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UNDERSTANDING LITERACY AS
SOCIAL PRACTICE

Introduction

Literacy 1s primarily something people do: itis an activity, located in the space
between thought and text. Literacy does not just reside in people’s heads as a
setof skills to be learned, and it does not just reside on paper, captured as texts
to be analvsed. Like all human activiry, literacy is essennially social, and it is
located in the interaction berween people. This book is a study of what people
do with literacy: ot the social activities, of the thoughts and meanings behind
the activities, and ot the texes utilised in such activities. It 1s about how a
partwrlar group of people use reading and writing in their day-ro-dav lives.
OF necessity, the book is particolar; it sets out from individual people’s fives
and particular literacy events at a certain peint in history. Ar the same time, it
15 also about the general nature ot literacy and abour the state of literacy in
the world ae the end of the twentieth century. This book explores Contemporary
uses and meanings of literacy in everyday life and the wavs in which these are
changing. It is based upon an ethnographic study which documents in detail
literacy practices at one point in time and space: the time is the final decade of
the twentieth contury, the place is Lancaster, a town in the north-wese of England.
We look backwards at the history and cultural rraditions on which these
pracuces rest, as well as examining the constant change atfecting people’s
CONCMIPOTArY pPracuives.

The book draws upon and extends new views of liceracy. It develops the
ticklof literacy studies which has come into heing i the past few vears. Several
studies have examined the literacy practices of individoals and groups ncluding,
people’s uses and meanings of literacy and the value it holds for them: these
studies have contributed to a theory of literacy as social practice and collective
resource. We will refer to somie of these studies tarer in this chaprer bue will
keep mere detailed discussion of much of the work until the third section of
the book when integrating and exrending ideas abour the nature of Iiteracy.

As described in the pretace, we wish 1o contribute to this fickl in three
distinet ways. Firsdly we offer a description and an investigation of literacy m
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one local communiry, Sccondly, the book represenes a contribution to
thetheoretical understanding of literacy, and more gencrally to the
understanding, ot social practices and how people make sense of their Lves
through their evervday practices. In doing this we find thas we provide an
account which is often at odds with other public images of Literacy such as
media images, and we draw artention to vernacular literacies which are often
hidden hteracies. This Ieads to our final aim, which 1s to coneribute critically
to public discussions on fiteracy, education and the quality of local Life.

This beok is based upon an empincal study. Whether or not it is made
exphuit, all empirical studies start from many theoretical assumptions, All
rescarch has a theory underlving it [n approaching our study of literacy, we
brought a clear set of propositions about literacy—a theoretical framework.
This oriented us towards particular wayvs of working and particular
approaches to data collection and analvsis, The cheory has been further
refined and ampliticd as we have carried our the study, analvsing and
reflecting on the data. We wish to make this theory explicit. The main part of
this first chapeer is concerned with describing our theory of lireracy. We also
troduce other conceprs we have made use of and explain some of the
motivation for this rescarch.

This theory ot literacy we put torward implies a certam approach o
research, demanding particular research methods and daca. I is an
ccological approach, where literacy is integral to its context; this is what
Barton (1994} reters to as ‘an ccology of written languape’ and Lemke
(19953 has called an “ecosocial” approach to human communities. The
theory also provides a rationale for the structuring of the book: because
fiteracy 1s situated socially, we need to devote the next rwo chaprers to
describing che contexe of the study. This means historical context as much
as contemporary context. Chaprer 2 provides some of the lireracy history
of the ciey and trs institutions, with ghmpses of literacy in Lancaster at the
turn ot the vighteenth century and at the turn of the rwenticth century.
Chapter 3 s concerned with locaring the study, as a contempaorary study
based in Lancaster, England in the 1990s, Lancaster is a distinet city with
its own idiosyncrasies, and the 1990s are a particular point in history, not
least iy terms of the changing nature of literacy.

In rerms of methodology, we carried oot interviews, we observed activities
and we collected documents. We refer to the study as an cthnography: it is an
ethnography ot a set of culewral practices, those concerned with literacy. It is
an cthnography in that the study consists of detasled examination of a real
situation, working, as Clifford Geertz puts it. by the light of jocal knowledge’
(1983:167). A variety of methods are used and people’s own perceptions are
highlighted. This s a critical ethnography in the important sense that we are
trving to reveal and question the eraditional assumptions which frame
literacy, ro expose the wavs in which it is ideologically constructed and
embudded in power relationships tsee Kincheloe andMclaren 19941, In so
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doing, the study contributes to a maore crimical debate and understanding ot
literacy practices, both in and out of education.

