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ABSTRACT
BECOMING LITERATE IN AN INNER CITY, WHOLE LANGUAGE SCHOOL
By
Debra Lynn Goodman

This study describes the literacy experiences of Lauren and Marco, second graders
in an inner city, whole language classroom. The focus is the social nature of classroom
literacy and the relationship between literacy events and literacy development. Lauren and
Marco’s literacy experiences are described in addressing the questions: What are the social
and cultural literacy events and practices in the schooling of two second graders?; What
factors appear related to the literacy learning of developing readers within this classroom
culture?

Deficit perspectives of African American learners portrays literacy as a discrete set
of skills, and literacy development as standardized test scores. Deficit images of inner city
students are at odds with teacher’s observations of articulate, literate children. I view
children’s literacy experiences as both social practice and language process, shifting from
ethnographic-style to transactional research methodologies. Transactional perspectives view
literacy as a language process involving meaning construction. Social literacies perspectives
describe multiple literacies , dependent on contexts, social relationships and sociopolitical
factors change.

This study follows two second graders through a day of school: “Marco’s Day”
and “Lauren’s Day”. I explore children’s literacy experiences as social activities and
children’s roles as meaning makers within social literacy events. The data comes from
following fifteen children from kindergarten through second grade. Observations were
documented through audiotape, video tape, photographs, field notes, interviews and
children’s work.

Significant findings of this study highlight the importance of social interactions for

children’s literacy development. The classroom creates social spaces for language learning,
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with children engaged in a wide range of texts, genres and social activities within literacy
events. Children “learn by overhearing” as they participate as listeners and observers, as
well as readers and writers. Participants are ralking about texts in ways that make implicit
language processes explicit. Literacy events occur throughout the day, including procedural
times when texts are instrumental in planning and transitions. Children’s proficiency with
social events involving instrumental texts and literature texts, suggest a role of schools in

linking literacy development in home, school and wider community.
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Chapter One
What Counts as Literacy?

This study describes the literacy experiences of two second-graders, Lauren and
Marco, within one inner city, whole language classroom. The study focuses on the social
nature of classroom literacy, exploring the relationship between literacy events and the
children’s literacy development. I first interviewed Marco and Lauren when I was the
school librarian at The Dewey Center, an inner city school-of-choice. My colleagues and I
were disturbed by the discrepancy between deficit images of inner city students and our
own observations of the bright, active and literate children in our classrooms. I began
interviewing and observing children as a school evaluation project, and continued with these
observations for my doctoral research.

As I observed Lauren and Marco’s literacy experiences, I considered the following
questions: What are the social and cultural literacy events and practices in the schooling of
two second graders?; and What factors and principles appear to be related to the literacy
learning of these developing readers within this classroom culture? This chapter begins
with an introduction to the children and the second grade classroom. The introduction
becomes a backdrop for an ethnographic - style study of the literacy experiences of two
children in an inner city classroom in a large city.

Before describing literacy use and literacy leaming in the classroom, it is necessary
to address the contradictions between public images of rampant illiteracy among inner city
schools and my own experiences as an inner city teacher. I address this discrepancy by
considering “What counts as literacy?” and, by extension, “Who counts as literate?” 1
begin by describing how a group of teachers involved with literacy evaluation struggled with
a legacy of deficit models of inner city children. I then explore and critique other
explanations for “failure” in urban schools. Next, I describe several theoretical stances on
literacy and literacy learning including a language process or transactional perspective and

Street’s (1998) dichotomy: Autonomous, Critical Literacy, and New Literacy Studies.
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At the end of this chapter I provide a summary of my conclusions. Lauren and
Marco are participants in a literacy rich classroom community. Literacy events include the
reading of fiction, non-fiction and poetry. But social literacy events are pervasive and
children read and write as they plan, clean up, prepare for lunch, and so on. Marco and
Lauren participate in literacy events in a variety of social roles as listeners and observers as
well as readers and writers. As they participate in classroom literacy events, Lauren and
Marco are learning how to read and write. They are also learning what it means to be
readers and writers in a variety of social contexts.

Introduction

Terrence and Alicia have just finished reading a book to the class. Susan Austin,
their teacher, looks around. “You have book clubs that want to read to you today.”

A voice whispers, “Yes!”

Susan continues, “But I think you have given us a lot of listening energy. So
what I’'m going to do is, I’'m going to send tables at a time to get something for
‘Silent Reading.”

As Susan is talking, Jackie approaches with a request.

“Okay,” Susan says, “Let’s do this. Jackie just said something about ‘Silent
Writing.’ If you would prefer to write rather than read, I will give you a choice --
only for the next fifteen minutes. And then we’re going to listen to a book club.
Square team, please go get your writing or reading.”

The room is noisy as children rush off to get materials. Some go to the library
corner and collect books, pillows and stuffed book characters. Others head to the
writing table for paper, staplers, or art supplies. Sharonda picks out four illustrated
song books from a large plastic basket under the calendar table. She sits down in
the “reader’s chair” by the door, and begins with The Hole in the Bucket,
(Westcott, 1990) singing out the words with great enthusiasm.

Jackie shows me a wrestling book she is writing with Terrence. “Miss
Goodman, I made a chapter book,” she announces proudly. Jackie and Terrence
are writing about children in the class using “book names” instead of real names.

I ask, “Why did you think of having a book name?”

Jackie says, “It was kinda simple. We didn’t want our real names to be in the
book. In biography books we want our names to be in them.”

Marco comes over and stands next to Jackie so he can see the book as he listens
to her talk. Jackie talks about how she represented the voices of wrestling
announcers in the book text. “Don’t you know how they say and... AND...
A:ND’?” she asks me, imitating an announcer with growing excitement. She
shows me the text:

Johnny Cage vres Lukane and and and Lukane won.

Susan asks the children to settle down. Amber stands illustrating the cover of
Alicia’s new book with a beautiful vase of flowers. Alicia leans across the table
watching. Across the table, Jonathan sits at his seat reading a book.

Marco shows me a book that says “Pictionary” on the cover. “I’m making a
dictionary,” he says.

(RS EN =T ]
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Susan tells a group in the back, “No, you can’t do this. This is ‘Silent
Reading.’ Not ‘Read Aloud.” Not ‘Book Club’ time. This is not a talking time at
all. Marco, get something to read now. Or something to write.”

Lauren and Katherine settle down on the floor near the door with their backs
against the front wall. They each have two pillows, one for their seat and one for o
their back. They each hold a book, and seven more books are scattered on the floor .
between them. Lauren is reading out loud to herself, but Katherine is listening to
Susan’s instructions.

Susan says, “Hurry and get what you (need). Everybody has to find a spot
quickly.”

Lauren continues to read out loud. She is reading an illustrated chapter book
Dragon’s Fat Cat (Pilkey, 1992). Katherine puts her book down and leans over to
listen to Lauren reading.

Sharonda asks Lauren, “Does this say (??)".” Lauren goes over to help
Sharonda.

She is sitting down when Sharonda calls again. “When... is this ‘when’?”
Lauren and Katherine over to look at Sharonda’s book.

