Literacy, society, and schooling

A reader

Edited by
SUZANNE DE CASTELL

Simon Fraser University

ALLAN LUKE
James Cook University of North Queensland

KIERAN EGAN

Simon Fraser University

The right of ihe ﬂ
Universitg of Cambridge
to print and seil
ail manner of boaks
was granted by
Henry VHIin 1534,
The University has printed
and publithed ronfinuowsiy
since (384,

=

CAMBRIDGE UNIVERSITY PRESS
Cambridge

London New York New Rochelle

Melbourne Sydney



2 The functions and uses of literacy

Shirley Brice Heath

Since the initiation of the public school system in the United States,
national leaders have periodically issued statements of a "literacy crisis”
and have launched reform programs designed to eliminate illiteracy and
to ensure that the schools produce functional literates. But the concept of
literacy covers a multiplicity of meanings, and definitions of literacy carry
implicit but generally unrecognized views of its functions (what literacy
can do for individuals) and its uses (what individuals can do with
literacy skills),

Current definitions of literacy held by policy-making groups are widely
varied, and they differ markedly in the relationship they bear to the pur-
poses and goals of reading and writing in the lives of individuals. Public
schools (and the widespread minimum competency movement) see
literacy as an individual accomplishment measured by psychometric
scales of reading ability. A survey conducted for the National Reading
Council defined literacy as “the ability 1o respond to practical tasks of
daily life” (Harris & Associates, 1970). A compilation of surveys of em-
ployer attitudes toward the preparation of youth for work defined literacy
as the integration of mathematical and linguistic skills necessary for fill-
ing out a job application. filing, conducting routine correspondence, mon-
itoring inventories, and expressing oneself clearly in writing (Research for
Better Schools, 1978). The Adult Performance Level Project defined the
standard for literacy as the performance of people at given conjoint levels
of low income, low job status, and few vears of schooling (Northcutt, 1975).
The National Census defines a literate individual as one who has com-
pleted six or more grades of school and has the “ability to read and write a
simple message in any language.” In the past decade, however, those
studying literacy in societies throughout the world have challenged these
definitions, primarily on the basis that the generally assumed functions
and uses of literacy which underlie them do not correspond to the social
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16 S. B. HEATH

meanings of reading and writing across either time periods, cultures, or
contexts of use.

A number of historians (Davis, 1975; Eisenstein, 1979; and see Graff,
this volume) have asked of social groups in certain places and times: What
does it matter whether or not a person can read? What social consequen-
ces does literacy have for the group? What responses have societies made
to the introduction of writing systems or print? Some unexpected patterns
have emerged from the attempts to answer these questions. For example,
knowledge of the possibility of written language (or the possibilities of
print) does not in itself ensure that writing systems will be adopted.
Furthermore, even in societies in which writing systems and/or print have
been accepted, the uses of literacy have often been very much cir-
cumscribed, because only a small elite or particular craftsmen have had
access to literacy. Finally, a restricted literate class can increase the range
of functions of written language without increasing the size of the
literate population.

In a study of the impact of printing on the unlettered masses of 17th-

- century France, Davis (1975) found a major paradox in the functions of
\/ literacy. Printing destroyed traditional monopolies-on knowledge, and
widely d disseminated both information and works of imagination. But

printing also ) made possibie new kinds of control over the people. Until
the appearance of the printing press, oral culture and popular, com-
munity-based social organizations seemed strong enough to resist stan-
dardization and thrusts for uniformity; but when the printing press ap-
peared, people began to measure themselves against a widespread norm
and to doubt their own worth. In today’s American society, similar reasons
are behind the desire of some American Indians who do not want their
languages written (Walker, 1981), and of some religious groups, such as
the Amish, who do not wish their children to move beyond certain levels
of schooling.

" The frequent assertion that literacy leads to improved economic status
and participation in befiévolent causes has b been challenged by a number
of studies. In 17th- and 18th-cenfury New England ‘according to Loc-
kridge (1974), distinction in occupational status was neither created nor
reinforced by substantial differences in literacy. In addition, rising literacy__

- in the general population erased former associations between wealth and.
\\v,f' literacy for mdmduals Among the working classes of 19th-century
“England and " §cotiand, reading was learned in many situations outside
formal education, and its purposes and consequences were varied (Webb,
1950, 1954). Economic laws of supply and demand with respect to job op-
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portunities in 18th-century England dictated levels of literacy and second-
ary education that were set as ideals, but there was no direct relationship
between skills achieved in secondary education and job success.

The equating of reading evaluation in the United States with an em-
phasis on oral reading style and correct responses to standardized perfor-
mance seems to stem from late-19th-century teaching rationales (de Cas-
tell & Luke. this volume). Reading for comprehension and transferring
the ability to the outside world were less readily assessed and were dis-
counted in the general society. Soltow and Stevens (1977, 1981) point out
the extent to which these standardized measures were lauded by parents
of the late 19th century and suggest that such performance convinced
parents that their children would be able to achieve occupational mo-
bility. Whether or not the schools taught children to read at skill levels
that made a difference in their chances for upward occupational mobility
is not at all clear. Nevertheless. if students acquired the moral values, so-
cial norms. and general rational and cultural behaviors of literate citizens
(cven though their skills of comprehension were questionable), oc-
cupational mobility often resulted. These and other studies of the effects
of printing and learning to read and write throw considerable doubt on
time-honored beliefs regarding the consequences of literacy and formal
schooling for individual social mobility.

Traditionally, the functions and uses of literacy have been examined at
the level of the society. Kroeber (1948) traced the invention and diffusion
of writing systems. Goody and Watt (1968) and Havelock (1963, 1976) sug-
gested that the advent of alphabetic writing systems and the spread of
literacy changed forms of social and individual memory of past events
and useful information. Others (Goody, 1977 Olson, 1975, 1977) have pro-
posed that societies also developed certain logical operations that led
them to be able to classify and categorize the world about them in new
ways.

However. studies of single societies (Goody, Cole. & Scribner, 1977;
Scribner & Cole. 1981) or communities (Scollon & Scollon, 1979; Heath,
1983} have found that the functions of literacy suggested by Goody,
Havelock. and others cannot be universally attributed, and that the
methods of learning literacy skills, as well as their consequences, vary
considerably across societies. For example, literacy may decline if it
becomes nonfunctional in a society, or if the goals it has been thought to
accomplish are not achieved. For example, in cargo cults, the millenarian
movements that grew up in New Guinea and Melanesia at various times
during the 20th century, members were initially anxious to have their
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tional strategies and social values and norms for literacy may not be
related to those promoted today by some sectors of the population (see
Coe: de Castell & Luke, this volume). Thus, much more must be known
about the psychological and social consequences of both illiteracy and
nonschooled literacy before pushing ahead with goals such as UNESCO’s
mission to eradicate illiteracy in the world before the year 2000 (San Fran-
cisco Chronicle, October 24, 1979).

Since reading varies in its functions and uses across history and
cultures, it must also vary across contexts of use as defined by particular
communities. For example, the highly publicized “Black English” court
decision in the case of Martin Luther King, Jr., Elementary School Children v.
Ann Arbor School District Board held that the school should provide ap-
propriate models for students to follow in developing images of them-
selves as readers. The school’s responsibility was seen as particularly im-
portant for those students whose parents and/or siblings did not read at
home and did not view reading as having a positive effect on their lives.
The expert witnesses and the court decision assumed here that children
who were not successful readers by school standards were not exposed to
types of reading and writing at home that could be transferred to their
school experience (Labov, 1982). However, we know very little about the*
actual types, functions, or uses of literacy in the homes of these children, \
or in “constant television” homes, or, in general, in the homes of unskilled
or semiskilled workers.