Our study iy also a critcal ethnography in that we are commirted co
uncovering and documenting evervday literacies which are otren unrecognised
1wt dommant discourses about literacy. In this wav, our rescarch has affinities
with feminist methodologies amd other rescarch with marginalised groups
iHarding 19871 Our research has, in Kincheloe and Mcbaren's terms 11994,
a transtormative, emancipatory aim. However, it is not directly action-
orncented. Implicanons for education and cultural action can be drawn out of
this study, but we have deliberately not set out from educational concerns or
agendas tor change. Other aspects of our research programme focus more
direetly on these action outcomes, as in Ivame and Hamilton {19904 Barton
and Hamilton (1996). Our approach has been strongly shaped by the insistent
vowes of practitioners and adult stdents in community-based adult education
who reject definitions of literacy i terms ot skills, functions and levels which
do not e their experiences, nor their visions of the power of lireracy in
cvervday bfe tsee Mace 199241,

Fhis is an cthnography of a limited set of cultural practices, those concerned
with literacy. Theretore, in traditional reems it may be more accurate to sav
that we utilise ethnographic methods or that we take an ethnographic
approach, rather than to say that this is a tull ethnography of the whole of
people’s lives tsee Green and Bloome 1996). In Chapeer 4 we describe che
rescarch methods and their rationale, raising tssues about qualitative rescarch
methodalogy and the relations between researcher and researched.

Fhese tirst tour chapters provide information which creates the setting for
the empirical study, covering theory, historical background, contemporary
context and methodology. The second section of the book consises ot four
chapters cach of which provides a detailed piceure of the liceracy life of an
individual person. Harry Graham, the subject of Chaprer S, is a retired fire-
fighter with serong views on cducation and who is trving to write his memoirs
of the Second World War. Shirley Bowker, in Chapter 6. s concerned abour
her children's schooling and cares passionately about social issues. In Chaprer
7, June Marsh, a part-time market worker, keeps detailed houschold accounts
m arder to survive fimancially and atilises a wide range of media. In Chapter
8, Chtf Holt is worried about his health but he enjovs betting and gets pleasure
from writing.

The third section of the book consists of six chaprers which explore
particular themes about hteracy and draw upon data from the full range of
people we talked to and the ohscrvations we made. In these chapters we
examine how literacy is a communal resource utilised by families, by
community groups, and by individuals. Chapters 9 and 0 are concerned
primanly with the range of reading and writing which goes on in the home,
exploring hrst ot all ies diversity and then looking ar patterns related togender,
numeracy practices and practices in a multlingual houschold. Chaprer 11
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addresses the retationship between everyday practices and learning, covering
the informai learning of new literacies, as well as relanonships hetween home
learning and more formal learning of educarional institations. The next
chapter, Chaprer 12, exanines the role of literacy in the many local
organisations which people belong to, and how literate activity is one of the
roots of local democratic partictpation,

Chapter 13 describes how people use reading and writing to make sense
of the world and to become experts in particular domains. Chapter 14
brings together some of the threads of the carlier chaprers and in it we
identfy a range of vernacular hreracies. or ocal literacies, in people’s
evervday hives, exploring their definition and contemporary significance.
An afterword, Chaprer 13, reflects on how the findings from this local
study can be refared to literacy practices in other times and places. The
Appendices contan further informarion and notes on some educational
implications of the book. Throughout there are boxed Asides. mainly
covermg a variety of extra material which the reader may want to pause at
or return to selectively ar a later stage. This material includes detailed
quotes from interviews and ficldwork observacions, discussions of
methodological poines, and statistics which provide some narional context
for the findings of this local seudy.

A social theory of literacy: practices and events

We present below the theory we emploved as a set of six propositions ahout
the nature ot literacy. We explain cach one, making clear how it shapes our
study. The starting-point of this approach is the asserrion that literacy is a
social practice, and the propositions are an elaboration of this. The discussion
15 development on from that in Barton {1994:34-352, where contemporary
approaches to literacy are discussed within the framework of che metaphaor
ot ccotogy. The noton of literacy practices offers a poweriul way ot
conceptualising the link between the activities of reading and writing and the
socnal structures in which they are embedded and which they help shape.
When we talk about practices, then. this is not just the superfical choice of a
word but the possibilities thar this perspective offers for new theoretical
uncerstandings about lireracy.

