Cultural Literacy
E. D. HIRSCH, JR.

OR THE PAST TWELVE YEARS I have been pursuing technical
Fresearch in the teaching of reading and writing. I now wish to
emerge from my closet to declare that technical research is not going to
remedy the national decline in our literacy that is documented in the
decline of verbal SAT scores. We already know enough about method-
ology to do a good job of teaching reading and writing. Of course we
would profit from knowing still more about teaching methods, but better
teaching techniques alone would produce only a marginal improvement
in the literacy of our students. Raising their reading and writing levels
will depend far less on our methods of instruction (there are many
acceptable methods) than on the specific contents of our school curric-
ula. Commonsensical as this proposition might seem to the man in
the street, it is regarded as heresy by many (I hope by ever fewer)
professional educators. The received and dominant view of educational
specialists is that the specific materials of reading and writing instruc-
tion are interchangeable so long as they are “appropriate,” and of “high
quality.”

But consider this historical fact. The national decline in our literacy
has accompanied a decline in our use of common, nationwide materials
in the subject most closely connected with literacy, “English.” From the
1890s to 1900 we taught in English courses what amounted to a national
core curriculum. As Arthur Applebee observes in his excellent book
Tradition and Reform in the Teaching of English, the following texts
were used in those days in more than 25 percent of our schools: The
Merchant of Venice, Julius Caesar, “First Bunker Hill Oration,” The
Sketch Book, Evangeline, “The Vision of Sir Launfal,” “Snow-Bound,”
Macbeth, “The Lady of the Lake,” Hamlet, “The Deserted Village,”
Gray’s “Elegy,” “Thanatopsis,” As You Like It. Other widely used works
will strike a resonance in those who are over fifty: “The Courtship of
Miles Standish,” “Il Penseroso,” Paradise Lost, “L’Allegro,” “Lycidas,”
Ivanhoe, David Copperfield, Silas Marner, etc., etc. Then in 1901 the
College Entrance Examination Board issued its first “uniform lists” of
texts required to be known by students in applying to colleges. This core
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curriculum, though narrower, became even more widespread than the
earlier canon. Lest anyone assume that I shall urge a return to those
particular texts, let me at once deny it. By way of introducing my subject,
I simply want to claim that the decline in our literacy and the decline in
the commonly shared knowledge that we acquire in school are causally
related facts. Why this should be so and what we might do about it are
my twin subjects.

That a decline in our national level of literacy has occurred few will
seriously doubt. The chief and decisive piece of evidence for it is the
decline in verbal SAT scores among the white middle class. (This takes
into account the still greater lowering of scores caused by an increased
proportion of poor and minority students taking the tests.) Now scores on
the verbal SAT show a high correlation with reading and writing skills
that have been tested independently by other means. So, as a rough
index to the literacy levels of our students, the verbal SAT is a reliable
guide. That is unsurprising if we accept the point made by John Carroll
and others that the verbal SAT is chiefly a vocabulary test, for no one is
surprised by a correlation between a rich vocabulary and a high level of
literacy. A rich vocabulary is not a purely technical or rote-learnable
skill. Knowledge of words is an adjunct to knowledge of cultural realities
signified by words, and to whole domains of experience to which words
refer. Specific words go with specific knowledge. And when we begin to
contemplate how to teach specific knowledge, we are led back inexora-
bly to the contents of the school curriculum, whether or not those
contents are linked, as they used to be, to specific texts.

From the start of our national life, the school curriculum has been an
especially important formative element of our national culture. In the
schools we not only tried to harmonize the various traditions of our
parent cultures, we also wanted to strike out on our own within the
dominant British heritage. Being rebellious children, we produced our
own dictionary, and were destined, according to Melville, to produce
our own Shakespeare. In this self-conscious job of culture making, the
schools played a necessary role. That was especially true in the teaching
of history and English, the two subjects central to culture making. In the
nineteenth century we held national conferences on school curricula.
We formed the College Board, which created the “uniform lists” already
referred to. The dominant symbol for the role of the school was the
symbol of the melting pot.