Numerous surveys have characterized the kinds of reading promoted in
the homes of successful, academically oriented families and indus-
trialized. urbanized populations (e.g., Hall & Carlton, 1977; Staiger, 1979,
U.S. National Commission for UNESCOQ, 1978), but even these surveys
provide only a limited picture of reading habits. In particular we expect
surveys by questionnaire to tell us little about the actual reading and writ-
ing of lower-class or working-class families. Recently, ethnographers of
education (Szwed, 1981; Spindler, 1982; Heath, 1983, 1984; Taylor, 1983)
have suggested that participation in and observation of the lives of social
groups can provide a more comprehensive picture of the uses of literacy
and its component skills. =Y

To find out who reads and writes, for what purposes, and in what cir-
cumstances, we observed reading and writing behavior in one community
between 1969 and 1978 (Heath, 1983). We participated in the ongoing daily
life of an ali-black working-class community in the Southeastern United
States and recorded the literacy behaviors of approximately 90 in-
dividuals in community, work, school, and home settings. Most house-
holds in the community had one or more members between the ages of 21
and 45 who worked at jobs providing salaries equal to or above those of
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young and old learn to read for the economic and religious benefits prom-
ised by missionaries. However, when the population recognized that they
remained poor despite their sons’ leamning to read and write, they
withdrew from literacy and maintained it only for select purposes in
religious ceremonies (Meggitt, 1968).

Societies also differ with respect to the perceived benefits and functions
of literacy. The Tuareg society in the Sahara has a centuries-old writing
system, the fifinagh, which is adequate for representing their Berber
language, and many members of the group are literate in the script.
However, they use it only rarely - for graffiti on rocks in the desert, for cer-
tain kinds of talismans, and for brief love notes {(Cohen, 1958). Among
some American Indian groups who have developed and maintained a na-
tive literacy, it serves a variety of purposes: the practice of religion, the
conduct of business, the recording of native medical practices, correspon-
dence with relatives in distant places, In some cases, the proportion of
literates within the group has actually decreased in the 20th century,
although literacy is stil! highly valued even among those who do not read.
Take the Cherokee as a good example. The Cherokee do not expect all
members of their community to become literate; instead, certain in-
dividuals who play specific roles become literate, so that virtuaily every
household has access to someone who can read and write (Walker, 1981).
They do not insist that literacy be learned formally among the young; nor
do they withhold literacy instruction from those who did not acquire
literacy while they were young, or regard these people as failures. Those
who become literate as adults do so by watching literates read and write
and practicing by themselves for some time before trying it out before
others. There is a long period of pre-learning, integrated into natural
routines of home, church, and extended family, before one is expected to
exercise the skill. Attempts to use formal educational methods at home
may be viewed as coercive, and children do not learn from them. Later,
however, as adults, they may remember and reactivate these early ex-
periences.

Literacy without schooling was also studied by Scribner and Cole (1981)
among the Vai of northwestern Liberia. Their work suggested that literacy
is a culturally organized system of skills and values learned in specific set-
tings, Moreover, generalizations about oral and literate modes of thought
and their causative links to abilities in hypothetical reasoning, abstract
thinking, or logical organization of ideas have not been borne out in
cross-cultural studies of literacy. Literacy acquisition is often a function of
society-specific tasks, which are sometimes far removed from those of for-
mal schooling, and are not conceived of as resulting from effort expended
by “teacher” and “learners.” Indeed, the historically conditioned instruc-




20 S. B. HEaTH

beginning public school teachers in the area. Jobs were semiskilled, many
residents being employed in the local textile mill, and many of the
residents gardened, repaired homes, or worked on cars in their spare
time.

Of particular importance in the study of reading and writing behaviors
in the context of community life were questions related to how the adults
participated in preschoolers’ experience with print. Preschoolers were
able to read many types of information available in their environment. Yet
the adults did not read to the children, or consciously model or demon-
strate reading and writing behaviors for them. Instead, the adults let the
children find their own reading and writing tasks (defined, e.g., in terms of
the trade names of bicycles or cars, house numbers and license plates, and
the content of television messages), and they made their instructions fit
the requirements of the tasks. Sometimes they helped with hard items, cor-
rected errors of fact, and pointed out features of certain sounds (especially
rhyming sounds). But in general, they kept their distance and let the
children do what they could within their capabilities. Thus the children
read to learn information they judged necessary in their lives. They
watched others reading and writing for a variety of purposes, cooperated
and participated in the process with older children and adults, and finally
read, and often wrote, independently at very young ages.

Adults did not provide reading tasks unless children either wanted or
needed to know something; nor did adults encourage older children to
provide younger ones with graded tasks. While fulfilling responsibitities
shared with older siblings, the children found reading tasks in their en-
vironment (reading the names of railroad lines on passing trains, reciting
ads for taxi companies, noting changing prices of items in the store, etc.).
On occasion, older siblings tried to provide school-like tasks for younger
brothers and sisters, but these were rejected except when put in special
frameworks, such as games. Thus the children did not necessarily require
verbal reinforcement from parents or older siblings, and they needed
neither teaching by overt demonstration nor talk about the reading
process.

In effect, these children achieved some mastery of environmental print
without being taught. They learned names of cereals or the meanings of
railroad names, not because these were pointed out each time or because
their letters were sounded out, but because of their juxtaposition with a
spoken word or an action that carried meaning, The relevant context or set
of circumstances of the material was often recalled by the children when
the word later appeared in a different context, For these children, com-
prehension was the context rather than the outcome of learning to read.
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They acquired the skill without formal instruction or reading-readiness
activities generally used by school-oriented parents with their pre-
schoolers (cf. Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984).

These children’s methods of dealing with print were different from
those encouraged by parents whose reading goals for their children were
oriented to school success (cf. Heath. 1982). Similarly, adults in this com-
munity used literacy in ways that differed from those of academically
motivated parents. Among these adults, reading was social activity, in-
volving more than the individual reader. Solitary reading, in fact, was
often interpreted as an indication that one had not succeeded socially;
thus, women who read “romance” magazines or men who read “girlie”
magazines were charged with having to read to meet social needs they
could not handle in real life. Written materials were often used in connec-
tion with oral explanation. narratives, and jokes about what the written
materials meant or did not mean. The authority of the materials was es-
tablished through social negotiation by the readers (see Heath, this
volume).

From the uses of reading in the community. we could describe seven
uses of literacy:

1. Instrumental. Literacy provided information about practical prob-
lems of daily life (price tags, checks, bills, advertisements, street
signs, traffic signs, house numbers).

2. Social interactional. Literacy provided information pertinent to so-
cial relationships (greeting cards, cartoons, bumper stickers, posters,
letters, recipes). .

3. News related. Literacy provided information about third parties or
distant events (newspaper items, political flyers, messages from local
city offices about incidents of vandalism, etc.).

4. Memory-supportive. Literacy served as a memory aid {messages
written on calendars and in address and telephone books; inocula-
tion records).

5. Substitutes for oral messages. Literacy was used when direct oral
communication was not possible or would prove embarrassing
(messages left by parent for child coming home after parent left for
work, notes explaining tardiness to school).

6. Provision of permanent record. Literacy was used when legal
records were necessary or required by other institutions (birth cer-
tificates, loan notes, tax forms).

7. Confirmation. Literacy provided support for attitudes or ideas al-
ready held, as in settling disagreements or for one’s own reassurance
(advertising brochures on cars, directions for putting items together,
the Bible).
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It is significant that these types do not include those uses - critical,
aesthetic, organizational, and recreational (e.g., Staiger, 1979) - usually
highlighted in school-oriented discussions of literacy uses.