Our mterest is i social practices in which literacy has a role; hence, the
bhasic unit ot a souial theory of lireracy is that of literacy practices. Literacy
pracuces are the general cultural ways of unhising written fanguage which
people draw wpon in their lives. lu the simplest sense literacy pracuces are
what people do with literacy. However practices are not observable units of
hehaviour since they also involve values, artitndes, teelings and social
relationships (sce Sereer 1993:421, This includes people’s awareness of
literacy, constructions of literacy and discourses of literacy, how people tatk
about and make sense of literacy. These are processes internal to the
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Aside 1.1 Literacy as social practice

* Literacy is best understood as a set of social pracuices; these can be
infereed trom events which are mediared by written exts.

* ‘There are different literacies associated with ditterent domains of
lite.

* Lieracy practices are patterned by social institutions and power
relaconships, and some literacies become more dominant, visible
and mtluennal than others.

* Lireracy practices are purposctul and embedded in broader social
goals and cultural practices.

* Literacy is histoncally situated.

tndividual at the same time, practices are the social processes which connect
people with one another, and they include shared cognitions represented in
ideologics and social identities. Practices are shaped by social rules which
regulace the use and distribution of texs, preseribing who may produce and
have access to them. They straddle the distinction between individual and
soctal worlds, and literacy practices are more usctully understood as existing
in the refations berween people, within groups and communitics, rarher than
as aset of prapertes residing i individuals.

1o avoid contusion, it is worth emphasising that this usage is different
trom situations where the word “practice” is used to mean learning to do
somiething by repeticon. [t is also ditterent from the wav the term is used in
recent international surveys of lireracy, to refer to ‘common or typical activities
or tasks {QOECILYStatestios Canada 19961, The notion of practices as we have
detined it above—cultural wavs of utilising liteeacy—is a more abstract one
thar cannot wholly be contained in observable activitios and rasks.

Turning to another basic concept, literacy events are activities where
literacy has a role. Usaally there is a written text, or texts, central to the
activity and there may be talk around the texe. Events are obseevable episodes
which arise from practices and are shaped by them. The notion of events
stresses the situated nature of hteracy, tharitalwavs exists 10 a sovial conrext.
It1s parallel to ideas developed in sociolinguistics and also, as Jay Lemke has
pointed out, to Bahktin's assertion that the starting-point for the analysis of
spoken language should be “the social event of verbal meeraction”, rather
than the formal linguistic properties of texts in isolation { Lemke 1993),

Many literacy events in lite are regular, repeated acovieies, and these can
otten be a useful starting-point for research into literacy. Some events are
linked inro routine sequences and these mav he part of the tormalprocedures
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and expecrations of social institutions like work-places, schools and welfare
Agenaes. Some events are seructared by the more informat expecrations and
pressures of the home or peer group. Texts are a crucial part of lireracy events,
and the study ot lireracy is parely a study of rexts and how they are produced
and used. These three components, practices, events and texts, provide the
first proposition ot 4 sodial theory of hiceracy, that: literacy is best nnderstood
as a1 set of soctal practices; these can be inferred from events which are
mediated by weritten texts. Our study is concerned with tdentifving the events
and texts of everyday lite and describing people™s associated practices. Qur
prime interest here s to analvse events in order to learn about practices. As
with the detinition of practices, we take a straighrtorward view of events at
this poing, as being activites which involve written texts, but we return to
this term for further discussion. An example of an evervday literacy even,
covking a pic. 1s to he tound in Aside 1.2,

Aside 1.2 Cooking literacy

When baking a lemon pic in her kitchen, Rita follows a recipe. She uses
1t to check the amounts of the ingredients. She estimates the
approximate amaounts, using teacups and spoons chosen specially for
this purpose. The recipe is handwritten on a plece of notepaper; it was
written out from a book by a friend more than ten vears ago. The first
time she read the recipe caeetully ar cach stage, but now she only [ooks
acat onee or twice. The piece of paper is marked and greasy by having
been near the cooking surface on many occasions. It is kept in an
envelope with other handwritten recipes and ones cut out of magazines
and newspapers. The envelope and some cookery books are on a shelf
i the kitchen. The books range in age and condition and include
popular ones by Robert Carrier. Sometimes she sies and reads chem for
pleasure,

Rata does not always go through the same set of activities in making
the pic. Sometimes she makes double the amount described in the recipe
it mare people will be eating it. Sometimes she cooks the pie with her
daughter, Havley, helping her where necessary. Sometimes she CILOYS
cookmg it; at other times it is more of a chore, when tme is Himired or
she has other things she would rather do. Rita has passed the recipe on
to several friends who have enjoved the pic.