But from early times we have also resisted this narrow uniformity in
our culture. The symbol of the melting pot was opposed by the symbol of
the stew pot, where our national ingredients kept their individual
characteristics and contributed to the flavor and vitality of the whole.
That is the doctrine of pluralism. It has now become the dominant
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doctrine in our schools, especially in those subjects, English and history,
that are closest to culture making. In math and science, by contrast, there
is wide agreement about the contents of a common curriculum. But in
English courses, diversity and pluralism now reign without challenge. I
am persuaded that if we want to achieve a more literate culture than we
now have, we shall need to restore the balance between these two
equally American traditions of unity and diversity. We shall need to
restore certain common contents to the humanistic side of the school
curriculum. But before we can make much headway in that direction, we
shall also need to modify the now-dominant educational principle that
holds that any suitable materials of instruction can be used to teach the
skills of reading and writing. I call this the doctrine of educational
formalism.

The current curriculum guide to the study of English in the state of
California is a remarkable document. In its several pages of advice to
teachers I do not find the title of a single recommended work. Such
“curricular guides” are produced on the theory that the actual contents
of English courses are simply vehicles for inculcating formal skills, and
that contents can be left to local choice. But wouldn’t even a dyed-in-the-
wool formalist concede that teachers might be saved time if some merely
illustrative, non-compulsory titles were listed? Of course; but another
doctrine, in alliance with formalism, conspires against even that conces-
sion to content—the doctrine of pluralism. An illustrative list put out by
the state would imply official sanction of the cultural and ideological
values expressed by the works on the list. The California Education
Department is not in the business of imposing cultures and ideologies.
Its business is to inculcate “skills” and “positive self-concepts,” regard-
less of the students’ cultural backgrounds. The contents of English
should be left to local communities.

This is an attractive theory to educators in those places where
spokesmen for minority cultures are especially vocal in their attack on
the melting-pot idea. That concept, they say, is nothing but cultural
imperialism (true), which submerges cultural identities (true) and gives
minority children a sense of inferiority (often true). In recent years such
attitudes have led to attacks on teaching school courses exclusively in
standard English; in the bilingual movement (really a monolingual
movement) it has led to attacks on an exclusive use of the English
language for instruction. This kind of political pressure has encouraged a
retreat to the extreme and untenable educational formalism reflected in
the California curriculum guide.

What the current controversies have really demonstrated is a truth
that is quite contrary to the spirit of neutrality implied by educational
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formalism. Literacy is not just a formal skill; it is also a political decision.
The decision to want a literate society is a value-laden one that carries
costs as well as advantages. English teachers by profession are commit-
ted to the ideology of literacy. They cannot successfully avoid the
political implications of that ideology by hiding behind the skirts of
methodology and research. Literacy implies specific contents as well as
formal skills. Extreme formalism is misleading and evasive. But allow
me to illustrate that point with some specific examples.

During most of the time that I was pursuing research in literacy I was,
like others in the field, a confirmed formalist. In 1977 I came out with a
book on the subject, The Philosophy of Composition, that was entirely
formalistic in outlook. One of my arguments, for instance, was that the
effectiveness of English prose as an instrument of communication
gradually increased, after the invention of printing, through a trial-and-
error process that slowly uncovered some of the psycholinguistic princi-
ples of efficient communication in prose. I suggested that freshmen
could learn in a semester what earlier writers had taken centuries to
achieve, if they were directly taught those underlying psycholinguistic
principles. (With respect to certain formal structures of clauses, this idea
still seems valid.) I predicted further that we could learn how to teach
those formal principles still more effectively if we pursued appropriately
controlled pedagogical research.

