the typical population were Programmatic Tradition (46.9%) and Stipulative Communication (20.6 %). These frequencies imply that 51% of the population sampled view individuals with SSPD as having the same potential for literacy as the typical individual. Within this 51% the majority felt that the traditional methods of instruction available in reading and writing applied to both groups.

The influence of Education majors or Non –Education majors was significant to the type of definition chosen only for the definition of literacy for the typical student, a definition considered the participants’ baseline. Both Education and Non-Education Majors predominantly chose Programmatic Traditional; this choice implied a sample population bias towards traditional forms of literacy education resulting in the ability to read and write. However, within the category of Stipulative Communication more Non -Education Majors (15.2%) than Education Majors (5.3%) chose this form of literacy as their baseline definition. The Non-Education Majors in our sample population may have been less concerned about the stipulative (context dependent) quality of communication-based literacy than the Education Major whose course work traditionally emphasized data-driven and measurable assessment. 

For the student with SSPD whether or not you were an education major had no influence of significance on your choice of definition. Education and Non-Education chose alike.  In general, Education Majors were not significantly better prepared than Non-Education Majors to answer questions about literacy when the term was applied to students with SSPD. Within the sample population of Education, Elementary (n=76) and Special Education (n=23) dominated the category. It is a cause for concern that those educators who will be the frontrunners in educational programming for students with SSPD were not better prepared than the general population to offer a definition of literacy.
The inability to define literacy in any recognizable format for the student with SSPD and the ability to define it with standard definition types for the typical student occurred for 52 of the 243 participants (21%). Opportunity for education depends upon the deconstruction of barriers one of which is lowered expectation (Keefe & Zascavage, 2004). It is alarming that approximately one-fifth of the sample population could not conceive of any definition of literacy that would apply to an individual with SSPD.

Limitations and Future Research

Confined to a bounded geographical region, populated by college students, this study sampled a select literacy in order to understand how definition might reflect attitude towards educational opportunity for a specific group of individuals with special needs, students with SSPD.  The study initiated research into the importance of definitions to the opportunity for literacy instruction for all students with disabilities.  Concerned about the use of definition as an indicator of attitude, the researcher conducted a sidebar exploration to validate the data collection method used in this study and confirm that the depth of conceptual knowledge was a variable for which there was limited control. 

The sidebar exploration, conducted as a classroom activity in 2008 at a Midwest university, involved 20 graduate counseling students studying African-American culture. Participants were asked by their classroom instructor to answer two questions. Question one asked the participant to write their response to the prompt- How would you define justice? Question two asked the participant to respond to the prompt- How would you define justice for African- American women? A similar phenomenon occurred as in this study. The participant’s definition in response to question one reflected their conception of justice in general. When justice was defined for the African –American woman over 30% of the participants offered a definition that varied dramatically from their conception of justice in general.

Future investigations should examine from the top down the types of definitions that serve to guide policy decisions made by national, state, district, and local education agencies. Future research might also extend this study through qualitative investigation of the definitions of literacy used by individuals influential to the educational opportunities of students with SSPD such as administrators, parents, special education teachers, service providers, and students with SSPD.  A quantitative analysis of district assessment results for reading and writing correlated with the type of definition used to guide programming would also serve to further strengthen the premise that definition is associated with attitude and, therefore, influences outcome. 

It is the responsibility of institutions of higher education to prepare future educators using a strong core of educational pedagogy. Literacy as a concept is a component of this core instruction. Providing opportunity for students to investigate their educational biases in foundation courses would provide occasion for instruction in the influence of definition on the educational outcomes afforded students with disabilities. A longitudinal study that followed a cohort of educators throughout their undergraduate studies, field placements, and the first three years of employment as educators could determine if their definition of literacy changed through exposure to coursework and field experience This study might serve to explain how the meanings underlying the word literacy are related to but differ from the instruction of reading and writing offered students with SSPD.

Conclusion
Literacy is a complex concept influenced by geographic, social, and linguistic variances. Literacy is key both to individual and societal development. If literacy becomes an end product of essential knowledge allowing for engagement in activities requiring reading, writing, mathematics, and a level of computer/internet proficiency and this is a measurable outcome tested by standardized tests, then the need for a common definition for all students might be realized. 