Within each of these community uses, reading was highly contex-
tualized. For example, a price tag on a roli of plastic tape might contain
ten separate pieces of information, but community residerits would scan
the tag for the critical cue - the decimal point - and then read the price of
the item. Similarly, only specific parts of soup cans, detergent boxes,
brochures on automobiles, etc., were read, not because the individuals
were incapable of reading the other information, but because it served no
evident purpose for them to do so. They searched each item for only those
messages they judged meaningful. For example, boys who modified their
bicycles for sometimes unique effects selectively read portions of bro-
chures on bicycles and instructions for using tool sets.

Reading of the local paper was selective and generally followed the se-
quence of obituaries first, followed by employment listings, ads for
grocery and department store sales, captions beneath pictures, and
headlines. Because the television was on most of the time in these
households, family members tended to hear national news stories re-
peated frequently and to learn of news about the metropolitan center from
which the local television shows originated. News from their small town,
however, rarely was reported on these programs. Individuals therefore
found it useful to read local news stories, but not national or metro-
politan stories.

On the job, community members were not often called on to read. The
employment officer wrote in the necessary information. Employees were
“walked through” their new tasks with oral explanations. Bulletin boards
contained general information about insurance, new regulations related
to production, and occasionally news clippings from local newspapers -
especially features about textile mill employees. However, most of the in-
formation on these boards was given to employees in oral as well as in
written form, and employees thus did not find it necessary to read the
bulletin board notices. Briefings were held with foremen and other senior
employees when new production strategies were initiated; these em-
ployees, in turn, explained changes to employees on the line. Time charts
and safety records were routinely filled out by employees without ap-
parent difficulties.

The point of gathering this information on actual reading and writing
practices is not to make judgments about how these uses of literacy com-
pare with those of the school-oriented segments of society. It is to
recognize that the extent to which physiologicaily normal individuals
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learn to read and write depends greatly on the role literacy plays in their
families, communities, and jobs. Research from this study, as well as from
historical and other social science studies, suggests that all normal in-
dividuals can learn to read and write, provided they have a setting or con-
text in which there is a need to be literate, they are exposed to literacy, and
they get some help from those who are already literate. This help, however,
need not be formal instruction, nor must it necessarily follow what are fre-
quently believed to be the basic tenets of reading instruction in school:
graded tasks, isolated skill hierarchies, and a tight, linear order of instruc-
tion in sets and subsets of skills. Within this system of instruction, a
student’s success is measured by a sequenced move through a hierarchy of
skills, and it is betieved that acquiring these skills - that is, learning to read,
is necessary before a student is reading ro learn.

Typically, in order to help students improve their reading performance
in school (that is, read school materials successfully and perform reading-
related school tasks acceptably), standard reading programs are slowed
down and broken into smaller and smaller fragments of skills, and high-
interest, low-level reading materials are used along with numerous read-
ing resources. When parents and community groups are asked to aid in
this process, they are expected to continue and to reinforce the classroom
practices, often being instructed in an explicit pedagogy. In many cases,
the result of imposing this formal structure on parents is that the ex-
perience is fraught with feelings of inadequacy and frustration, and little
measurable academic gain is realized by their children.

This process need not be the only way to teach reading. In a class of
first-graders from the community reported here, a teacher built her read-
ing program on the following philosophy, presented in vanous ways to her
students throughout the vear:

Reading and writing are things you do all the time - at home, on the bus, riding
vour bike, at the barber shop. You can read, and you do every day before you ever
come to school. You can also play baseball. Reading and writing are like baseball
or football. You play baseball and football at home, at the park, wherever you want
1o, but when you come to school or go to a summer program at the Neighborhood
Center. you get help on techniques, the gloves to buy, the way to throw, and the way
to slide. Schocl does that for reading and writing. We all read and write a lot of the
time, lots of places. School isn’t much different except that here we work on tech-
niques, and we practice a lot - under a coach. I'm the coach.

This teacher’s views of literacy, its uses and functions, were obviously very
different from those implicit in the standardized tests which had judged
these students to be lacking in reading-readiness skills and having little
potential for success in the first grade. Throughout the year, traditional
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teaching methods (basal readers, phonics lessons, work sheets) em-
phasized learning to read, but equal stress was given 1o reading to learn.
Store advertisements, price tags, movie titles, instructions for new toys and
games, and classroom notices were used. The teacher’s approach to read-
ing enabled these students to define themselves as readers and writers by
their community norms, and to grow with confidence into being readers
by school criteria.

The chalienge posed to a uniform definition of functional literacy, and
to universal patterns of functions and uses, may alter not only methods
and goals of reading instruction, but also assessments of the accoun-
tability of schools in meeting society’s needs. For example, the dramatic
societal and cultural shifts caused by the mechanization and automation
of production have turned reading and writing into social events and in-
strumental actions for many segments of the population. The current state
of literacy research suggests, therefore, expanding the definitions,
measures, methods, and materials behind literacy teaching to incorporate
not only school-based skills, uses, and functions of literacy, but also the
counterparts and modifications of these in out-of-school contexts.

Furthermore, those literacy skills taught and reinforced in the college-
bound or general track of public schools are often not valued by potential
employers, an increasing number of whom do not see school-rewarded
reading and writing skills as marketable. Instead, as indicated in a recent
survey of employer attitudes toward potential employees, employers want
an integration of mathematical and linguistic skills, displays of the
capability of learning “on one’s own,” and listening and speaking skills re-
quired to understand and give instructions and describe problems
(Research for Better Schools, 1978).

Both research findings and community/business needs, therefore, sug-
gest several conclusions about literacy skills and needs. First, reading and
writing need not be taught exclusively in the schools. In fact, a strict
adherence to formal methods of teaching and evaluating literacy may
limit potential opportunities for literacy learning and maintenance in
homes and communities, by alienating parents and creating feelings of in-
adequacy about their own competencies. Second, literacy acquisition does
not require a tight, linear order of instruction that breaks down small sets
and subsets of skills into isolated, sequential hierarchies. Third, learners
frequently possess and display in out-of-school contexts skills relevant to
using literacy that are not effectively exploited in school learning environ-
ments. Finally, for a large percentage of the population, learning and sus-
taining reading and writing skills are not primarily motivated by a faith in
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their academic utility. For many families and communities, the major
benefits of reading and writing may not include such traditionally
assigned rewards as social mobility, job preparation. intellectual cre-
ativity, critical reasoning. and public information access. In short. literacy
has different meanings for members of different groups, with a corres-
ponding variety of acquisition modes. functions, and uses; these differen-
ces have vet to be taken into account by policy-makers.

Note

An earlier version of this paper appeared in the Journal of Communication, 30:1. 1980 (reprin-
ted with permission).
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13 Critical factors in literacy development

Shirley Brice Heath

In the past two decades, scholars have detailed the historical courses of
literacy in the contexts of modernization and nation building in Western
societies. Today's students who are curious about the foundations of the
literacy habits upon which their success in higher education now depends
may trace the underpinnings of these habits back to ancient Greece (e.g.,
Havelock, 1982) and follow their linkage with scholasticism in the Middle
Ages (e. g, Parkes, 1973; Bauml, 1980). In the early modern era, print cul-
ture spread first to the elites; its subsequent gradual diffusion to the mid-
dle class through schooling (e.g.. Eisenstein, 1979; Maynes, 1980) came
with industrialization and urbanization in nations such as England and
France, and the United States.

The relatively recent field of the history of literacy in the Western world
contains numerous critical evaluations of the impact of print on the
spread of knowledge, achievements in socioeconomic mobility, and links
between individuals and controlling bureaucratic institutions of modermn
societies. Common underlying themes within studies of the social de-
velopment of literacy since the 16th century are: the state as the primary
unit of political identification, socioeconomic conditions bringing an in-
creasing percentage of the population into industrial and professional
work forces, and promotion of a standard/national language through in-
stitutions of formal schooling. Numerous studies examine the role of
literacy in the building of nationhood as individuals and groups shified
their primary identification from ethnic or local community to the nation.
Corollary to this shift is the spread of print and formal schooling, which
together promote a standard linguistic norm - that is, a language form
identified with the state’s internal administration and communications
with other nations. Linked to acquisition of literacy and use of this stan-
dard language is the possibility of improved socioeconomic standing
through entry into or mobility within the industrial work force.