Susan calls from her desk, “Katherine, Lauren, and Rudy. Would you choose a
book you want to be read to you?” Katherine and Lauren go to get books for the
“Books to Go” bags. The bags will include one book to practice at home for
reading aloud to the class. The other book is for an adult to read to the child.

In the corner near the door, Sharonda is reading her second book, If a Tree
Could Talk (Williams, 1994a), an environmental poem. She speaks with great
emphasis, “We WISH you would stay.” Jessica sits on the carpet nearby,
engrossed in a longer picture book.

Susan says, “On your mark. Get ready. Get set. Read or write.” Susan sets a
timer for fifteen minutes. The room gets very quiet as ‘Silent Reading (and

Writing)’ officially begins.

r—.r-‘

This ten minute transitional time provides a snapshot of Susan Austin’s second
grade classroom, where literacy events are squeezed between other literacy events. This
vignette also introduces the two case study children -- Marco, who is eager to hear about
Jackie’s writing, and Lauren, who is too busy reading to listen to Susan’s announcements.

Susan offers “silent reading” to give the kids a break between two whole class
listening experiences: Read Aloud and Book Clubs presentation. (“You’ve given us a lot of

listening energy.”) It takes ten minutes for children to “get ready” for silent reading and
writing. But during that time, most of the children are engaged in a variety of reading and
writing activities. When Silent Reading officially begins, Sharonda is reading the second of

five books she will during the Silent Reading language event.

! Transcription Notes: (??) indicates that spoken language is inaudible. Italics inciate texts
read aloud. In “A:ND” the capital letters indicate emphasis and the colon indicates an
elongated vowel sound.

3
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In addition to reading and writing, children are involved in book selection, topic
selection and a variety of *“pre-composing” activities. Lauren and Katherine gather a large
stack of interesting titles, and then choose additional books to take home. Lauren tells me
later that she loves Miss Austin’s books. Sharonda selects from the popular song and
poetry books gathered in a large plastic basket near the front of the room. Children do not
wait for Susan’s guidance, but find materials and resources themselves, and seek assistance
from each other.

Susan sets firm guidelines, insisting that children participate in defined reading and
writing activities. But she is willing to negotiate, taking up Jackie’s suggestion for writing
as well as reading. Children’s talk about texts provides examples of the how members of
this community explicitely focus on reading and writing processes. Jackie and Marco’s
exchange shows how language is used in awareness of various text genres and styles.

Sharonda sees her classmates as resources for her reading and asks Lauren to help her with

unfamiliar text.

Susan Austin is a teacher in the Dewey Center, where I spent my last five years of
elementary classroom teaching. The school is a large city public school-of-choice with a
whole language philosophy. The scene described above is a familiar experience for teachers
at the Dewey Center. My colleagues and I observed children engaged in a wide range of
meaning construction activities in our classrooms. Like Susan, we heard an enthusiastic
“Yes!” to reading and writing experiences. On the day that I observed the vignette above,

Lauren, the child I was observing, directly participated in some 37 literacy events involving
29 different texts.
Like most teachers, we had doubts and worries, and we shared them with each other.
When should we trust that children were developing as literacy learners, and when should
we be concerned? How far should we push children to be authors of their own learning,

and when should we intervene? How could we move beyond teaching reading and writing
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to help children become critical readers and writers? How could we create more democratic
classroom communities? Discussions and debates outside of our classrooms heightened
our own concerns. The literacy learning we observed was not reflected within the district’s
deficit driven signs of “success™: testing, grading, and evaluation.

Of greater concern to us were the growing questions about whole language
education among African American educators and parents. Most of the children in our
classrooms were African American. About half of the children at our school came from the
poverty stricken neighborhood around the school. We could not change the conditions of
poverty and the inequities of America’s public schools from within our classrooms. But we
found hope as children became problem posers (Freire, 1994) and decision makers in a
curriculum that was built upon inquiry, authoring, and choice. Still, we were always
working to improve and strengthen teaching and curriculum in our classrooms. In order to
improve classroom teaching, we focused our attention on documenting and understanding
learners and learning within our whole language school.

In Voices of the Self, an educational autobiography, Keith Gilyard describes studies
of African American students in school. He states, “Oddly enough, conspicuously absent
are the voices of the students themselves. I’'m not speaking about the street stories or the
recorded snatches of conversation that typically have provided some researcher with his or
her data, but the articulate opinion of those African American students who face the task of
public school language education. It is not being idealistic to expect at least some students
to be able to furnish such information if encouraged to do so.” (Gilyard, 1991, p. 10)

In this study, I ask young children to tell their own stories about literacy learning. I

make visible “the voices of the students themselves.” I also closely observed the literacy
learniing of these children. I have selected a case study approach in order to come as close
as possible to understanding and describing literacy learning experiences from the child’s

perspective.
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Background of the study

During my last years of teaching in elementary schools, I worked with a group of
teachers planning and transforming an inner city neighborhood school into a city-wide
magnet school. Named after the progressive educator, John Dewey, the school philosophy
embraces Dewey’s experience-centered, democratic approach to teaching and curriculum
(Dewey, 1963). The Dewey Center was conceived by a group of whole language teachers
and adopted by a predominantly African American, inner city community. Unlike Kozol’s
(1991) description of city magnet schools in inner city neighborhoods where neighborhood
children are not included, our school proposal was designed to serve neighborhood children
first.

My colleagues and I believed that whole language theory had the potential for
supporting teachers in creating the democratic schools that Dewey (1961) envisioned,
bringing together a long tradition of progressive education with new understandings about
language learning. We named our proposal after Dewey to place our school within a long
history of progressive education and assure parents we were not experimenting on children.
We never really thought the school would use Dewey’s name, but parents voted almost
unanimously to change the school name after investigating Dewey’s philosophy and
beliefs.

During the time when I worked at The Dewey Center, the school experienced a
major transition on several levels. The population tripled from around 200 to 600 students.
The demographics shifted as predominantly low-income families from nearby housing
projects were joined by “citywide” families of various socio-economic levels. The school

curriculum shifted from a focus on academic content, with reading and writing as the
“subjects” of study, to an inquiry driven curriculum, with reading and writing (and math)
as the tools of inquiry. Materials shifted from textbooks and worksheets to a wide range of

children’s literature and writing materials. Classroom organization shifted from a
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transmission model to a transactional model (Weaver, 1988). In a transactional classroom,
children are active participants in their own learning.

These changes had a major impact on everyone in the school, including students,
parents and staff. The school attracted a group of experienced teachers with a strong
background and interest in whole language and holistic education. This community of
evolving teachers and changing classrooms, with a school-wide focus on whole language
theory and practice, provided an opportunity to observe how reading and writing develop in
holistic school settings. It is within the climate of professional change that this study
begins.

The evaluation committee

As a part of this change process, I chaired the school evaluation committee. Our
goal was to develop tools for evaluation that would reflect the learning and teaching in our
classrooms. The committee planned a three-year process for our own professional
development. We planned to spend the first year learning ways of documenting literacy
learning, and a second year learning how to interpret and analyze these “documents.”