Universalizing the quality of education and the outcome of instruction contributes to the formation of literate adults; definition is a key factor in this formation. Basic skills in reading and writing create the possibility of realizing one’s goals and becoming a productive participant in society. Education majors will become the driving force behind such literacy opportunities. They will have the opportunity to work with students with SSPD and assure that the potential for literacy is developed through traditional methods of instruction supplemented where necessary with assistive technology. At the educational ground level, it is of utmost importance that these teachers use definition to recognize an acceptable level of literacy in general and specifically for their content area. The majority of the population sample, 51%, agreed that given the appropriate accommodations and modifications students with SSPD could achieve a literacy level that encompassed the ability to use expressive and receptive language to read and write. As an  educational community we have available content standards for our educational systems upon which we can measure such progress towards literacy.  Ignoring these benchmarks or dramatically altering their content makes them ineffective as assessment instruments. Recognizing individual needs for programs based upon stipulative definitions of literacy where communication is the end goal does not shortchange the student when this is the appropriate modification. For these students a sequenced literacy program driven through electronic access to print may lead eventually to an operational definition. What does shortchange the student is when a capable student who needs accommodations is offered a diluted education curriculum in lieu of the traditional scope and sequence reading and writing program. Challenging individual expectations, with benchmarks, and a rich literacy program based on full, operational definitions of literacy universalizes the outcome and expands the range of future opportunity for both the typical student and the student with SSPD. 

The concept that a word considered in isolation is indefinite and must be seen within context to be understood is one of the canons of hermeneutics (Schleiermacher, 2002). Before we undertake policy decisions, the range of usage of a common term and its reflection of personal agenda and social custom needs to be addressed. Literacy policy should be determined on the basis of operational definitions developed from expertise in the field combined with the results of current research and commonly accepted educational standards such as those offered through the NJCLD (2008) and the National Literacy Act of 1991.The use of unsubstantiated stipulative definitions to allocate funding, focus curriculum, or write an individualized education plan compromised our common effort to provide an appropriate literacy education with recognizable outcomes for all students, and in particular the student with SSPD.

References 

Akerman, R. (2008). Are literacy targets impossible to reach? Literacy Today, 11-12.

Basil, C., & Reyes, S. (2003). Acquisition of literacy skills by children with severe disability. Child Language Teaching and Therapy, 19, 27-48.

Center for Literacy & Disability Studies (CLDS), Department of Allied Health Science, UNC School of Medicine, Website, Retrieved June12, 2009 from http://www.med.unc.edu/ahs/clds/projects
Erikson, K. (2005).Literacy and persons with developmental disabilities: Why and how? Paper commissioned for the EFA Global Monitoring Report 2006, Literacy for Life”. Retrieved August 08, 2006 from   http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0014/001459/145968e.pdf

Erickson, K.A., Clendon, S.A., Abraham, L., Roy, V., Van de Karr, H. (2005). Toward positive literacy outcomes for students with significant developmental disabilities. Assistive Technology Outcomes and Benefits, 2(1), 45-55.

Foley, B. E. (1994). The development of literacy in individuals with severe congenital speech and motor impairments. In K. G. Butler (Ed.), Severe communication disorders: Intervention strategies.  Gaithersburg, MD: Aspen.

 Gerring, J. (1999). What makes a concept good? An integrated framework for understanding concept formation in the social sciences.  Polity 31(3), 357-93.

Harris, T. L., & Hodges, R.E. (1995). The literacy dictionary. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

International Adult Literacy Survey (ISLA), Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development. (2000). Literacy in the information age: Final report of the International Adult Literacy Survey.p.267-289. Retrieved August 21, 2001 from http:// wwi1.OECD.org/publications/e-book/8100051e.paf

 Katims, D. S. (2001). Literacy assessment of students with mental retardation: An exploratory investigation.  Education and Training in Mental Retardation and Developmental Disabilities 36 (4), 363-372. 