209
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Yet in spite of the many common themes in these studies of literacy in
modern Western nations, scholars have also demonstrated the different
roles literacy has played for individuals and groups at different times and
places in the Western wotld. Currently, historians search for new and
more effective methods of describing the social, economic, and political
conditions which coincided with different rates, types, and effects of read-
ing, writing, and extending print (see Graff, this volume). Increasingly,
philosophers and literacy critics suggest the need for new ways of
determining the cognitive and cultural changes literacy brings to the
society (see Wilson’s and Solomon’s chapters in this volume). Two such
features previously accepted as beneficial but now appropriate for re-
evaluation and critical assessment are the submersion of creative ap-
proaches to problem solving and the widespread insistence upon linear
thinking (Cathoun, 1973; Foucault, 1977; Illich, 1981).

This paper suggests that a foil is needed for these studies of "modern”
literacy or the societal development of literacy in the contexts of modern-
ization and nation building. With the exception of the classic collection
edited by Goody (1968), scholars have given little attention to literacies
among nonindustrial peoples or groups within modern nations that are
marginal to the mainstream of the formally schooled work force. Goody
and Watt (1968) posited a continuum of literacy, ranging from nonliterate
to “fully literate” (with some groups having “restricted” literacy), and sug-
gested the need for detailed studies of the social, cognitive, and linguistic
habits of groups at points along the continuum. Such a continuum and its
connotation of a single dimension of variation, with oral societies at one
end and literate socicties at the other, has left scholars with a dilemma:
What are the “middle” groups. and how do we study them? Some scholars,
such as rural sociologists and teachers of literacy or standard language,
have written about the middle groups in the context of their success or
failure in acquiring literacy and using it as a tool for obtaining goals often
established by agents external to the group. .

The modernization paradigm, or the view of the “modern” person as the
“literate” person. underlies much of this work, and the majority of such
studies examine these groups’ reception of primers, literacy programs, and
adult education brought in by outsiders. Numerous aspects of modern
literacy, ranging from the use of illustrations in printed texts to modes of
instruction, come with this externally imposed literacy, and agents of
literacy measure the abilities of new literates along a scale of cognitive
skills established for use with formally schooled populations. Thus, many
such studies seem to accept the continuum and describe these groups in
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terms of an implicit value judgment of where they are on the path toward
“full” literacy. and to what extent they are following the patterns often im-
plied as universal for modern literate groups.

An increasing number of social scientists wish, however, to study these
middle groups without value judgments or implicit denunciations of their
failure to become modern literates. There are few guidelines for such
work. If these middle groups are described within their own societal con-
texts, to what extent are the findings generalizable? If such groups are not
measured by standards used for groups formally schocled in literacy.
what descriptions can be used?

The study of the indigenous literacy of the Vai of Liberia by Scribner
and Cole (1981) represents a major breakthrough with respect to the
dilemma of studying the middle groups of Goody’s continuum. These psy-
chologists, by detailed descriptions of the contexts of uses of literacy and
adaptations of standard tests of cognitive abilities, demonstrated the im-
portance of situations for uses of literacy and the institutional and social
networks for which literacy served critical purposes. Moreover, they
demonstrated that the purposes, effects, and types of literacy among this
group were distinct from those previously described for schooled pop-
ulations, and their research methods enabled them to separate literacy ef-
fects from schooling effects. The case study of the Vai suggests the value of
detailed individual case studies of literacies within the middle groups -
that is, among those who have literacy. but not in terms of the forms,
situations, or functions of modern literates.

The accumulation of studies that detail the sociocultural settings in
which different forms of literacy emerge and develop promises to give us
contrasts that may enable us to recognize some of the previously sub-
merged or unnoticed aspects of modern literacy and to identify a wider
range of social and psychological principles for framing concepts and
transmitting knowledge. Two of these precursors or concomitants of
literacy discussed here are the ability of a group (a) to take language apart
for analysis and (b) to create institutional settings in which knowledge
gained from written materials can be repeatedly talked about, interpreted,
and extended. A question that is as yet unanswerable is; Did these features
or the potential for their development previously exist in groups that
adopted modern literacy, or did the adoption and spread of literacy bring
these features? We need much more cross-societal data before we can
know if these features are prior conditions or consequences of literacy.

Other precursors or concomitant conditions of the literacy of these mid-
dle groups are sometimes noted in studies of these groups. For example. it
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seems that in all of these communities the usual channel of communica-
tion is a language or dialect that is not standard; and if formal institutions
of schooling exist for community members, pedagogues do not value the
nonstandard language form for reading, writing, or speaking. Moreover,
members of these communities do not have a primary identification with
a group beyond their own locale, and though existence as part of a state
may be acknowledged, self-identification is through primary, face-to-face
interactions. Within these communities, members do not link literacy
skills to work habits or opportunities for shifts in subsistence patterns. For
the majority of such groups, some members are tied in some way to either
agricultural production or other forms of labor that are not dependent on
complex modern technology. Thus, though some members of these groups
may depend uwpon work in industrial settings as a major means of
livelihood. other group members maintain some involvement in agri-
cultural, handicraft, or medicinal practices that are not dependent upon
access to modern technology.

Taking language apart

Underlying all studies of modern literacy are implicit notions about how
one can talk about language by identifying its parts and talking about how
they work in systematic relationships in speaking, reading, and writing.
Language arts classes and “grammar” courses in formal schooling depend
upon the analysis of language into letters and sounds, parts of words and
their interrelationships, and sentences and their combinations. Moreover,
an early emphasis in reading and language arts classes is interpretation of
two-dimensional representations of three dimensional objects. Through
the artwork of early reading materials, the child learns to respond tc illus-
trations in the text “by assigning a privileged, autonomous status to pic-
tures as visual objects” (Ninio and Bruner, 1978). This same type of
autonomous status is assigned to language, when students learn to name
and describe letters, to recognize consonants, vowels, nouns, and verbs,
and to analyze the structure of sentences apart from their communicative
messages. These underlying notions about forms of art and language in
printed texts carry over into primers and other materials for literacy teach-
ing and reflect the following basic expectations.

1. Printed materials symbolize meaning through both their illustrations
and uses of langunage.

2. Fundamental to comprehension and composition in writing is the ability
to analyze language as a system of bits and pieces in patterns. This
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analysis requires the use of a metalanguage used to dissect language as
an artifact (Olson, 1984).

Critical to these basic tenets is segmenting, isolation. labeling. and de-
scribing bits of language apart from their communicative context. To
become literate is to be able not only to recognize patterns in print and
link these patterns in oral language, but also to talk about how one knows
vowels, consonants, words, sentences. etc. (See Herriman’s and Tuinman’s
chapters in this volume.) Yet some cultures do not appear to conceptualize
either their art forms or their language by abstracting their parts or
features and developing a terminology for talking about these.

Anthropologists and psychologists report on groups that have intricate
and detailed forms of pictorial art, carrying complex and symbolic
meanings. Many members of these groups can recognize “good” and
“bad” art and instruct the young on the production of art forms in which
almost imperceptible differences carry serious meaning. Yet it is not
necessarily the case that these teachers or masters of art forms can identify
specific parts or name the features characterizing such differences (e.g.,
Childs and Greenfield, 1980). Moreover, individuals who excel in such ar-
tistic production may not transfer the skills of visual perception used in
their indigenous art forms to seeing letters or words in written texts. Dis-
criminating among shapes of letters or words requires recognition of
whole shapes and also parts of shapes, and ways of distinguishing these
(e.g., right - left or up - down orientation, or by the initial and final letters
of words). However, these means of taking apart either illustrations or
print in written texts may not be at all compatible with the ways in which
some groups distinguish aspects of the design of their own art forms.