So intent was I upon this idea that I undertook some arduous research
into one of the most important aspects of writing pedagogy—evaluation.
After all, in order to decide upon the best methods of inculcating the
skills of writing, it was essential to evaluate the results of using the
different teaching methods. For that we needed non-arbitrary, reliable
techniques for evaluating student writing. In my book I had made some
suggestions about how we might do this, and those ideas seemed cogent
enough to a National Endowment for the Humanities panel to get me a
grant to go forward with the research. For about two years I was deeply
engaged in this work. It was this detailed engagement with the realities
of reading and writing under controlled conditions that caused me fi-
nally to abandon my formalistic assumptions. (Later I discovered that
experimentation on a much bigger scale had brought Richard C. Ander-
son, the premier scholar in reading research, to similar conclusions.)

The experiments that changed my mind were, briefly, these: To geta
non-arbitrary evaluation of writing, we decided to base our evaluations
on actual audience effects. We devised a way of comparing the effects of
well-written and badly written versions of the same paper. Our method
was to pair off two large groups of readers (about a hundred in each
group), each of which, when given the same piece of writing, would read
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it collectively with the same speed and comprehension. In other words,
we matched the reading skills of these two large groups. Then, when one
group was given a good version and the other given a degraded version,
we measured the overall effect of these stylistic differences on speed and
accuracy of comprehension. To our delight, we discovered that good
style did make an appreciable difference, and that the degree of
difference was replicable and predictable. So far so good. But what
became very disconcerting about these results was that they came out
properly only when the subjects of the papers were highly familiar to our
audiences. When, later in the experiments, we introduced unfamiliar
materials, the results were not only messy, they were “counterintuitive,”
the term of art for results that go against one’s expectations. (Real
scientists generally like to get counterintuitive results, but we were not
altogether disinterested onlookers and were dismayed.) For what we
discovered was that good writing makes very little difference when the
subject is unfamiliar. We English teachers tend to believe that a good
style is all the more helpful when the content is difficult, but it turns out
that we are wrong. The reasons for this unexpected result are complex,
and I will not pause to discuss them at length, since the important issues
lie elsewhere.

Briefly, good style contributes little to our reading of unfamiliar
material because we must continually backtrack to test out different
hypotheses about what is being meant or referred to. Thus, a reader of a
text about Grant and Lee who is unsure just who Grant and Lee are
would have to get clues from later parts of the text, and then go back to
re-read earlier parts in the light of surer conjectures. This trial-and-error
backtracking with unfamiliar material is so much more time-consuming
than the delays caused by a bad style alone that style begins to lose its
importance as a factor in reading unfamiliar material. The contribution of
style in such cases can no longer be measured with statistical confi-
dence.

The significance of this result is, first of all, that one cannot, even in
principle, base writing evaluations on audience effects—the only non-
arbitrary principle that makes any sense. The reading skill of an
audience is not a constant against which prose can be reliably measured.
Audience reading skills vary unpredictably with the subject matter of
the text. Although we were trying to measure our prose samples with the
yardstick of paired audiences, the contrary had, in effect, occurred; our
carefully contrived prose samples were measuring the background
knowledge of our audiences. For instance, if the subject of a text was
“Friendship,” all audience pairs, everywhere we gave the trials, exhib-
ited the same differentials. Also, for all audiences, if the subject was
“Hegel’s Metaphysics,” the differential between good and bad writing
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tended to disappear. Also, so long as we used university audiences, a text
on Grant and Lee gave the same sort of appropriate results as did a text
on friendship. But for one community college audience (in, no less,
Richmond, Virginia) “Grant and Lee” turned out to be as unfamiliar as
“Hegel’s Metaphysics”—a complacency-shattering result.