Kavale, K. A. & Forness, S. R. (2000). What definitions of learning disabilities say and don’t say: A critical analysis. Journal of Learning Disabilities 33, 239-256. 

Keefe, C. H. (1996). Label-free learning: Supporting learners with disabilities, York, ME: Stenhouse. 

Langer, J. A. (1991). Literacy and schooling: A socio-cognitive perspective. In E. H. Hiebert (Ed.), Literacy for a diverse society: Perspectives, practices, and policies New York: Teachers College.
Little, W., Fowler, H.M., Coulson, J., & Onions, C.T. (1955). The Oxford universal dictionary on historical principle.  Oxford, England: Oxford University Press.

Miller, L. (1990). The roles of language and learning in the development of literacy. Topics in Language Disorders 10, 1-24.

Meyer. A. & Rose, D. (1999). Teaching every student in the digital age: Universal design for learning. CAST Document Reproduction Service No. ED 308231. Retrieved January 5, 2009 from http://www.cast.org/teachingeverystudent/ideas/tes/ 

Montessori, M. (1967). The discovery of the child. New York: Ballantine.

National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (June, 2008). An executive summary: Adolescent literacy and older students with learning disabilities, 1-21. Retrieved on June 10, 2009 from www.ldonline.org/njcld
National Literacy Act of 1991 (P.L. 102-73), U.S.C. § 1201 et seq. (1991). Retrieved June 9, 2009 from http://www.nifl.gov/public-law.html

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (P.L. 107-10), U.S.C. § 6301 et seq. (2001). Retrieved August 10, 2008 from http://www.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/esea02/107

Ohio Department of Education, Joint Council of the State Board of Education and the Ohio Board of Regents (2009). English Language Arts, Academic Content Standards. Retrieved June 09, 2009 from http://www.ode.state.oh.us/GD/Templates/Pages/ODE/ODEDetail.aspx?page=3&TopicRelationID=1699&ContentID=489&Content=50718

Roberts, P. (2005). A framework for analyzing definitions of literacy.  Educational Studies, 31, 29-38.

Rozycki, E. G. (2000). Pluralism and criteria: Minimizing politicization in public service decision-making. Retrieved January 4, 2010 from

http://www.newfoundations.com/EGR/PluralCrit.html#VIIdefinitions

Scheffler, I. (1968). The language of education. Springfield, IL: Thomas. 

Schleiermacher. D. (2002) in Mueller-Vollmer, K. (Ed.), The hermeneutic reader. New York, NY: Continuum Press.
Strickland, D. S., In Harris, T. L., &Hodges, R.E. (1995). The literacy dictionary. Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

TASH, The Association for Individuals with Severe Handicaps, Website, Retrieved June 9, 2009 from www.tash.org

United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organizations (UNESCO), Education for all global monitoring report 2006: Literacy for life. Retrieved on August 21, 2008 from http://portal.unesco.org/education/en/ev.php-

U.S. Department of Education. National Center for Educational Statistics.  National assessment of adult literacy 2003. Retrieved August 29, 2008 from, http://nces.ed.gov/NAAl/fr_definition.asp

U.S. Department of Education. (2007). Reading First program description. Retrieved December 3, 2008 from http://www.ed.gov/ programs/readingfirst/index.html

Vygotsky, L. (1962). Thought and language.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Wrightslaw (2009), 4 great definitions about reading in NCLB. Retrieved June 7, 2009 from http://www.wrightslaw.com/nclb/4defs.reading.htm

Zascavage, V. (2005, April).Children with multiple disabilities: The relationship between definition and expectation for literacy. Paper presented at Rocky Mountain Psychological Association, Phoenix, AZ.

Zascavage, V. & Keefe, C. (2004). Children with severe speech and physical disabilities: Opportunity barriers to literacy. Focus on Autism & other Developmental Disabilities, 19, 4,223-234.

Zascavage, V. & Keefe, C. (2007). Reflections of models of social construct in educational decisions for students with severe speech and physical disabilities. Journal of Disability Policy Studies, 18, 32-42.



















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































24
140