During the third year, we would begin compiling data to develop a picture of the range of
literacy development that was occurring in our school.
As a part of this project, I volunteered to follow a group of kindergarten children
through the three years of our evaluation project. At that time, I was school librarian and I
had the flexibility to observe and interact with children and teachers. I was given a half day
a week to work with a group of twenty kindergartners. My meetings with the
kindergartners included engaging them in reading and writing experiences and interviews
about the reading and writing process. I followed fifteen of these children through first and
second grade with classroom observations and additional interviews.
The evaluation project ended after the first few years. However, I describe the
proje<t because it influenced this study in two ways. First, the project grew out of the

concems of the teachers on that committee. Our primary interest was improving teaching
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and learning in whole language classrooms. However, we worked within a historic context
of deficit views of children and literacy learning in inner city communities. Secondly, I
began gathering data while focusing on the broad goals of the evaluation committee. As I
conducted these observations and interviews, my questions were wide ranging:
What does it mean to become literate for children in our school?
How can we document and describe children’s literacy practices and literacy
learning?
* How does the social structure of the classroom, and the “instruction” of the teacher,
serve to enhance or inhibit literacy practices and literacy learning?

These questions became more focused as I continued to follow the children for this
study. As I reframed my research questions for doctoral research, I began with this
extensive, longitudinal data set. I wanted to look closely at literacy development, and I had
many years of experiences observing and describing children’s reading and writing
transactions with texts. What interested me was how the classroom community in a whole
language school influenced children’s literacy development. I narrowed the focus of my
questions to focus on the social nature of literacy and literacy learning in the second grade
classroom community.

Documenting literacy learning in holistic classrooms

The major goal of the Evaluation Committee at the Dewey Center was to develop
ways of assessing learning and learners that matched our understandings of the richness
and complexity of language and learning within the social setting of our classrooms. We

needed to shift our ways of describing literacy to match our shifting paradigms in
curriculum and teaching. Our understandings of whole language theory and practice were
most influenced by researchers such as Brian Cambourne, Kenneth and Yetta Goodman,
and Frank Smith, and teacher/researchers such as Nancie Atwell, and Bobbi Fisher.
InWhat’s Whole in Whole Language , a book read and re-read by teachers at the
Dewey Center, Ken Goodman (1991) proposes four theoretical “pillars” of whole
language: a theory of language, a theory of leamning, a theory of teaching, and a theory of

curriculum. Kenneth Goodman, who spoke to teachers and parents at the Dewey Center



twice during the first few years, has since added a fifth pillar, a theory of the social nature of
language and learning. However, as a whole language teacher, I had come to think and talk
about the original four pillars supporting three “walls”: content, process, and the
social/cultural community in the classroom (D. Goodman, 1991). Dewey Center teachers
worked together to describe and define whole language in a brochure provided for parents
and community (See figure 1).

A major tenet of whole language is that literacy learning in school can occur in the
same way that children learn language at home. After studying young children learning
language at home, Brian Cambourne (1988) identified eight conditions of language
learning: immersion, demonstration, engagement, expectation, use, responsibility,
approximation, and response. Cambourne’s model has implications for language teaching
as well as learning, since his conditions suggest a social context for home learning that
might be cultivated within the classroom community. Teachers at the Dewey Center used
Cambourne’s model to critique the “authenticity” of classroom learning experiences

compared with the real-life language learning experiences outside of school.

The vignette from Susan Austin’s classroom above illustrates some of the changes
teachers at the Dewey Center observed within whole language classrooms. Children were
reading and writing a wide range of literary genres, and enthusiastically discussing these
texts. Students appeared to enjoy school and have a positive, comfortable attitude towards
writing and reading. Children appeared to view themselves as a part of a social community
of learners, and participation in the social community was a resource for individual learning.
In addition, children appeared to view reading and writing as meaning construction and
focused their attention on making sense rather than getting the words right.

Our observations were often discussed at lunchtime and at staff meetings, but they
were not valued by district officials since the district recognized three measures of academic
success: letter grades, standardized test scores, and attendance. The discrepancy between
our descriptions of literacy learning (as illustrated in the vignette above) and official

descriptions of literacy learning in our school is based on different underlying assumptions



Figure 1: Definition of “Whole Language” written by Dewey teachers

What is Whole Language?

Whole language focuses on the learning process. In a whole language school
children are leaming how to learn. Children participate in drama, role-playing, research and
other experiences that give them tools for life-long learning. Children learn how to ask
questions, select topics, find materials, read, write, interview, share, and present as they focus
on science, social studies and literature themes. The school-wide young authors program
takes children through the entire process of writing and publishing. In our classrooms,
students are evaluated on their growth as learners as well as on their written projects or oral
presentations.

Whole language is meaning-based. The best learning experiences are those that
are meaningful to the child. Learning experiences such as letter writing, storytelling, field
trips, interviews, reading fiction and non-fiction books, and drama help children to construct
meaning and understand the world around them. Even beginning readers can start with
signs or familiar stories. Language skills are easy to learn when the focus is on making
sense.

Whole language is developmental. Children must be allowed to grow at their
own pace. Mistakes are a part of the learning process. For example, as children become
writers they "invent" spelling and punctuation rules. These invented spellings reflect the
child's learning. Whole language teachers look for growth rather than perfection.

Whole language is experience-based. Hands-on activities and projects provide
the basis for learning and provide many opportunities for reading, writing, talking,
calculating and thinking. For example, science experiments allow children to see and
understand science concepts. A classroom store teaches economics and provides practice
with math and language. Paper and pencil activities can't replace first hand experience.

Whole language is child-centered. Teachers develop their classroom curriculum
based on their understanding of children and how children learn. Activities grow out of the
particular interests and needs of each class group and each child. Children have choices and
are encouraged to express themselves in discussion, writing, and other creative media.
Children are helped to select materials, plan activities, and organize their time so that they
become self-motivated learners with a lasting thirst for knowledge.

Whole language is functional. Adults use language to get what we want, find
things out, share with others, and express our thoughts and feelings. Children will read and
write when they have a reason to read and write: to remember things, to give reports, to
enjoy good book, or to say thank you to someone who lives far away. Learning
experiences in whole language classrooms have a real-world purpose.

Whole language is strength oriented. A child's view of himself or herself is
extremely important to success in school. Learning experiences that are successful and
enjoyable give children confidence that they can learn, and encourage them to become active
learners. Whole language teachers observe and evaluate children to learn about their
background and interests. Class experiences build on the child's strengths, rather than
focusing on the child's weaknesses.

Whole language is social. Children learn more when they talk and share with
others. Classrooms are often noisy as children work on a variety of projects. Children are

grouped in many different ways so that they may share their unique talents and points of
view.
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about what counts as literacy. Before documenting the literacy learning of children at the
Dewey Center, I address the question “What counts as literacy?”’
What counts as literacy?