Gudschinsky (1969, reprinted 1979) pointed out that even in com-
munities where there are elaborately developed art forms, teaching people
to recognize simple illustrations as portrayed in primers could take more
effort than that required to teach them to read. She reported that a group
of European children from 6 to 12 years of ape recognized geometric
forms fastest, words next most rapidly, nonsense syllables more slowly,
and pictures of familiar objects most slowly. Recent research on main-
stream school-children in the United States indicates that pictures do not
necessarily aid them in comprehending text, and that the interpretation of
pictorial iliustrations is as rule-bound and in many ways as complex as
decoding and comprehending printed texts (Samuels, 1970; Concannon,
1975: Schallert, 1980).

Olson (1984) has pointed out that “highly literate parents may teach
their children a distinctive orientation to language in the very process of
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teaching them to talk” (p. 186). He has pointed out that parents who “pre-
school” their young children in literacy skiils have the view that language
is an artifact that can be examined in bits and pieces and named and
analyzed apart from the representational or expressive meaning it carries.
Ways in which this view is expressed by mainstream parents have been
described in detail by Ninio and Bruner (1978), Scollon and Scollon
(1981), Cochran-Smith (1984), and Heath (1982, 1983a). All of these
studies illustrate the ways in which adults “model” language for their pre-
literates and teach them to talk about language by using a metalanguage
that refers to the structure and properties of language. These children
learn to name and recognize parts and wholes in language and to describe

‘/the features of letters, words, stories, titles, and so on. They learn that the
written text is autonomous, capable of standing alone without belonging
to a specific individual or situation.

Thus, there is increasing psychological and cultural evidence that the
view of language “as such” is basic to the literate or literacy development
of individuals, and that this view underlies materials. methods, and
motivations for teaching literacy in societies around the world. Though
reports about other views of language are rare in the scholarly literature,
there are some descriptions that indicate the ways in which these views af-
fect the degree of readiness with which certain groups accept literacy.

Hollenbach (1979), reporting on the Copala Trique in Mexico, observed

\/that this group considered language “as a vehicle of communication . . .
not ... as an object to be dissected, nor a toy to be played with.” Within this
group, speakers do not simplify their speech in the ways some linguists
have discussed as universal processes of simplification (Ferguson, 1978,
1982). They neither siow down their speech nor break it into small chunks;
they “usually cannot answer any question that focuses on the linguistic
form of an utterance, as opposed to its content” (Hollenbach, 1979). They
do not engage in language play. Single Trique words do not constitute ut-
terances; a two-word sequence is the smallést natural utterance. Moreover,
the structure of Trigue is such that any one clause-level constituent may
permute to a position in front of the predicate. However, any permutations
that do not follow the normal order of predicate first have a special focus
that is determined partly on the basis of the preceding sentence. It is not
difficult to imagine the consequences of these features of language use for
the teaching of literacy. The usual initial reading materials depend on
pulling apart language into letters, syllables, and words, in order to enable
the new reader to understand how combinations of units provide mean-
ing. In this group, such techniques could not be used and had to be aban-
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doned in favor of using short connected narratives based on Trique dally
life. Moreover, the usual habit of using permutations to give practice in
using new words in different contexts created problems, since such per-
mutations in oral language were used only to give special focus in context.
Thus, isolated permuted sentences led the Trique to question the larger
context in which such sentences would naturally fit if they were to make
sense. An advantage of their approach to language was that they did not
have to be taught that written materials are supposed to communicate
meaning; they transferred their view of oral language as a vehicle of com-
munication to written language, and in the early stages of reading, they
searched for meaning.

Such reports of oral language uses that seem inconceivable in modern
literate societies occur with surprising frequency in the research literature
that describes functional literacy programs or the initial school experi-
ences of children in developing countries. Some communities, for ex-
ample, do not, except under very special circumstances, repeat verbatim
something that has been said either by them or by another speaker
(Haviland, 1980). It should go without saying that children in these com-
munities grow up acquiring not only the structures of these ianguages, but
also their uses. Thus, when these children enter a formal schooling setting,
such commonplace approaches to teaching as examining discrete features
of written language in isolation, rearranging combinations of words, and
repeating sentences or isolated words for practice in both decoding and
explaining what one comprehends from the printed word are unexpected
requirements that may be diametrically opposed to customary habits.
Moreover. though detailed and extensive ethnographic evidence on ways
in which adults talk to children in their communities is not available, it is
reasonably safe to assume that if processes such as simplification and ver-
batim repetition of language segments are not exhibited among adults,
these processes have not been employed by adults interacting with
children learning their mother tongue. Schieffelin’s work (1979) among
the Kaluli of Papua, New Guinea, and Ochs’s work (1982) in Samoan
communities suggest that the labeling and sentence-extending practices
portrayed as universally common in a majority of child language-
acquisition research do _not occur in these communities. These groups
also do not use the simplifying and attention-focusing strategies (such as
the use of “teaching questions™) upon which early reading instruction in
formal schooling for both children and adults usually depends (Ochs and
Schieffelin, 1984). Summarized ‘elsewhere is research (Heath, 1983b)in a
black working-class community of the Southeastern United States in
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which adults neither simplify their language to children nor read to them
%following the laheling and atten;jon-f&‘:_lis/irg strategies Ninio and Bruner
(1978) have suggested are universal.

As yet, there is relatively little research that gives us detailed insights on
ways in which speakers in different communities talk about their lan-
guage and how their views relate to their acquisition and retention of
literacy skills. In particular, we need studies of what happens to basic
literacy skills once a formerly nonliterate group attains such skills: How
are they extended and interrelated with social needs and functions so that
they can be retained? It is particularly important that scholars of what we
have termed here “middle groups™ attend to the question of whether
features of talk about language implicit in formal-schooling approaches
to language were indigenous ~ that is, existed prior to the introduction of
literacy - or whether they developed with literacy skills. With such infor-
mation, we can then begin to judge the influence of these features on
whether or not members of these groups (a) learn to read and write only
with excessive effort; (b) come to see written uses of language as unrelated
to oral uses and consequently give literacy an unnecessarily marginal
cultural position; or (c) reject literacy as having no relevance to the ways
in which one makes sense of the world.

Institutional reinforcements for literacy

Institutional reinforcements represent a second important factor for ex-
amining literacy in nonindustrialized communities or in communities
marginal to the mainstream of a highly formally schooled work force. Is it
necessary to have social and technical supports for literacy beyond the
family or others in a primary. face-to-face network? Does the retention of
literacy depend on the decontextualizing and depersonalizing of the con-
tent of written materials? To what extent does oral debate on the possi-
bilities of turning literacy information into new values and behaviors
facilitate the retention of literacy habits? Paulo Freire and liberation
theologists in Latin America strongly suggest that literacy planners estab-
lish institutional contexts that foster talk among new literates about the
meaning of written materials for new ways of thinking and acting in their
own lives (Freire, 1970). Are there indigenous developments with respect
to such uses of literacy, and do these make the retention and extension of
literacy possible in communities that are not centrally engaged with for-
mal schooling and do not constitute an urban industrial work force?
Studies of a modern peasant-organized literacy movement in the village
of Ayou in Southern Benin (formerly Dahomey) illustrate what can hap-
pen when a grassroots self-help movement links literacy to an institution
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that provides extended opportunities for talk about written technical and
sociopolitical information (Elwert, 1979; Giesecke and Elwert, 1982:

Tchitchi, 1982). Among an adult population with a literacy rate of less
than 1%. a self-help group decided to produce their own literacy materials
to exist side by side with oral and graphic forms indigenous to the society.
For centuries the people of Ayou had handed down elements of knowl-
edge in proverbs, songs, and stories, summarized in a proverbial sentence,
the loo. This sentence could also be symbolized through a drawing that
represented its essence in symbols, forming a lpo-wema. The self-help
literacy group produced leaflets containing the proverbs in both drawn
and written forms. All members of the group had copies, thus making the
leaflets “public.” Traditionally, certain types of information had been con-
trolled through a hierarchical organization, such as the religious vodun
groups, and most recently through formal schools. Talk in a nonhierarchi-
cal institutional setting enabled new learners to overcome their earlier
fears that learning from books brought power for doing harm to others.