Rita does not always follow recipes exactly, but will add herbs and
SpICes to taste; sometimes she makes up recipes: at one point she
describes making a vegetable and pasta dish similar to one she had had
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Our work complements other studies, primarily in Linguistics, which focus
on the analysis of texes, The study of everyday literacy practices points
artennion to the texts of evervday life, the texts of personal lite; these are
disunct from other texts which are more usually seudied, such as educational
texts, mass media texes and other published texes. Work in the field of literacy
studies adds the perspective of practices to studies of texts, encompassing
what people do with texts and what these activities mean to them. In our
work, practices remain central and we are led to examine how texts fit into
the pracrices ot people’s lives, rather than the other way round. Nevertheless,
we see the tull study of written language as being the analysis of both texts
and practices.

Once one beguts to think in terms of literacy events there are certain things
about the narure of reading and writing which become apparent. For
mstance, in many literacy events there s a mixture of written and spoken
language. Our study has print literacy and written texts as its starting-point
but it is clear that in literacy events people use written Language in an
ntegrated way as part ot a range of sentotic systems; these semiotic systems
include mathematical svatems, musical notation, maps and other non-text-
based images. The cookery text has numeracy mixed with prine lireracy, and
the reaipes come trom books, magazines, television and orally from friends
and relatives. By identifving literacy as one of a range of communicative
resources available to members ot a community, we can examine some of the
wavs in which it ts located in relation to other mass media and new
technologies. This is especially pertinent at a time of rapidly changing
technologies.

Louking at ditterent literacy events it 1s clear thar literacy is not the same
in all coneexts; rather, there are ditterent literacies. The notion of difterent
literacies has several senses: for example, practices which involve different
media or symbolic svstems. such as a film or computer, can be regarded as
ditterent literacies, as n filir fteraey and comprter Iiteracy. Another sense 1s
that practices in different cultures and languages can be regarded as ditterent
literacies. While we accept these senses of the term, the main way in which
we use the notion here is to say that literacies are coherent configurations of
literacy practices; often these sets of practices are identitizble and named, as
in academic literacy or work-place literacy, and they are associated with
particular aspeces of cultural lite,

Fhis means that, within a given culture, there are diffesent literacies
associated with ditterent domains of lite, Contemporary lite can be analvsed
m a sinple way into domains of activiry, such as home, school, work-place.
ltis a usetul starting-point to examine the distinet practices in these domains.,
and then to compare, for example, home and school, or school and workplace.
We begin with the home domain and everyday life. The home is often identified
as a primary domatin in people’s literacy lives, tor example by James Gee
{19901, and central o people’s developing sense of social identiry. Work is

g




Barton. Dinid. Local Literactes | Reading and Writing in One Cammunity.
London, UK Rowrledge. 1998, p 10,

hrip:-

2

site.ehrary.conuesprony. (b wh e tib. whmain Doc?1d= 1005395 Tdppy— 29

FOCAD LITERACIES

another identifiable domain, where relationships and resources are otten
structured quite ditterently from in the home, We might expect the pracoces
associated with cooking, for example, to be quite different in the home and
in the work-place—supported, learned and carried outin different ways. The
division of labour s different in insttutional kitchens, the scale ot the
operations, the cothing people wear when cooking, the health and safery
precavtions they are required 1o take, and seon. Such practices contribure to
the idea that people participate in distinet discourse communities. in ditferent
domaing of hte. These communities are groups of people held together by
their charactenistic wavs of talking, acting, valuing, interpreting and using
written language. {Sce discussion in Swales 1990:23-7 )

Domains, and the discourse communities associated with them, are not
clear-cut, however: there are questions of the permcabitity of boundarics,
ot leakages and movement betsween boundaries, and of overlap berween
domains, Home and community, tor instance, are otten treated as being the
same domain; nevertheless they are distinet in many wavs, including che
dimension ot public and private behaviour. An important part of our study
1s claritying the domain being studied and teasing apart notions of home,
houschold, neighbourhood and communicy. Another aspect is the extent to
which this domain is a distinet one with its own practices, and the extent to
which the practices that exist in the home originate there, or home
practices are exported 1o other domains. In particular, the private home
context appears to be antitrared by practices from many ditferent public
domains.

