Z is…


Contact Zones

Mary Louise Pratt’s 1991 essay Arts of the Contact Zone has been a very influential essay for the college and adult literacy professional community. The fact that few K-12 educational professionals are familiar with this essay indicates again the significant disconnect between K-12 and adult literacy discourse communities.

Pratt’s essay invites teachers to imagine classrooms not as stable spaces where rationality reigns, but as sites for complex interplay, where often cultures knock against each other and where all kinds of give and take occurs. Some of this give and take is sanctioned by the authority of teacher and school. Other examples of give and take are not sanctioned. Pratt’s essays invites teachers to take a new look at the “contact zone” of the classroom and see not just the challenges, but the possibilities for new literacies and new understandings.





Definition and Lists





Contact Zones: social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the  world today.





Literate Arts of the Contact Zone: autoethnography, transculturation, critique, collaboration, bilingualism, mediation, parody, denunciation, imaginary dialogue, vernacular expression





Perils of Writing in the Contact Zone: Miscomprehension, incomprehension, dead letters, unread masterpieces, absolute heterogeneity of meaning





Pedagogical Arts of the Contact Zone: exercises in storytelling; identifying with the ideas, interests, histories, attitudes of others; experiments in transculturation and collaborative work and in the arts of critique, parody, and comparison (including unseemly comparisons between elite and vernacular cultural forms); the redemption of the oral; ways for people to engage with suppressed aspects of history (including their own histories), ways to move into and out of rhetorics of authenticity; ground rules for communication across lines of difference and hierarchy that go beyond politeness but maintain mutual respect; a systematic approach to the all important concept of cultural mediation.





From Arts of the Contact Zone by Mary Louise Pratt
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