A fundamental theory of literacy underlies any attempt to understand and describe
literacy experiences. Answers to the questions “What counts as literacy?” and “Who
counts as literate?” drive differing perspectives on literacy research, assessment, and
instruction. For administrators in our district, like many state officials and others in the
“public” audience, statistical measurements such as letter grades and test scores are what
counts as literacy. These scores are used to label countless learners as “illiterate” in spite
of the prevalent view in the professional community that reading tests are inaccurate, biased,
and pedagogical flawed (Dyson, 1997; Edelsky, 1991; Shannon, 1989)._

Sonia Nieto 1996) describes three major theories that attempt to explain the “school
failure of students, particularly those from culturally diverse and poor backgrounds.” In a
deficit theory, school failure is viewed to be “the fault either of the students themselves, who
are genetically inferior, or the social characteristics of their communities, which suffer from
economic and cultural disadvantages.” (Nieto, 1996, p.229) An economic and social
reproduction theory proposes that schools reproduce the economic and social structures of

society. A cultural incompatibilities perspective suggests that school failure is caused by
incongruities between the culture of the home and culture of the school.
The legacy of a deficit view of African American children

Gloria Ladsen Billings (1994) traces the “language of deprivation” in the
educational community. In the 1960s, children were labeled “culturally deprived” and
“disadvantaged.” Although the goal was to improve “student and teacher effectiveness, the
use of such terms contributed to a perception of African American students as deprived,
deficient, and deviant.” In the 1980s and 1990s, the popular term is at-risk. “The language

of deprivation had changed, but the negative connotations remained.” (Ladson-Billings,

1994)
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Nieto points out that while “characteristics students bring with them to school
including their race, ethnicity, social class, and language, also often have a direct impact on
their success or failure in school”, there is not a causal effect between these characteristics
and school failure. “Instead it is the school’s perception of students’ language, culture, and
class as inadequate and negative, and the subsequent devalued status of these characteristics
in the academic environment, that help to explain school failure.” (1996, p. 230) It is not
the child’s language, culture or class that is disadvantaged, but the way that schools engage
in reproducing the discriminatory practices in the larger society.

Historically, deficit perspectives have led to what Gilyard (1991) calls
“eradicationism” as educational policy. “From their [policy makers and educators]
outlook poor reading and writing scores by Black English speakers are understood to be the
direct result of these students’ inability to abandon their own delimiting dialect.” (Gilyard,
1991, p. 72) The thinking is that the language (and culture) of racial and ethnic minorities
must be rejected before they can learn.

There has been a disturbing and regressive return to deficit driven school policy in
the last several years. The New York Times recently profiled a group of Brooklyn third
graders who are in summer school in order to pass a test that is their “ticket to the fourth
grade.” This test not only determines who will pass or fail, but what teachers will do during
the summer course.

The lesson plan, based in part on guidelines from the Chancellor, is closely linked to
the city’s reading and math texts. It dictates what books to read -- an assortment of multi-
cultural works intended to make reading more interesting for these students, who are mostly
black or Hispanic -- and when to read them and even what is written on the chalkboard.
Mrs. Hunt learned the other day that she must add “mandatory” to “summer school, Class

3-224" to remind students of the importance of being there. (Archibold, 1999, p. 38)

The Times reporter does not question the racial demographics of these mandatory

students, or find it odd that one child’s mother reports that he “generally took home good
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grades.” He also does not appear disturbed by placing the names and pictures of children
in a public article under the headline *“Pupils with Low Scores Face Grueling Struggle to
Learn.” These children are not only defined as illiterate by one test score, but they are
being defined as struggling learners by one of the highest symbols of literacy in our
country. How much is expectation, adult’s perceptions about what these children know
and can do, a factor in this “grueling struggle.”

For these children, what counts as literacy is determined by their performance on
one test. Not only are their literate lives outside of school discounted, but the professional
judgment of teachers, reflected in grades and other evaluations, are discounted as well.
Policies such as this one in Brooklyn are propped upon the widespread belief that American
schools are failing, and teachers and children are at fault. Studies have shown that the
“failure” of American children to achieve in schools is largely a “manufactured crisis.”
(Berliner and Biddle, 1996) In an exhaustive and thorough analysis of measures of
“reading performance” Kaestle and others (1991) report the following conclusions, among
others:

® According to the US Census, the number of Americans who considered
themselves “illiterate” decreased from 20% of Americans in 1870 to .06% of
Americans in 1979.

* The median educational level of adults in the United States rose from 8.6 to 12.5
years of schooling between 1940 and 1980. Since “reading achievement”
levels have remained stable at each grade level, the “level” of literacy in the
nation has increased considerably.

* The definition of “functional illiteracy” has changed dramatically since the term
emerged in the 1930s. First defined as at least three years of school, current
“illiteracy measures” define “functional illiteracy” as an 8th or even 12th
grade “reading level.”

These authors do not find any decline in literacy learning, even by the questionable
statistics of test scores. This finding includes the literacy learning of disenfranchised
groups. However they do point to a “gap” between children in wealthy districts and those
in poorly funded districts: often including African American and poor children. “Even if

schools today are performing about as well as they have in the past, they have never excelled

at educating minorities and the poor.” (Kaestle, 1991, p. 128)
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In Savage Inequalities Jonathan Kozol (1991) documents the inadequate funding
of most public school systems and the gross inequities in public school funding between
wealthy communities and poverty stricken communities.

There is a certain grim aesthetic in the almost perfect upward scaling of

expenditures from the poorest of the poor to the richest of the rich within the New
York City area: $5,590 for the children of the Bronx and Harlem, $6,340 for the
non-white kids of Roosevelt, $6,400 for the black kids of Mount Vernon, $7,400 for
the slightly better off community of Yonkers, over $11,000 for the very lucky
children of Manhasset, Jericho and Great Neck. In an ethical society, where money
was apportioned in accord with need, these scalings would run almost in precise
reverse. (Kozol, 1991, p. 123)

In this light, attacks on urban public schools serve to mask the inequities in our
school systems based on cultural diversity and economic class. As these inequities become
more difficult to ignore, the problems of large urban districts have become the focal point of
attention in many state governments. The district where the Dewey Center was housed was
recently taken over by the governor, who ordered the mayor to disband and reconstruct the
school board. The first recommendations of the reconstituted school board were to require
every student in the district to wear a uniform, and to institute military-style schools.

A mask of concern for inner city children conceals a political agenda to discredit
public schools and blame economic inequity on its victims. Well meaning teachers, parents
and community members are drawn to support deficit driven policy and curriculum for
urban schools. However, many city parents see through this attempt to “help” the city’s
children by destroying the last vestiges of community input and control. One parent said
on the local TV news, “It’s almost as if our children are being declared criminals before
they have a chance to show if they’re good or bad students.”

Some politicians and right wing interest groups have learned to use deficit theory to
undermine and attack urban schools. This new attention to urban schools is not a response
to actual declines in literacy learning within urban centers, but a concerted political effort to
maintain a policy of inequity and discrimination in public school funding. In addition to

take-overs of large urban districts, recent legislative measures favoring charter schools and
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private school vouchers are calling cards of a political campaign aimed at ending public
education as we know it.

These campaigns draw attention away from the real problems of urban education
today. Berliner and Biddle (1996) outline their own list of the “real problems of American
Education” obscured by the manufactured crisis. I summarize just a few of these problems

below:
¢ Income and wealth inequity. “Income and wealth are much less evenly

distributed here than in other Western nations.” (p.216) This income gap has
widened in recent years. In 1987 dollars, families in the first decile of income
had 14.8% less income than in 1977, while families in the top income decile
were eamning 49% more than they had ten years earlier.