While the variability of reading skills within the same person was
making itself disconcertingly known to me, I learned that similar
variability was showing up in formal writing skills—and for the same
reasons. Researchers at the City University of New York were finding
that when a topic is unfamiliar, writing skill declines in all of its
dimensions—including grammar and spelling—not to mention sentence
structure, parallelism, unity, focus, and other skills taught in writing
courses. One part of the explanation for such results is that we all have
limited attention space, and cannot pay much heed to form when we are
devoting a lot of our attention to unfamiliar content. But another part of
the explanation is more interesting. Part of our skill in reading and in
writing is skill not just with linguistic structures but with words. Words
are not purely formal counters of language; they represent large under-
lying domains of content. Part of language skill is content skill. As
Apeneck Sweeney profoundly observed: ““I gotta use words when I talk
to you.”

When I therefore assert that reading and writing skills are content-
bound, I mean also to make the corollary assertion that important aspects
of reading and writing skills are not transferable. Of course some skills
are carried over from task to task; we know that broad strategies of
reading and writing can become second nature, and thereby facilitate
literary skills at all levels. But the content-indifferent, how-to approach
to literacy skills is enormously oversimplified. As my final example of
this, I shall mention an ingenious experiment conducted by Richard C.
Anderson and his colleagues at the University of Illinois. It, too, was an
experiment with paired audiences and paired texts. The texts were two
letters, each describing a wedding, each of similar length, word-familiar-
ity, sentence complexity, and number of idea units. Each audience
group was similarly paired according to age, educational level, marital
status, sex, professional specialty, etc. Structurally speaking, the texts
were similar and the audiences were similar. The crucial variables were
these: one letter described a wedding in America, the other a wedding in
India. One audience was American, the other Indian. Both audiences
read both letters. The results were that the reading skills of the two
groups—their speed and accuracy of comprehension—were very differ-
ent in reading the two linguistically similar letters. The Americans read
about an American wedding skillfully, accurately, and with good recall.
They did poorly with the letter about the Indian wedding. The reverse
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was the case with the group of Indian readers. Anderson and his
colleagues concluded that reading is not just a linguistic skill, but
involves translinguistic knowledge beyond the abstract sense of words.
They suggested that reading involves both “linguistic-schemata” (sys-
tems of expectation) and “content-schemata” as well. In short, the
assumptions of educational formalism are incorrect.

Every writer is aware that the subtlety and complexity of what can be
conveyed in writing depends on the amount of relevant tacit knowledge
that can be assumed in readers. As psycholinguists have shown, the
explicitly stated words on the page often represent the smaller part of the
literary transaction. Some of this assumed knowledge involves such
matters as generic conventions, that is, what to expect in a business
letter, a technical report, a detective story, etc. An equally significant
part of the assumed knowledge—often a more significant part—concerns
tacit knowledge of the experiential realities embraced by the discourse.
Not only have I gotta use words to talk to you, I gotta assume you know
something about what I am saying. If I had to start from scratch, I
couldn’t start at all.

We adjust for this in the most casual talk. It has been shown that we
always explain ourselves more fully to strangers than to intimates. But,
when the strangers being addressed are some unknown collectivity to
whom we are writing, how much shall we then need to to explain? This
was one of the most difficult authorial problems that arose with the
advent of printing and mass literacy. Later on, in the eighteenth century,
Dr. Johnson confidently assumed he could predict the knowledge
possessed by a personage whom he called “the common reader.” Some
such construct is a necessary fiction for every writer in every literate
culture and subculture. Even a writer for an astrophysics journal must
assume a “common reader” for the subculture being addressed. A
newspaper writer must also assume a “common reader” but for a much
bigger part of the culture, perhaps for the literate culture as a whole. In
our own culture, Jefferson wanted to create a highly informed “common
reader,” and he must have assumed the real existence of such a
personage when he said he would prefer newspapers without govern-
ment to government without newspapers. But, without appropriate,
tacitly shared background knowledge, people cannot understand news-
papers. A certain extent of shared, canonical knowledge is inherently
necessary to a literate democracy.