Extended oral discussion about written knowledge became an integral
part of 2 web of supports that the peasants created to maintain their
literacy. In Ayou. some of the materials for reading were leaflets and pos-
ters on herbalist medicine, an area of knowledge previously limited to a
small group of specialists. The self-help group chose to distribute copies of
the leaflets to 11 members, and to0 make public their information both
through this distribution and through open discussion of their contents as
well as of plans for producing more literacy materials. The self-help group
thus made a conscious decision to use “collective sociopolitical discus-
sion” (Giesecke and Elwert, 1982) among equals as an integral part of their
literacy program. Talk surrounded the production of texts (leaflets with
proverbs and tables of words for study), and in this talk, group members
linked the written proverbs to traditional knowledge and to new, extended
sociopolitical meanings.

The pattern of development of this indigenous out-of-school literacy
movement was such that institutional membership and group support of
literacy became necessary to provide a stable and ordered or somewhat
predictable background of experience for the interpretation of written
materials. The opportunities for talk about written materials that such in-
stitutional membership provided increased the amount of shared back-
ground brought to the interpretation of autonomous texts and thus made
a common basis of comprehension possible. Giesecke and Flwert (1982)
suggest that institutions provide “an ordered space™ and “define rules and
meanings and guarantee their transmission to the new learners™ (p. 31).
These authors further note that often these institutions use control and
sanctions as part of the learning and ordering process. These characteris-
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tics are similar to those of such powerful institutions as the state, the
church, the school, and the industrial workplace; the key differences in
the Ayou project were its indigenous initiation and the cooperative nature
of the interpretive group of literates. Their grassroots organization pro-
vided opportunity for repetitive, overlapping, and multiply reinforcing
talk about reading and writing.

The need for a network of such stabilizing and ordering institutions is
perhaps most obvious when new literates come from different dialects to
texts that reflect some standardization of several dialects. In these cases,
the institution’s resources include some form of codification of the
language or an expert in the codification principle behind the production
of written materials. Moreover, the coming together in the network of in-
stitutions provides opportunities for talk about the text which helps new
learners understand the meanings of words and develop “rules of corres-
pondence between the established standard text and the new realms of
life” (Giesecke and Elwert, 1982, p. 31).

Is there evidence that the kinds of institutions that support literacy
make a difference? Does it matter whether these institutions are in-
digenous or imposed by outside change agents? Though sparse, some
evidence from both historical sources and modern economic and social
change programs suggests that not only does the source of institutions
matter, but the extent of interdependence of literacy-supporting in-
stitutions and economic and political conditions will vary markedly from
one community to the next and across cultural and national boundaries.

Examining the methods of reading and writing propagated by Valentin
Ickelsamer in southern Germany in the early 16th century, Giesecke
(1975) provides a case study of literacy program initiated before formal
schooling. Ickelsamer based his grassroots movement on the then revolu-
tionary notion that to “judge for oneself” requires literacy; thus the com-
mon people had to learn to read in order to be able to learn about and
judge technical innovations. The spread of literacy within this movement
was accomplished without schools, although it was dependent on the use
of Ickelsamer’s literacy manuals and the help of a literate person.
However, literacy learning by Ickelsamer's methods was banned after
1545, and subsequently adult literacy was linked with formal schooling.
The rate of illiteracy increased following this shift from deschooled
methods to formal schooling (Giesecke and Elwert, 1982, p. 27). A similar
decrease in literacy retention and in the'spread of literacy to new learners
accompanied the shift from the peasant-initiated literacy movement in
Benin to formal schooling (Tchitchi, 1982). Thomas (1974) suggests also
that in terms of both individual retention of literacy and cost-benefit
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ratios in adult programs, providing some literates with materials and in-
stitutional settings for information exchange and group membership may
do more to spread literacy and technical information than extensive for-
mal schooling efforts.

Other studies suggest that neither formal schooling nor externally im-
posed adult literacy programs ensure the spread of technical information
and the adoption by individuals of changed behaviors which planners
argue could lead to improved socioeconomic status. For example, Fliegel
(1966) examined the relationships between literacy and exposure to infor-
mation about agriculture among farmers in Southern Brazil and demon-
strated that literacy did not enhance receptivity to information about
technical development among these farmers. Moreover, contact with
agricultural technicians was not influenced by either literacy or level of
education. and exposure to other nonprint sources of agricultural infor-
mation was only moderately influenced by these factors. His study sug-
gests that the failure of agricultural demonstration, discussion, and exten-
sion of knowledge from print and nonprint sources left the farmers
without the necessary forum through which they could build and expand
upon their new common base of knowledge regarding technical develop-
ment.

Detailed studies of variations in institutional networks at the com-
munity level are rare. Missing are detailed ethnographic studies that
would provide community-level evidence to help answer critical guestions
raised in studies of continental and national groupings. For example,
Schramm and Ruggels (1967) divided 82 developing countries into Latin
American. Middle Eastern, and Asian areas and correlated literacy with
GNP, mass media consumption, and urbanization. There were vast dif-
ferences: the correlation of literacy with urbanization was .04 for Latin
American nations and .64 for Asian countries. Why is urbanization ap-
parently a prime mover in some situations, GNP and mass media con-
sumption in others? Why does literacy develop ahead of urbanization and
income in some places, behind them in others? There is growing evidence
to suggest-that institutions that can develop and sustain a role for literacy
at th¢'Tocal level may make a considerable difference in how new informa-
tion emtefs nonindustrialized communities or those communities in
developed nations that are marginal to the mainstream schooled popula-
tion. The development and maintenance of such institutions seems to de-
pend, however, on cultural factors that operate at the community level -
factors such as the p’ré?i‘gﬁs role of hierarchical control of knowledge, the
availability of leisure time in which to debate information gained from
literacy, and the motivation to carry new information into action. .,
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A comparative case study

Hlustration of the powerful role that different types of institutional net-
works and varying perceptions of language play in the acquisition and
retention of literacy can be gained only by comparison of carefully
detailed studies of communities. I summarize here data from a lon-
gitudinal study of two working-class communities in the Southeastern
United States (Heath, 1983b). Both were marginal to the mainstream
schooled communities that surrounded them, though members of both
communities depended upon work in textile mills as their major source of
income. Within both communities, some members of families kept gar-
dens or worked cooperatively on a part-time basis with relatives who still
owned farms. Roadville is a white working-class community of families
steeped for four generations in the life of the textile mill; earlier genera-
tions had lived in the Southern Appalachian mountains and had come to
the Piedmont Carolinas in the 1920s to find work in the rapidly develop-
ing textile industry. Trackton is a black working-class community whose
older generations have been brought up on the land or working for other
landowners; only since the 1960s have they found work in the textile mills.
Children of both communities are judged unsuccessful in school, and
school authorities have traditionally blamed the failure of these students
on the fact that the school-related skills of reading and writing are not
reinforced or promoted in their homes by their parents. The data reported
here are based on ethnographic fieldwork carried out in the two
munities (and in the adults’ workplaces and children’s schools) from g@ )
to 1977 (Heath, 1983b). -
Both Trackton and Roadville are literate communities, in the sense that
the residents of each are able to read printed and written materials en-
countered in their daily lives and can on occasion produce written
messages as part of the total pattern of communication in the community.
In both communities, children go to school with certain expectancies of
print, and in Trackton especially, children have a keen sense that reading
is something one does to learn something one needs to know (see Heath,
this volume). In both groups, residents turn from spoken to written uses of
language and vice versa as the occasion demands, and the two modes of
language expression seem to supplement and reinforce each other. Yet
there are vast differences between the two communities - located only a
few miles apart. and both speaking a nonstandard communicative norm -
in the ways in which children and adults interact'in the preschool years
{Heath, 1982). Trackton and Roadville view children’s learning of lan-
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Instrumental Reading to gain information for practical needs of daily life
(telephone dials. clocks. bills and checks. labels on products.
reminder notes, school messages. patterns for dressmaking).