* Growth and stagnation of the economy. “Over the past twenty five years,
average wages in America fell behind the rate of inflation, and the only reason
American families have been able to keep even is that more and more of those
families have been supported by two wage earners. Also, costs of crucial basic
needs- particularly housing and health care- have increased sharply in recent
years.” (p. 233)

* Racial, ethnic, religious and linguistic diversity. School districts have conflicts
over how to distribute scant resources to meet the needs of various cultural and
linguistic groups. In addition, these populations are unevenly distributed within
states and districts.

. judi iscrimination, and Black Americans. “Racism in this country has
historically meant that Americans were willing to tolerate far worse conditions
for the poor (who are thought to wear black faces) than are tolerated by other
Western Countries. This tolerance of inadequacy for the poor has generated
appallingly bad schools, where the educational accomplishments of the students
are dismal.” (p. 227)

i urbs, ghettos and city centers. Local funding allows affluent parents to
avoid paying for urban schools. Schools are often expected to provide
recreational facilities and services lacking in cities.

* Violence and drugs. These issues affect the health and progress of American
children. In addition, in countries “where rates of violence and drug abuse are
lower, schools can spend more of their resources on the education of students.”
(p. 232)

* The aging of the population. America has a growing aging population, a
significant voting block promoting its own interests “which often do not include
the needs of young people.” (p.234)

It is much easier to blame teachers and children for educational concerns than to
face these “real” problems. In urban districts, school board and state concerns have
become a political struggle “in defense of good teaching” (K. Goodman, 1998). In recent
years, such attacks have particularly focused on whole language or “process” teachers.

Reid Lyon, of the National Institute of Child Health and Development, has become a

15



spokesperson for a movement to legislate a phonics approach to reading instruction. Ata
hearing in California he testified, for example, that many inner city children hold their books
upside down when they first come to kindergarten (Taylor, 1998). Lyon’s comment
discredits children’s homes and families as language learning communities.

As a reading specialist, I have conducted many “book handling” interviews with
kindergartners and first graders. The first task involves handing a book to a child upside
down and backwards and asking them to show me the front. I have never met a
kindergartner who did not turn the book right side up and identify the front cover. Of the
twenty children that I interviewed at Dewey in the winter of their kindergarten year, all of
them knew that books were read from left to right and top to bottom.

Within this campaign against public education, negative descriptions of African
American children are used deliberately to gain public favor. One article in the Baltimore
Sun describes wild, out of control children and the classroom teacher’s comment that “it’s
not their fault.” Pictures of African American children are prominently displayed. These
descriptions play to middle class white stereotypes and lead to the foregone conclusion that

inner city public school teachers are doing little to help these “poor urchins.”

The political situation in literacy education today brings into clear focus the socio-
political aspects of early literacy research in schools such as The Dewey Center. In an
effort to document and represent children’s learning, teachers and researchers struggle
against a campaign to paint African American children as deficient language users and
disabled learners. Within a deficit model, what counts as literacy is defined so narrowly
that large groups of young readers and writers are labeled illiterate.

Economic and social reproduction

Kozol’s (1991) Savage Inequalities suggests that schools reflect the economic and
social inequities of the larger society. An economic and social reproduction perspective
argues that that “schools reproduce the economic and social relations of society and

therefore tend to serve the interests of the dominant classes.” From this perspective, the
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fact that “70 percent of students in urban schools were dropping out was understood not as
a coincidence but actually as an intended outcome of the educational system. In other
words these students were “doing just exactly what was expected: they were succeeding at
school failure” (Nieto, 1996, p. 234).

Dyson finds that “socio-cultural and linguistic differences can be institutionally
framed as correlates of academic deficiencies, from the very start of a child’s school life”
(Dyson, 1997, p.11). Dyson and the teachers in the San Francisco East Bay study group
identified a range of factors in differential treatment of students including: reputations,
expectations, grade levels, retention, report cards, and standardized test. Nieto (1996)
identifies many “structural factors in schools” that perpetuate discrimination based on
differences including tracking, testing, curriculum, pedagogy, physical structure, disciplinary
policies, limited roles of students and teachers, and limited parent and community
involvement.

Patrick Shannon (1989) describes how tracking or ability grouping discriminates
against children in “low” reading groups:

* Teachers interrupt students in lower ability groups during oral reading between
two and five times more frequently.

* Seventy percent of reading in high ability groups is done silently, while 70% of
reading in low ability groups is oral.

* Students in high groups were often asked to read texts that were easy for them
while students in lower groups were asked to read texts that were difficult for

them (Shannon, 1989, p. 102).

This data is especially disturbing in light of studies of the selection process for
ability grouping. “What is most often found is that differences in dress, deportment,
manners, language and language use are interpreted as intellectual deficits.” (Shannon,
1989, p. 103)

Cultural reproduction explains some of the problems of urban education without

placing blame on learners. However, Nieto points out several problems with accepting a

simple explanation of “cultural reproduction” to explain student failure. One problem is

that social and cultural reproduction theories focus on social class and “almost complete(ly)
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neglect the role of gender and race” (Nieto, 1996, p. 235). For example, women often
worked in the home in the past making it “unclear how females were prepared by schools
for their role in society” by inequities in school funding. In addition, “The purposes of the
dominant class are not perfectly reflected in the schools but are resisted and modified by the
recipients of schooling. (p. 235)”

Cultural incompatibility

Another explanation for inequities in educational achievement focuses on cultural
incompatibilities, where “school culture and home culture are often at odds.”

The more consistent that home and school cultures are, the reasoning goes, the
more successful students will be, in general terms. The opposite is also true: The
more that students’ experiences, skills, and values differ from the school setting, the
more failure they will experience (Nieto, 1996, p.235).

Edelsky describes power based inequality in her study of the bilingual classroom
where English speaking children did not learn Spanish. English speaking children were
often in the role of language teacher, while the Spanish speaking children were always in the
role of learner.

The gross inequality of power between two languages (and two groups of

people) that guarantees that one set of young children will always be language
teachers and the other set language learers, that one set will be congratulated for
making almost no progress while the other is disparaged for making tremendous
(but not ‘total’) progress -- the situation is not one that any program can change.
(Edelsky, 1991, p.28)

Lisa Delpit (1995) worries that holistic classrooms may fail to educate African
American children in the “culture of power” that they need to survive in dominant society.
Delpit describes five aspects of power in urban classrooms:

1. Issues of power are enacted in classrooms.
2. There are codes or rules for participating in power, that is, there is a “culture of
power.”
3. The rules of the culture of power are a reflection of the rules of the culture of
those who have power.
4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told explicitly

the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier.

5. Those with power are frequently least aware of -- or least willing to acknowledge

-- its existence. Those with less power are often most aware of its existence
(Delpit, 1995, p. 24).
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Delpit’s concern is that European American teachers, either by design or by
ignorance, are likely to fail to address issues of power in the classroom. She is particularly
concerned about process writing or whole language practices because of their “indirect”
approach, which may not serve to make the “rules of that culture” explicit.