Domains are structured, parterned contexts within which literacy is
used and Jearned. Activities within these domains are not accideneal or
randomly varving: there are particular contigurations of liceracy practices
and there are regular ways in which people ace in many literacy events in
particular contexts. Various instituttons support and structure activites in
particular domains of life. These include tamily, religion and cducation,
which are all sedal msorutions. Some of these institutions are more
tormally struceured than others, with explicit rules for procedures,
documentation and legal penalries for infrngement, whilst others are
regulated by the pressure ot socal conventions and attitudes. Particular
literacies have been creared by and are structured and sustained by these
mstitutions. Part ot this study aims to highlight the wavs in which
msttutions support particular literacy practices.

Sacially powertal institutions, such as education, tend o support
dommant literacy practices. These dominant practices can be seen as part of
whole discourse formadons, institutionalised contigurations of power and
knowledge which are embodied in social relanonships. Other vernacular
lireracies which exist in people’s evervday fives are less visible and less
supported. This means that literacy practices are patterned by social
msttutions and power relationships, and some literacies become more
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Jdominant, visible and influential than others. One can contrast dominant
literacies and vernacular literacies; our study is concerned more with
documenting the vernacular lireracies which exist, and with exploring cheir
relartonship to more dominant literacies.

People are active in what they do, and literacy practices are purposcful
and embedded in broader social goals and cultural practices. Whilse some
reading and writing is carried out as an end in itsclf, repicaily lireracy is a
means to some other end. Any study of literacy practices must therefore
steuate reading and writing activities in these broader contexes and
monvations for use. In the cooking example, for instance, the aim is to bake
Aemen pie, and the reading of a reaipe is incidental w this aim. The recipe 1s
incorporated into a broader set of domestic social practices associared wich
providing tood and caring tor children, and it refleces broader social
relationships and gendered divisions of labour,

Classic studies of literacies in the home, such as Heath (19831 and Tavlor
and Dorsev-Gaines 19881, have oftered classifications of the functions and
uses of heeracy for individuals. This approach can be revealing i providing
an overview of the range of hiteracy practices in a community and, in doing
so, hoks back to Richard Hoggarr's classic work from 1957, The Uses of
Literacy. In practice, however, it is often difficult to identity discrete
tunctions, what Is counted as a tutiction is imconsistent. and they overlap a
great deal tas discussed in Barton 1994:152—4: see also Clark and Ivanic
1997, chapter 3). Ia the current study we move bevond chis approach, o
examine how literacy activities are supported, sustained, learned and
impeded in people’s fives and relationships, and the social meanings they
have. Feis very elear from our data that a particular type of text, such as a
diary or fetrer, canmot be used as a basis for assigning functions, as reading or
WHItng any vernacular texe can serve many functions: people appropriate
texts for their oswn ends. Just as a text does not have autonomous meanings
which are independent of its social context of use, a text also does not have a
set ot tunctions independent of the social nicanings with which it is imbued.

A firse step in reconcepraalising literacy is to aceept the multiple functions
literacy may serve m a given activity, where it can replace spoken language,
make communication possible, solve a practical problem or act as a memory
aid—in some cases, all ac the same time. It is also possible to explore the
turther work which literacy can do in an activiey, and the social meanings it
takes on. For instance, we discuss wavs in which literacy acts as evidence, as
display, as threat, and as ritwal Texts can have multiple roles in an activity,
and literacy can acein ditferent ways for the difterent participants in a literacy
event; people can be incorporated into the literacy practices of others without
reading or writing a single word. The acts of reading and writing are not the
only ways in which texts are assigned meaning. We return to these issucs
lazer in this chaprer, as well as in Chaprer 14 when identitying the range of
vernacular literacies in the community.
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feis important to shitr from a conception of hiteracy located in individuals
to examine wavs in which people i groups utilise literacy, In this way literacy
hecomes a community resource, realised 1n social relationships rather than a
property of sndividuals, This is true ar various levelss at the detailed micro
level it can reter to the fact that in particular liceeacy events there are often
several participants taking on ditterent roles and creaong something more
than their individual practices. At a broader macro level it can mean the
ways i which whole communities use reracy, There are social rules about
who can produce and use particular fireracies, and we wish to examine this
sovial regulanion of texts. Shifring away from literacy as an individual
attribute is one of the most important implications of a practice account of
hiteracy, and one ot the ways in which it ditfers most from more traditional
accounts. The wavsin which literacy acts as a resource for different sorts of
groups is a central theme ot later chaptees in this book, which are devoted to
how tamulies, local communities and organisations regulate and are regulated
by literacy practices.