News-related Reading to gain information about third panies or distant
events (newspaper items, church denominational magazines,
memos from the mill on the union, health and safety, etc.).

Confirmational Reading to check. confirm, or learn facts or beliefs {the Bible,

Sunday School materials, camper or sports magazines, news-
paper stories, appliance warranties and directions).

Social/interactional Reading to gain information pertinent to social linkages and
(primarily women and forthcoming activities (church newsletters; greeting cards; let-
children) ters; newspaper features, especially on sports page).

Recreational/educational Reading for temporary entertainment or for planning a rec-

reational event: (comics in newspapers; brochures on camp-
grounds; advertisements for movies or musical programs;
ball game schedules, scores, and line-ups; bedtime stories to
preschoolers).

Figure 13-1. Types of uses of reading in Roadville (listed in relative order of fre-
quency of occasions when time on these types of tasks exceeded five minutes
per day).

guage from radically different perspectives: In Trackton children “learn to
talk.” whereas in Roadville, adults “teach them how to talk”

Figures 13-1 through 13-4 illustrate the differences in the ways in
which reading and writing are used in Trackton and Roadville homes. In
Roadville, reading is viewed as “a useful habit and a good one besides.”
People often talk positively about the importance of reading, but they do
little actual reading. Thus, in Figure 13-1, one should note that some of
the uses of reading occurred only rarely for most individuals, though the
reading materials and the belief in their value existed in every Roadville
home. I classify the uses of reading as instrumental, news-related, confir-
mational, social/interactional. and recreational/educational.

There are relatively few links between Roadville’s reading materials and
outside institutions. The external links to the instrumental uses of reading
are primarily numeracy based and come from local businesses and
schools; news-related uses come from the church and the mill; and confir-
mational and recreational from the mill. the church, and community rec-
reation workers. Social/interactional links come from the church and
secondary. television-reinforced sports events. In a sample of 72 days
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Memory aids Writing to serve as a memory aid for both the writer and
others (grocery lists, labels in baby books. outlines of the se-
quence and content of circle meetings, frequently called

" telephone numbers jotted in front of phone book).

Substitutes for or Writing used when direct oral communication was not pos-
reaffirmations of oral sible or to feliow up on oral exchanges (notes for tardiness or
messages absence from school, assignments following class dis-

cussions, messages left by adults for children coming home
before parent arrived home).

Financial Writing to record numerals and to write out amounts and pur-
poses of expenditures and signatures (writing checks; signing
forms: filling out church, school, and mail-order forms).

Social/interactional Writing to give information and extend courtesies and greet-
ings pertinent to maintaining social linkages (letters. notes on
commercial greeting cards. thank-you notes).

Figure 13-2. Types of uses of ¥riting in Roadbville (listed in relative order of fre-
quency of occasions when tifig on these types of tasks exceeded five minutes

per day).

selected over eight years, Roadville adults {id not average more than@

-feen Thinutes of reading per day. On the sampte days, they exchanged o

solieited information from others in institutional settings outside the
home on the average of'eight minutes per day. The method for determin-
ing the amount of time during which Roadville adults exchanged or
solicited information that was either directly or indirectly related to topics
read was to identify topics from reading material and relate these to con-
versations individuals held during their daily activities outside the home.
The only topic excluded from this analyéis was the weather, since the topic
material usually read on the weather was the “report.” a brief blurb that
averaged only 33 words at the top corner of the morning paper. However,
ifindividuals discussed materials gathered from a newspaper feature story
on a football game (which included information not covered in the televi-
sion broadcast), this topic and these minutes were counted. In essence,
reading for Roadville residents did not serve the purpose of introducing
new information and that created the desire for information exchange
with others.

Writing followed a similar pattern, in that, as Figure 13-2 indicates,
most writing was done strictly for individual purposes and was highly res-
tricted in scope. 1 classify the uses of writing as memory aids, substitutes
for or reaffirmations of oral messages, financial, and social/interactional.
Roadville parents did not like to write notes to the school, for example:
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Memory aids
(primarily used by
women)
Substituzes for oral
messages
(primarily used by
women)

Financial

Public records
(church only)

Writing to serve as a reminder for the writer and, only oc-
casionally. for others (telephone numbers, notes on calen-
dars).

Writing used when direct oral communication was not pos-
sible or would prove embarrassing {notes for tardiness or ab-
sence from school, greeting cards. letters).

Writing to record numerals and to write out amounts and ac-
companying notes (signatures on checks and public forms,
figures and notes for income tax preparation).

Writing to announce the order of the church services and
forthcoming events and to record financial and policy deci-
sions (church bulletins. reports of the church building fund
committee).

-

Figure 13-3. Types and uses of writing in Trackton (listed in relative order of fre-
quency of occasions when time on these types of tasks exceeded five minutes

per day),

Instrumental

Social/interactional/
recreational

News-related

Confirmational

Reading to accomplish practical tasks of daily life (telephone
dials. clocks, bills and checks, price taps, street signs, house
numbers).

Reading to maintain social relationships, make plans, and in-
troduce topics for discussion and storytelling (greeting cards,
cartoons, letters, newspaper features, political flyers, an-
nouncements of community meetings).

Reading to learn about third parties or distant events (local
news items, circulars from the community center or school).
school).

Reading to gain support for attitudes or beliefs already held
(Bible, brochures on cars, loan notes, bills).

Figure 13-4. Types of uses of readir‘ig in Trackton (listed in relative order of fre-
quency of occasions when time on these types of tasks exceeded five minutes

per day).

they preferred to send oral messages with their children. With the excep-
tion of church materials, there were few materials they wrote that were
subsequently expanded in oral form. The program outline for a circle
meeting at church or the tentative agenda of a meeting were the usual
limits of the writing Roadville aduits engaged in that was followed up in
any way by oral communication. In Roadville churches, the pastor kept
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the church records with the help of the superintendent of the Sunday
School; thus it was not customary for a millworker to be called on to
record minutes or prepare, say, building fund reports.

In Trackton churches, on the other hand, laymen carried most of the
responsibility for recording and reporting orally the business of the
church. Thus, many of the members were called upon for help in these
tasks, and many members in a group association carried them out. Figure
13-3 indicates the writing for the public record done in Trackton. This
type of writing followed business meetings and building fund sessions and
preceded preaching Sundays, which came only twice a month in the
churches attended by Trackton residents. There was also considerable
group reading (see Figure 13-4) on the open porches of the community, in
which individuals shared letters received and discussions of newspaper
features and brochures on political office-seekers. The pattern for these
oral reading-aloud sessions was for one individual to read the piece and
then for members of the group to contribute related experiences. For ex-
ample, the reading of an obituary would call forth recollections of the in-
dividual’s life, assessments of the merits of past deeds, and the future of
the remaining family. Following this discussion of the written text, which
could take an hour or more, group members would usually give a
summary-type series of statements about the individual or the larger
relevance of either the course of the individual’s life or the fate of the
family (cf. the loo-wema used by the Ayou self-help group).