For Delpit acquiring the codes of power is what counts as literacy. Her assumption
is that reading, writing and speaking like someone within the “culture of power” will allow
the learner to achieve power: “This means the success in institutions -- schools,
workplaces, and so on -- is predicated on acquisition of the culture of those who are in
power.”

Delpit proposes that it is important for African American children to be directly and
explicitly taught the culture of power in school. However, Edelsky’s study suggests that we
must be careful that such teaching doesn’t reproduce the power relationships between
cultural groups. Ladsen-Billings (1994) has developed a criterion for “culturally relevant”
teaching that seeks in all teachers and students ways of developing respect for and critical
analysis of culture and cultural differences.

One limitation of “the cultural mismatch theory” is that it “is still insufficient to
explain why some students succeed and others fail.” Nieto sites Gibson’s study of
Punjabi students who have been quite successful in school (Nieto, 1996, p. 236). Edelsky’s
(1991) conclusion that the power differential in bilingual classrooms “is not one that any
program can change” suggests studies of literacy learning must look beyond notions of

“success or failure.”
Unexamined assumptions of ‘“failure theories”
Edelsky warns of some pitfalls of transformative research and/ or teaching including
‘“‘unexamined acceptance of prevailing conceptions of language instruction and evaluation,
especially written language” and “a focus on failure, along with an absence of concrete

exampiles of liberatory practice” (Edelsky, 1991, p.3).
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Jonathan Kozol’s Savage Inequalities (1991) and Amazing Grace (1995) are
crucially important in exposing the relationship between schooling and discrimination in the
United States. However, Kozol also provides an example of unexamined assumptions
about language competency and language learning in inner city communities.

We may estimate that nearly half of the kindergarten children in Chicago’s
public schools will exit school as marginal illiterates.

Those very few who graduate and go to college rarely read well enough to
handle college- level courses.

In strictly pedagogical terms, the odds of failure for a student who starts out at
Woodson Elementary School, and then continues at a non-selective high school, are
approximately ten to one. The odds of learning math and reading on the street are
probably as good or even better. The odds of finding a few moments of delight, or
maybe even happiness, outside these dreary schools are better still.

Kozol describes a failure mechanism that makes it difficult for Chicago students to
graduate from high school, go on to college, or do well at the colleges they attend. He
equates this with students’ actual abilities to read, write, and think. In spite of the wise and
well-read people that Kozol interviewed for Savage Inequalities and Amazing Grace, he
buys into the “failure” of children to learn to read and write, most likely based on test
scores. Edelsky deplores this practice as contradictory for transformative educators. “Even
though tests are hopelessly biased, even though they are conceptually invalid, even though
they are used to support social stratification, tests and test scores are nevertheless appealed
to - with a straight face - in work that is supposed to promote change”(Edelsky, 1991, p. 4).

Kozol’s last comment about learning on “the street” is ironic in that it appears to

underestimate not only the people of the inner city, but the importance of social literacy and
local literacies. Brian Street studied social literacies outside of school. He reports that
“uneducated” people in Iran read and write in rural villages, but there is often a mismatch
in “literacy practices” between the community and the school. Further, in homes and
communities reading and writing is a social practice, embedded within the activities of daily

life (Street, 1995).
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Carole Edelsky warns that a focus on reasons for “school failure” can be
“conserving” of social and economic injustices rather than “transformative”:

Much research in language and education provides both summaries and also

richly detailed pictures of these failures, so much in fact that it is the ‘scientific’
mainstay, however unintentionally, of a ‘failure industry’. As McDermott has said,
millions of people are ‘measuring documenting, remediating, and explaining’ these
failures. What is conserving about all the activity is that it puts an analytic distance
on failure and offers no countering ‘language of possibility’ (Aronowitz and
Giroux, 1985 in Edelsky, 1991, p.6).

Denny Taylor (1993) claims the “in-the-head” measures of tests and grades focus
on “what’s wrong with the child” as educators attempt to help children, particularly those
in trouble. She describes how this process can produce the failures it attempts to avoid, for
families and schools as well as for children:

When we evaluate children we get lost in our own abstractions and children fail.

When children fail, families are placed in jeopardy. Sometimes families fail. When
children fail, teachers are held accountable. In essence, they too are found wanting.
The ultimate irony of the situation is-that when children are given the opportunity to
create an authentic foundation for their own existence, they do not fail. In our adult-
made, in-the-head-tested educational system, we consistently underestimate the
enormous potential of children to participate in the construction of their own
learning environments. (Taylor, 1993, p. 26)

While what counts as literacy may differ in Kozol or Delpit’s discussions, there is
often an underlying assumption that they are failing to learn to read and write, supported by
statistical measures such as tests or grades. With these constant failure messages, urban
teachers tend to assume that students in our classrooms compare poorly with suburban
counterparts. Teacher’s expectations influence how children progress in schools.
However, there is little evidence outside of test scores to support this assumption. One
reason for the unexamined assumption that inner city children can’t read and write is the
commonly held belief that literacy has a causal relationship with economic success.
Success in school, in terms of grades and promotion, and later economic success in life are
equated with literacy levels.

Literacy and economic success
In our highly literate society, then common assumption is that highly successful

people are highly literate. By extension, poor people are assumed to be uneducated and
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illiterate. Literacy is viewed as the key to economic advancement, while illiteracy is
inextricably linked with poverty. Lauren expressed this viewpoint as a kindergartner:
Debi: How do you think people learn how to read?

Lauren: They go to a library.
D: They go to a library? Why would you go to a library to learn how to read?

L Because reading is important.

D Reading is important?

L: And you got to know how to read.

D: Why is it important?

L: Um... because reading is very important and you need to know how to read.
D What would happen if you don’t know how to read?

L: Then you would be on the streets... holding a sign.

Lauren’s comment illustrates how notions of what counts as literacy are imbedded
in our family and cultural beliefs. In a study of “print awareness” of preschoolers, Y.
Goodman, Altwerger and Marek found that 3 to 6 year olds are reading the print in their
environment such as stop signs, logos, and product labels. They found that young children
are able to “read” (make sense of) many product logos and signs. Predictably, children
read print they were familiar with, and were more likely to read print given a more complete
context. Few children read the “milk” printed in handwritten letters; more children read the
logo “milk” copied in the original shape and color; still more children read the word
“milk” on the side of a carton. Since the children were interviewed using contrived tasks,
the researchers speculated young children are even more proficient readers given the full
social context of the breakfast table or the grocery story.

The researchers found no correlation between income levels and ability to read
environmental print. Children of all income groups performed equally well, responding to
texts that they had experienced in family or community literacy events. However, while all
children were readers, lower income children were less likely to identify themselves as
readers. In addition, middle income children were more likely to suggest reading was

learned at home and it was “easy”, while lower income children were more likely to believe
that reading would be learned at school and would be “hard.”