For this canonical information I have proposed the term “cultural
literacy.” It is the translinguistic knowledge on which linguistic literacy
depends. You cannot have the one without the other. Teachers of foreign
languages are aware of this interdependency between linguistic profi-
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ciency and translinguistic, cultural knowledge. To get very far in reading
or writing French, a student must come to know facets of French culture
quite different from his own. By the same token, American children
learning to read and write English get instruction in aspects of their own
national culture that are as foreign to them as French. National culture
always has this “foreignness” with respect to family culture alone.
School materials contain unfamiliar materials that promote the “accul-
turation” that is a universal part of growing up in any tribe or nation.
Acculturation into a national literate culture might be defined as learn-
ing what the “common reader” of a newspaper in a literate culture could
be expected to know. That would include knowledge of certain values
(whether or not one accepted them), and knowledge of such things as
(for example) the First Amendment, Grant and Lee, and DNA. In our
own culture, what should these contents be? Surely our answer to that
should partly define our school curriculum. Acculturation into a literate
culture (the minimal aim of schooling; we should aim still higher) could
be defined as the gaining of cultural literacy.

Such canonical knowledge could not be fixed once and for all. “Grant
and Lee” could not have been part of it in 1840, or “DNA” in 1940. The
canon changeth. And in our media-paced era, it might change from
month to month—faster at the edges, more slowly at the center, and
some of its contents would be connected to events beyond our control.
But much of it is within our control and is part of our traditional task of
culture making. One reassuring feature of our responsibilities as makers
of culture is the implicit and automatic character of most canonical
cultural knowledge; we get it through the pores. Another reassuring
aspect is its vagueness. How much do I really have to know about DNA
in order to comprehend a newspaper text directed to the common
reader? Not much. Such vagueness in our background knowledge is a
feature of cultural literacy that Hilary Putnam has analyzed brilliantly as
“the division of linguistic labor.” An immensely literate person, Putnam
claims that he does not know the difference between a beech tree and an
elm. Still, when reading those words he gets along acceptably well
because he knows that under the division of linguistic labor somebody
in the culture could supply more precise knowledge if it should be
needed. Putnam’s observation suggests that the school curriculum can
be vague enough to leave plenty of room for local choice regarding what
things shall be studied in detail, and what things shall be touched on just
far enough to get us by. This vagueness in cultural literacy permits a
reasonable compromise between lockstep, Napoleonic prescription of
texts on the one side, and extreme laissez-faire pluralism on the other.
Between these two extremes we have a national responsibility to take
stock of the contents of schooling.
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Although I have argued that a literate society depends upon shared
information, I have said little about what that information should be.
That is chiefly a political question. Estimable cultures exist that are
ignorant of Shakespeare and the First Amendment. Indeed, estimable
cultures exist that are entirely ignorant of reading and writing. On the
other hand, no culture exists that is ignorant of its own traditions. In a
literate society, culture and cultural literacy are nearly synonymous
terms. American culture, always large and heterogeneous, and increas-
ingly lacking a common acculturative curriculum, is perhaps getting
fragmented enough to lose its coherence as a culture. Television is
perhaps our only national curriculum, despite the justified complaints
against it as a partial cause of the literacy decline. My hunch is that this
complaint is overstated. The decline in literacy skills, I have suggested,
is mainly a result of cultural fragmentation. Within black culture, for
instance, blacks are more literate than whites, a point that was demon-
strated by Robert L. Williams, as I learned from a recent article on the
SAT by Jay Amberg (THE AMERICAN ScHOLAR, Autumn 1982). The big
political question that has to be decided first of all is whether we want a
broadly literate culture that unites our cultural fragments enough to
allow us to write to one another and read what our fellow citizens have
written. Our traditional, Jeffersonian answer has been yes. But even if
that political decision remains the dominant one, as I very much hope,
we still face the much more difficult political decision of choosing the
contents of cultural literacy.

