Literacy is Knowledge, Knowledge is Power 

My Literacy Autobiography

Holly Anderson

Reading
Literacy began for me almost immediately at birth. My mother was determined that I would be “smart” and that I would take advantage of every learning opportunity that presented itself.  (Based on the stories I heard later about her chronic truancy during junior high and high school, I must assume this was a “you’re not going to make the same mistakes I did” situation.)   Because she and my father clearly understood their own limitations, learning was — in their opinion — centered outside the family unit and could best be accessed through reading.  So, since my mother did not work outside the home and I was the first child, she spent plenty of time reading to me when I was a baby.  Reading became an important bonding opportunity, with me sitting on her lap, soaking up the sound of her voice.  By the time my brother was born and these private moments became only a fond memory, I was already hooked.  Books were important to me.
The den in our home had one entire wall covered with a huge bookshelf.  Some of the books were from my dad’s family and were old. Others were new.  My mother particularly liked to order those leather-bound classics that came in sets of vibrant blues, reds and greens, with the gold trim on the pages.  These were always higher on the shelf.  My books, the ones with the thick pages and lots of pictures, were down lower, within easy reach. I remember associating those books higher on the shelf with access at a later date when I was a larger physical size.  Physical growth was more real to me at that time than intellectual growth. I looked forward to the time when I would be “big” enough to read Shakespeare, Dickens, Melville, or Chaucer.  I recognize this now as the first stage of a developing idea of books as a physical representation of the knowledge associated with adulthood.  Navigating those levels of the bookshelf was a rite of passage.  
My father bought the Encyclopedia Britannica for us when I was near the end of elementary school.  It was beautiful.  I remember it had cream-colored bindings with maroon lettering.  The pages were thin vellum.  It came with a children’s edition, a completely separate, smaller, cheaper-looking set.  It was a big deal the first time I was working on a school report and Dad suggested we “look that up in the grown-up book.”   I specifically remember that precious time period when I was using the “grown-up book” and my brother was still using the kids’ edition!  Another very clear memory along those same lines was associated with my trips to the public library in downtown Little Rock with my grandmother. These trips were very special. To me, the library was the repository of all knowledge — a holy shrine!  At that time, in the “old” library, the front door led to an open vestibule.   The glass doors to the ground floor were directly ahead and an open stairway to the children’s section on the second floor was to the right.  I remember gazing longingly through the glass into the adult section as my grandmother and I climbed those stairs to the second floor.  Someday, I would be old enough, smart enough, sophisticated enough to read books from the first floor!

We lived in the same house the entire time I was growing-up.  It wasn’t in a subdivision and there weren’t many other girls living near-by, so outside of the actual hours of the school-day, I didn’t have much social contact.  My brother played outside a lot with a couple of boys who lived across the street.  I did homework in the afternoons and when homework was finished, I read — for fun.  The strongest desire I remember from childhood was to be anywhere other than where I was and to be anyone other than who I was.  Reading was the closest I came to fulfilling that desire.  Devouring the pages of non-fiction, I could be Heinrich Schliemann uncovering the ruins of Troy, Jacques Cousteau diving in the Sargasso Sea, or Ramses building temples in ancient Egypt.  Reading was my ticket to the world.  Books were my closest companions.  As I grew older, reading became a release and an escape and as the years went by, literacy ceased to be an option or even a luxury; it became a requirement for my survival and the basis of my self-identity.
As a female, even early in life, I was painfully conscious of a lack of power —  physical power, economic power, and social power.  This lack became the focus of my self-awareness.  It is a maddening trait of human beings to want most what we do not and cannot possess.   I was no exception and as I grew into early adulthood, what I wanted most was power.  But, luckily, it wasn’t long before I recognized in my childhood quest for knowledge simply a different manifestation of the same desire.  That recognition was a turning point.  No longer was I a victim of my gender.  I recognized the possession of knowledge as an intensely personal power; a power more potent than any in the physical, economic, or social realms.  Knowledge was power of spirit.  This power of spirit was something within my grasp and something that could never be denied from without.     An identity as a possessor of knowledge —a literate person — became the cornerstone of my self-image.  If I could recognize nothing else of value within myself, I could recognize the value of the possession of knowledge.  I knew as long as books existed, as long as reading was available to me, there was no end to the knowledge I could acquire and no boundaries to the very personal power of spirit I could accumulate.
Writing
I have only a few conscious memories of learning to write.  I struggled with penmanship.  On elementary school report cards, I received a “U” in “Penmanship” and “Deportment.”  I remember feeling my greatest shame was that my handwriting and my personality were unsatisfactory.  But I also remember distinctly separating the mechanical operation of holding a pencil and making marks on a page to the intellectual process I called writing.  I don’t have any memories of irritation, desperation, or frustration associated with writing.  “Readers are writers and writers are readers.”  I don’t remember exactly where I first heard it, but I believe it.  For me, writing was just a natural extension of reading.   (Well, except for poetry.  Other than memorizing multiplication tables, poetry writing assignments were the only school assignments that made me cry.  To this day, the word “haiku” sends chills down my spine!)
I remember diagramming sentences in the early 1970’s in 8th grade.  We used a new format and I don’t remember what it was called.  I just remember that my parents said they didn’t understand it and I was on my own as far as homework was concerned.  I remember being taught to prepare an outline before writing a paper.  Outlines didn’t work for me.  Whenever an outline was required, I wrote the paper first and then did the outline, submitting the package as if I had actually completed it in the proper sequence.  I, of course, remember submitting many papers over the years and receiving the corrected copies in return.  To me, red ink on the page had the same impact as blood on the floor— even a little seemed like a lot!  Because I saw myself as a possessor-of-knowledge-in-training and because literacy was so important to my self-image, I took these corrections very seriously and studied them intently.   I still do.
When all was said and done, I believe reading and being exposed to good writing through reading was the most effective writing instruction I received.  Reading good writing helped me learn the “sound” of good writing.  When I read, I speak the words in my mind.  Good writing “sounds” good to me.  That is how I edit my own work.  I revise it until it “sounds good” in my head.    
Writing held an important place in my quest for knowledge and power.  I was never good with spoken words.  I got flustered, talked too fast, and sometimes stuttered.  Face-to-face, my communication was self-conscious and forced. But on paper, I was powerful.  My words flowed freely onto the written page.  I could display my knowledge.  I could be worthy of respect.

Conclusion

Literacy — reading and writing — are still important to me at middle-age.  Reading remains my favorite hobby, and even after all these years, the world hasn’t run out of books for me to read!  The reasons for my recent entry into graduate school are many and varied, but definitely include the desire to have access to new reading material, to improve my writing skills, and to become exposed to a group of like-minded people.

As I’ve grown older, my understanding of my life-long literacy quest has continued to change.  I see now that the greatest value rests not in the power of the accumulated knowledge, but in the quest itself.
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