As a teacher, I used procedures from this print awareness study to evaluate young

readers. For me, the study had several important implications. First, when you go looking
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for literacy, you generally find it. This maxim is true for illiteracy as well. Secondly, young
children are reading the texts around them. Third, reading signs and logos and other
“environmental” print may be more universally familiar to young children than reading
books. Finally, very young children have already formed perceptions about what counts as
reading and who counts as a reader.

As a reading specialist and classroom teacher in Detroit, I evaluated many children’s
reading using miscue analysis (Y. Goodman, Watson and Burke 1996), a procedure where
children read and retell an entire story. In fifteen years, I only met one child who was still a
beginning reader after completing third grade, and he had never been to school before he
came to my fifth grade classroom. However, it is common for children labeled as “non-
readers” to deny their own reading and writing abilities. Reading a TV Guide, according to
one group of fourth graders, was so easy anyone could do it. School reading tasks, on the
other hand, were difficult and challenging.

The popular link between literacy and economic success has led to the assumption
that inner-city families and communities lack literacy experiences. The ‘“common sense”
belief that poverty equals ignorance is so widespread that it is often accepted by teachers,
parents and children in these communities. Evidence of proficient reading and writing in
home and community contexts is rejected in this view of what counts as literacy.

Social literacy in family and community

Ethnographic studies have taken the study of early literacy to the breakfast table and
the grocery store. Shirley Brice Heath (1983) describes the poor African American
community of Trackton, where adults sit on their front porches reading the paper and calling
to each other about the news. While children in these families may not be reading picture

books, they are sitting on laps or playing nearby when these literacy events occur. Luis
Mol describes what he calls the “funds of knowledge” in the Latino community, which
include community resources about school, church, auto repair, cultural history, health and

medicine, and other areas of expertise (Moll, 1994).
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Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) observed an inner city African American
community in the north. They selected families with children who appeared successful in
first grade, and discovered a system of support for children’s literacy development within
the extended family. The authors compare their study to Heath’s and identify a wide range
of types and uses of reading and writing including:
instrumental, dealing with schools, and public agencies
social/interactional, such as letters, notes, and cards
news related, newspapers, magazines, etc. to gain information

confirmational, documents, special writings or announcements
critical/educational, schoolwork and studies

Although not all children have book reading experiences at home, all children have
experiences with story telling. Miller and Mehler (1994) describe the “power of personal
storytelling” within families. The authors note that all families engage in storytelling, and
young children are strong storytellers by the time they enter school. They found several
consequences of family storytelling for language learners including: acquisition of narrative
skills, a heightened opportunity to learn past the immediate event or incident, and “self-
construction.”

The authors observe that *“personal storytelling is an important means by which
young children, together with family members, experience and re-experience self in relation
to other” (Miller and Mehler, 1994). They speculate that bringing personal storytelling into
kindergarten classrooms would make children’s transitions into school easier, as they
would explore self in relation to other in the classroom community. However, the
researchers found few opportunities for storytelling when the children in the study entered
school, and those storytelling experiences tended to focus on curricular goals and differed
from the social construction of stories in families.

In each of these studies, meaning construction occurs within the social context of
family and community. It is questionable whether individual instruments for evaluation or
research reflect the child’s linguistic understandings and abilities within the supportive

social context of language practices in homes and communities.



A comprehensive account of self-development would have to be much more
dynamic than has previously envisioned: it would have to take into account not only
the child’s moment-by-moment interpersonal encounters, but his or her participation
in iterative narrations of those encounters, which are themselves imbedded in
moment- by- moment interpersonal encounters” (Miller and Mehler, 1994, p. 47).
Studies that have followed children from home to school have found that children
have fewer opportunities for the rich experiences with language observed in home settings.
Wells and others (1986) audiotaped children’s language and literacy experiences during the
pre-school years. When the researchers followed these children to school they found
“compared with homes, schools are not providing an environment that fosters language
development. For no child was the language experience of the classroom richer than that of
the home -- not even for those believed to be “linguistically deprived” (Wells, 1986, p. 87).

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) also found children’s literacy experiences in
school bore little resemblance to the rich social experiences of children at home. They
followed one child, Shauna, through a day of school. While the first grader participated in a
wide range of literacy events in conversation with an extended group of family members,
she spent her school day quietly working on worksheets, looking at her library book, and
playing silently with flashcards and language puzzles. She also spent many minutes silently
waiting for activities to begin.

There is a prevalent view that inner city parents do not provide literacy experiences
for their children, because of their own presumed illiteracy. Toby Curry, a middle school
teacher at the Dewey Center, introduced a roving “parent journal” that traveled from family
to family. Curry wrote back to each parent’s letter, sending a copy to the last parent while
passing the journal on to the next family. Parents wrote eloquent messages about the work
their children were doing, their own aspirations, and their thoughts about Curry’s
classroom. They read the letters of previous parents and wrote responses in support and
admiration. In four years of parent journals, there was only one case where a family

member didn’t add a letter to the roving journal.
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Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines’ study of inner city families pushes the boundaries of
how we answer the question “What counts as literacy?”’

True, some of the parents with whom we worked did not finish high school, and

some of the older children did drop out of school during the four years that we
visited the families. In addition, some might argue that many of the children came
from “broken homes.” But no one can deny that these were literate homes. One
of the explanations for this apparent paradox lies in the persistent use of obsolete
definitions of literacy as a series of dispassionate skills that can be counted,
measured and weighed (Taylor, 1988, p. 200).

When children do not succeed in school, it is common to blame the *“lack of
language models” in the homes. However, in each of these studies, children brought richly
literate backgrounds to school. Heath observed rural children overhearing newspaper
conversations as they grew up on their relatives’ knees. Miller and Mehler note that oral
storytelling is a strength of most young preschoolers. Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines describe
inner city children participating in a wide variety of literacy events. When we invited parents
to write letters at the Dewey Center, we got thoughtful and often eloquent responses. Wells
points out that no child in his study experienced language in school as the same rich
opportunity for talk and interaction that they enjoyed at home.

These studies suggest that school discourse communities could gain much if
teachers were more aware the discourse of families and communities outside of school. The
prevalent view that inner city families are illiterate has at least two negative implications for
inner city children in schools. First, it turns the focus of society away from fixing the real
““gates” that keep inner city children from succeeding such as racial discrimination, poverty,
violence, etc. If illiteracy is blamed for the lack of economic success, then schools, teachers
and even leamers are at fault, and not American system of economic inequity. The rallying

cry of “illiteracy” is used to obscure social injustice and economic discrimination.

Secondly, many concerned educators and public figures accept that inner city

children (and adults) can’t read and write, often based on test scores and similar statistics.

The danger in the assumption that inner city children come from illiterate homes is that the

focus of schooling (for example President Clinton’s education initiatives) becomes merely
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teaching them to read and write. Instead, it becomes important for teachers and classrooms
to recognize and affirm children’s literacy practices in homes and communities since these
practices are often invisible and discounted.

In addition, educators must look further than literacy levels to consider the role of
schooling in improving the economic status or quality of life of inner city children. Delpit
states that children need to be educated in the “discourses of power” in order to change
power structures. Her suggestion implies that literacy learning moves beyond the acts of
reading and writing to include negotiating larger social issues and structures. In addition to
affirming children’s home literacy practices, schools have a role in providing connections
between the social literacy practices at home and the social literacy practices in the wide
range of discourse communities in the wider world. What counts as literacy involves
participating in the social literacies of the child’s world.