The answer to this question is not going to be supplied by theoretical
speculation and educational research. It will be worked out, if at all, by
discussion, argument, and compromise. Professional educators have
understandably avoided this political arena. Indeed, educators should
not be left to decide so momentous an issue as the canonical contents of
our culture. Within a democracy, educational technicians do not want
and should not be awarded the function that Plato reserved for philoso-
pher kings. But who is making such decisions at a national level?
Nobody, I fear, because we are transfixed by the twin doctrines of
pluralism and formalism.

Having made this technical point where I have some expertise, I
must now leave any pretense of authority, except as a parent and citizen.
The question of guidance for our national school curriculum is a political
question on which I have only a citizen’s opinion. For my own part, I
wish we could have a National Board of Education on the pattern of the
New York State Board of Regents—our most successful and admirable
body for educational leadership. This imposing body of practical ideal-
ists is insulated by law from short-term demagogic pressures. It is a
pluralistic group, too, with representation for minority as well as major-
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ity cultures. Its influence for good may be gauged by comparing the
patterns of SAT scores in New York with those in California, two
otherwise comparable states. To give just one example of the Regents’
leadership in the field of writing, they have instituted a requirement that
no New Yorker can receive a high school diploma before passing a
statewide writing test that requires three types of prose composition.

Of course I am aware that the New York Regents have powers that no
National Board in this country could possibly gain. But what a National
Board could hope to achieve would be the respect of the country, a
respect that could give it genuine influence over our schools. Such
influence, based on leadership rather than compulsion, would be quite
consistent with our federalist and pluralist principles. The Board, for
instance, could present broad lists of suggested literary works for the
different grades, lists broad enough to yield local freedom but also to
yield a measure of commonality in our literary heritage. The teachers
whom I know, while valuing their independence, are eager for intelli-
gent guidance in such matters.

But I doubt that such a Curriculum Board would ever be established
in this country. So strong is our suspicion of anything like a central
“ministry of culture,” that the Board is probably not a politically feasible
idea. But perhaps a consortium of universities, or of national associa-
tions, or of foundations could make ongoing recommendations that arise
from broadly based discussions of the national curriculum. In any case,
we need leadership at the national level, and we need specific guidance.

It would be useful, for instance, to have guidance about the words
that high school graduates ought to know—a lexicon of cultural literacy. I
am thinking of a special sort of lexicon that would include not just
ordinary dictionary words, but would also include proper names, impor-
tant phrases, and conventions. Nobody likes word lists as objects of
instruction; for one thing, they don’t work. But I am not thinking of such
a lexicon as an object of instruction. I am thinking of it rather as a guide
to objects of instruction. Take the phrase “First Amendment,” for
instance. That is a lexical item that can hardly be used without bringing
in a lot of associated information. Just what are the words and phrases
that our school graduates should know? Right now, this seems to be
decided by the makers of the SAT, which is, as I have mentioned, chiefly
a vocabulary test. The educational technicians who choose the words
that appear on the SAT are already the implicit makers of our national
curriculum. Is then the Educational Testing Service our hidden National
Board of Education? Does it sponsor our hidden national curriculum? If
so, the ETS is rather to be praised than blamed. For if we wish to raise
our national level of literacy, a hidden national curriculum is far better
than no curriculum at all.
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Where does this leave us? What issues are raised? If I am right in my
interpretation of the evidence—and I have seen no alternative interpre-
tation in the literature—then we can only raise our reading and writing
skills significantly by consciously redefining and extending our cultural
literacy. And yet our current national effort in the schools is largely run
on the premise that the best way to proceed is through a culturally
neutral, skills-approach to reading and writing. But if skill in writing and
in reading comes about chiefly through what I have termed cultural
literacy, then radical consequences follow. These consequences are not
merely educational but social and political in their scope—and that
scope is vast. I shall not attempt to set out these consequences here, but
it will be obvious that acting upon them would involve our dismantling
and casting aside the leading educational assumptions of the past half
century.
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