In Trackton churches, both sermons and hymns are written and are ex-
tended orally from the written text. Once again, the extension is joint, in
that numerous members share in its creation. The same is true of dis-
cussions of materials provided by the mill or by politicians who visit the
community. One person reads, and others join in the negotiation of the
meaning of the text according to the contextual experiences of Trackton
residents. New games at Christmas, new gadgets for automobiles, and
directions for repairing broken wiring produce about the same type of
shared negotiation of the meaning of written materials. In short, written
material in Trackton never stands alone. Members write little and almost
never read alone unless they wish to be designated social misfits. Reading
is a group activity. Women shop together, discussing advertisements and
prices; men discuss the brochures on new cars. Adults expect very young
children to be aware of price differences and to recognize different brand
names, but these expectations of reading are functionally related to
daily living.

There are few occasions in Trackton for the reading or writing of exten-
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ded texts by an individual. Thus, individuals have limited opportunities to
practice decoding; reading aloud is usually a public performance and the
weaker readers need not expose themselves, since they can pass the letter
or newspaper feature on to someone who reads and performs better than
they. Moreover, everyone is equally eligible to contribute to the interpreta-
tion of the text at the level of shared experiences. and to debate the mean-
ing and relevance of the words for the individuals or groups he or she
knows. Yet almost all texts read aloud are synthesized and assessed in
some way unless there are several intervening events. Thus, the Trackton
residents as a group manage to retain their literacy habits, on the average,
for a much higher percentage of their time than do Roadville residents. In
a selection of 72 days made over eight years, Trackton residents spent an
average of 46 minutes per day in oral interactions as follow-ups from read-
ing or writing. Their primary institutional link for reading and writing was
the church, but this institution followed the same patterns of group com-
position and interpretation of written materials as those followed else-
where in the community. Detailed historical analysis of church records by
Bethel (1979) indicate that this is a long-established practice, and written
church records strongly reflect community familiarity both with the for-
mat and formulaic expressions of written materials and with the group
negotiation process of the church meetings that surround building funds.
worship committees, and the like.

In both Trackton and Roadville, the patterns of uses of literacy and the
presumed benefits of literacy do not match those predicted from the
general literature. The children of both Roadville and Trackton do not
fare well in formal schooling, and neither group has the receptive and pro-
ductive skills and values surrounding reading and writing that fit those
described for “modern” communities. Written materials are not a major
source of new information for either community, and neither group writes
to distribute ideas beyond their own primary group. In neither community
does literacy bear any direct relationship to job status or chances for up-
ward mobility. The members of these communities make an income
greater than that of beginning school teachers in their region. Though
work may be seasonal. wages compare favorably with those of many other
occupations in their regions. )

Of the two critical factors for literacy discussed'in this chapter, each of
these communities has only one. In Roadville, adults regard language as
an artifadt and introduce their children to talk about talk at an earty age;
however, Roadville residents do not carry their knowledge from written
sources into debate in institutions beyond their family. In Trackton, adults
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do not assign an autonomous status to language by taking it apart, iden-
tifying its parts, and asking children to name and describe letters, words,
two-dimensional drawings, or passages of text. Trackton children, unlike
Roadville youngsters, are not “preschooled” to know language as an ar-
tifact that can be examined in bits and pieces and analyzed outsideitsep-

csenlational or expressive meaning. However, Trackton adults tc

m- ge from written sources which originate outside the commrdnity,
and~he church and its related social groups demand oral negotiation of
written materials. Trackton adults add new information to their repertoire
of knowledge by drawing from written sources and debating this informa-
tion orally to determine its relevance for their actions.

Children in Trackton come to school knowing how to read many of the
instrumental pieces of information around them, because they have been
given roles of responsibility that depend on such reading (see Heath, this
volume). Yet they cannot respond.-appsopriately to the ways in which
primary grade-level teachers expect them to analyze and talk about
language as such (see de Castell & Luke and Herriman, this volume).

us Trackton children fail in language arts classes in the early years of
school, unable to acquire the school’s reading and writing habits. By the
upper elementary grades, when teachers expect students to read to learn,
the students have a record of failure that many cannot overcome by
reinstating for school use their “preschooled” success in reading informa-
tion for instrumental purposes. Neither do they see the possibility of
transforming their community’s ways of public negotiation of the mean-
ing of texts to the school’s demands that meaning be private and reading
and writing a task for individuals working alone.

Roadville children come to school well-versed in the decontextualiza-
tion of reading and in school-approved approaches to Written texts as at-
tifacts, They have had extensive experiences with bedfime stories, work-
books, and Sunday School activities related in form and function to
school practices. They are successful in their early language arts experi-
ences, but their skills fail themb ¢ end of the primary grades, when
they are asked tp_moveé eyond the text o interpretation based on their
own experiences and pene ble-evidénce (Heath, 1983). In their com-
munities, literacy has not served them or their parents beyond the routines
of practicing literacy skills. They have not seen their parents incorporate
infgmmn materials into their value or behaviorai systems;
they have not known théir parents’ literacy skills to affect their participa-
tion in institutions beyond their primary group.
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Conclusions

We are left with questions about the importance of both institutional
supports for literacy and talk about language as prerequisites or conse-
quences of literacy. In Trackton and Roadville. examples of Goody's
“middle groups.” different ways of talking about language and linking
literacy to institutions coincided with very different patterns of using read-
ing and writing. In addition, the research of Giesecke on an indigenous
16th-century literacy movement, and of Elwert and Tchitchi on a modemn-
day self-help movement, gives further evidence that in very different
cultures, places. and times, views of language and the establishment of in-
stitutions in which talk about written sources takes place are important for
retaining and expanding literacy. From the literacy teaching and rural
sociology literature, scattered reports also suggest the importance of view-
ing language as an artifact and of providing institutional settings for oral
exchange of knowledge gained from literate sources. Formal schooling
and adult literacy programs based on assumptions drawn from traditional
language arts curricula carry little influence on the transmission and
adoption of new information in communities that do not have institutions
that can sustain both oral debate and new sources of written materials,

Community studies that detail practices of using and producing written
materials are needed to provide data on the range of types of social and
cultural environments that facilitate or restrict the development of factors
such as talk about language and institutional supports for literacy.
However, we suggest that such detailed studies will demonstrate that in
any society the following two factors play critical roles in the acquisition,
retention. and extension of reading and writing habits.

1. Fundamental to comprehension in reading and composition in writing is
the ability to analyze language as a system of bits and pieces in patterns,
This analysis requires the learning of a metalanguage used to dissect
language as an artifact by segmenting, isolating, labeling, and describing
bits of language apart from their communicative contexts. To become
literate is to be able not only 10 recognize patterns in print and to link
these patterns in oral language but also to talk about how one knows
vowels, words, sentences, etc. Some language groups may carry within
their habits of talking about language the precursors of the development
of a metalanguage; other groups may have to acquire, along with literacy,
new ways of viewing language and new occasions for interpreting what it
is that written language signifies.

2. Where there are written texts, there must be voluntary groups to study
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them if literacy is to be retained. Textual communities must be developed
to allow o ities fi ained through readi
agdj:ﬁjmming%{he process of learning from written mater-
ials includes reflecting on the meaning of such knowledge for changed
values and behaviors. For literacy as a habit to be sustained, interaction
must take place around the ultimate goal of determining an agreed-ypon
meaning for the text. Thus the maintenance and extension of functions
and types of literacy within a society depend upon opportunities for par-
ticipation in multiple and reinforcing occasions for oral construction of
the shared background needed fo interpret written materials.
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