What counts as literacy? : A social perspective

Researchers in the field of New Literacy Studies use the term “social literacies” to
describe a socio-cultural perspective of what counts as literacy. Reading and writing, from
a socio-cultural perspective, involve a variety of social literacy practices that include the
literacy event, the meanings brought to the event, the characteristics of the literacy event, and
the social relationships involved. In this description, literacy is a social process difficult to
describe using grades, attendance, test scores and other individualistic measures abstracted
from social contexts.

From a New Literacy Studies perspective, there is not a single entity called
“literacy,” but “multiple literacies” depending on social context. David Barton (1994)
describes a social perspective on literacy:

* Literacy is a social activity and can best be described in terms of the literacy
practices which people draw upon in literacy events.

* People have different literacies which they make use of, associated with different
domains of life. Examining different cultures or historical periods reveals more

. g;r;fé?:'liwmcy practices are situated in broader social relations. This makes it

necessary to describe the social setting of literacy events, including the ways in
which social institutions support particular literacies. (Barton, 1994, p. 34)
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Researchers in New Literacy Studies have primarily been working with adult
populations or at the university level and few New Literacy studies have focused on the
social nature of literacy practices in elementary classrooms. Anne Haas Dyson (1993) has
brought studies of social literacy into schools with her descriptions of children’s writing as
“social work.” Dyson describes how young children develop as authors in relation to
others in classroom “story-making.” This occurs when stories are “socially enacted”
within classrooms where children write on self-selected topics within social groupings, and
have opportunities to “perform” their stories through reading or drama:

When socially enacted, though, narratives not only communicate, but they allow their
authors to manipulate or regulate their own identities and those of others. Through their
narratives, the observed children worked to (a) establish commonalties, or social cohesion,
with others; (b) criticize others or defend themselves from others’ criticisms; and (c) take
the stage, the interactional spotlight, for an artistic performance. (Dyson, 1993, p. 58)

From a New Literacy studies perspective, theoretical models of what counts as
literacy can be categorized by how the researcher/educators consider the social and political
worlds of the participant. Brian Street (1998) groups theoretical approaches to literacy into

three types of theoretical models: Autonomous models, Critical Literacy, and New Literacy

studies.
Autonomous models of literacy

Defining what counts as literacy as a score on an achievement test or report card is
an example of an “autonomous” model of reading (Street, 1998). Literacy is defined as an
individual’s collection of skills. From this perspective, researchers and educators consider
language abilities and language learning autonomously from a social context. Oral
language is seen as separate from written language. Cultural issues, linguistic issues, and
socio-political issues are not seen as connected with literacy issues. The goal for educators

is to identify the learner’s problems and fix them.
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Street describes an “autonomous” view of reading and writing as one that divorces
practice from cultural or political context. The instructional “study skills” approach
focuses on “fixing” student’s problems. Autonomous views of language can be connected
to deficit perspectives. They result in reductionist pedagogies, where language is segmented
into small pieces. Since autonomous perspectives ignore the role of culture and cultural
diversity, they may lead to eradicationist education with the goal of eliminating any
differences between the child’s language and the expected language of the school.

Critical Literacy

Ciritical literacy can be most closely associated with the work of Paulo Friere (for
example, 1994). Literacy is not an individual ability to read and write, but a tool for
identifying problems and solutions in communities, particularly oppressed communities.
The goal is not just to read and write, but to think and critique, and ultimately to act. Critical
literacy means educating for democracy. For a growing group of “social justice”
educators, educating for democracy includes establishing democratic classrooms and
schools. Learning focuses on relevant experiences and language, meaningful to the learner.
Evaluation is strength oriented and contextual.

From Street’s perspective, the “weakness” of Critical Literacy in classrooms is a
focus on “academic socialization,” the “acculturation of students into academic discourse”
(Street, 1998). In academic socialization, student reading and writing is viewed as a
“transparent medium of representation” that can be critiqued by the teacher and shaped
towards the mainstream culture. Although the focus is on meaning, rather than skills, there
is a lack of focus on institutional practices. Power is viewed as a quantity rather than as a
social process.

Street places Whole Language within a critical literacy perspective. Delpit criticizes
Whole Language for not acculturating children into the discourse of power. My
observations of Susan Austin’s classroom raise questions about both of these contradictory

Statements. In the following chapters I describe how Susan and the children shift social
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structures such as scheduling and assignments in ways that address underlying institutional
practices. In addition, discussions among members of this community often include
making underlying language practices and processes visible and explicit in ways that go
beyond acculturation into mainstream culture.

Since a prime function of education, and parenting as well, is acculturating learners
into the community, it is a challenge to imagine a shift in teaching practices from a Critical
Literacy to a Literacy Studies perspective. However Street raises an important question to
consider, particularly in light of Delpit’s critique. As Gee (1991) puts it, since literacy is a
social language process, learning to read always involves learning to read a discourse. In
my own words, when a child is learning how to read and write, they are also learning how
readers and writers act within particular social literacy events.

In this study I found many examples of how Lauren and Marco are learning how to
be a reader and writer, at the same time that they are learning how to read and write. When
these social practices (how to be a reader and writer) are made explicit, then children have an
opportunity to address underlying issues of power and social structures of schooling. I'm
not saying whole language classroom communities, or Susan’s class in particular,
consistently address our role as acculturation of students into the discourse of schooling.
However I describe in Chapter Six how educators consider the role of school discourse
communities in making connections between the discourse of home and families and the
discourse communities in the larger society.

Street divides descriptions of what counts as literacy into Autonomous models,
Critical Literacy, and New Literacy Studies. However, while these categories address
perspectives on the social practices of reading and writing, they do not address the reading
and writing as language processes. Over the past thirty years there has been
groundbreaking research in reading and writing processes that has significantly shifted

perspectives among educators about what it means to read and write.
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For example, Freire’s classroom pedagogy (Freire, 1994, Shor, 1987) focused on
discussions of symbolic or significant words. Recent work has recognized the potential of
adult beginning readers to construct whole, relevant texts such as letters, articles, songs, and
books. While New Literacy Studies theorists tend to ignore these distinctions, transactional
perspectives and social perspectives inform each other. I’m not convinced that we must
abandon critical or transactional perspectives as we move forward into new understandings
of literacy as social practice.

A transactional perspective of what counts as literacy

Research traditions that view reading and writing as language processes are
transactional because they focus on the transaction between reader (or writer) and the
written text. Transactional perspectives are also called psycholinguistic or sociolinguistic
perspectives (Smith, 1971; Weaver, 1988; K. Goodman, 1996) reading and writing are seen
as constructive processes, involving both language and thinking. Rosenblatt (1971) also
describes a transactional view of reading to include the aesthetic experience that the reader
has in “evoking” a text.

A transactional model of reading is built on basic assumptions about language and
learning. Literacy is written language and not oral language written down. Reading and
writing are active processes with readers using printed text t