Literacy practices are culturally construcred, and, like all cultural
phenomena, thev have their roots in the past. To understand contemporary
literacy it is necessary to document the wavs m which fiteraey is bistorieally
siticated: Titeracy practices are as fluid, dvnamic and changing as the lives and
societies ot which they are a part. We need a historical approach for an
understanding of the deology, culture and traditions on which current
practices are based. The influences of one hundred vears of compulsory
schooling in Britain, or several centuries of organised religion, can be
identiticd in the same way as influences from the past decade can be
identiticd. These influences are Jocated partly in the literacy practices
themselves, complemented by family memories which go back to the
begimming of the century and carbier. There is also a broader context of a
cultural history of five thousand vears of literacy in the world, and the ways
m which this shapes contemporary practices.

A person’s practices can be located also in their own history of literacy.
In order to understand this we need to take a life histery approach,
observing the history within a person’s lite. There are several dimensions to
this: people use literacy to make changes in their lives: literacy changes
people and people tind themselves in the contemporary world of changing
literacy practives. The lireracy practices an individual engages with change
across their litetime, as a resule of changing demands, avaslable resources
and people’santerests.

Related to che constructed nature of literacy, any theory of hteracy implics
a theory of learning. Literacy practices change, and new ones are frequenty
acquired through processes of mformal learning and sense making as well as
tormal education and eraiming. This learning takes place in particular social
contexts, and part of this learning is the internalisation of social processes. fr
ts therefore impaortant to understand the narure of intormal and vernacular
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learning seraregies and che nature of situated cognition, linking with the work
of researchers intluenced by Lev Vvgotsky, such as Svlvia Scribner, Jean Lave
and volleagues (Seribner 1984; Lave and Wenger 1991). For this it is
necessary to draw upon people’s insights into how they learn, their theories
about hreracy and education, the vernacular strategies they use to learn new
literacies. We start out from the position that people’s understanding, of
liceracy s an important aspect of their learning, and thar people’s theories
gunde their actions. Ie is here that a stady of literacy practices has its most
rmmediate links with educanon.

Studics of community literacy

The starting-points for our sty are three distinet studies of liceracy carried
out in the 1970s, those ot Shirley Brice Heath: Brian Street: and Svivia
Scribner and Michael Cole, In her well-known studv Heach (19830
conteasted three Appalachian communities in the south-castern Unired
States i a study over several vears which used ethnographic and
sociolinguistic methods to provide detailed descriptions of people's uses of
reading and wriring in the home and the relationship of home practices to
school practices. The sociolingnistic notion of literacy eventis central to her
work. Streer (1984) seudied Islamie villagers in bran; he bived there as an
anthropologist carrving out cthnographic ficldwork. He observed rwo
lireracies being used side by side in the communiry, one commercial and one
not. He documents how the commeraial literacy was taken up with the
development of vil in the region, while the other more rradicional hreracy
wis not of value in that situation. Street utilises the idea of lireracy practices
and contributes the usetul distinetion berween autonomaous and ideological
theories of literacy. Alse developing the notion of literacy practices, Scribner
and Cole (19811 studied Titeracy amaong the Vai of West Africa: these
rescarchers used a hattery ot cross-caltura) psychological tests, along with
mterviews and detailed observations ot the community. Scribner and Cale
contrast ditferent literacies associared with three cultaral raditions,
Koranic, Western and indigenous, and they provide detailed descriptions of
fireracies which are learned intormaliy and which exist ontside the
cducattonal svstem,

The two terms which are the starting-point for the present work, fireracy
pracuces and literacy events, come from these carlier studies. in their separare
wavy these studies alvo show the value of detailed investigations of particular
communizies. Each of the studies i located ina difterent inecllectual tradition
with a distinet methodotogy: Heath's is primarily in sociolinguistics and
cducaton: Street comes trom social anthropology and Scribaer and Cole
trom cross-culrural psychology. The two terms, literacy practices and literacy
events, theretore also come trom different intellectual eraditions. There may
he some teasion in combimng them, and there is no reason ro expect them to
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fit together in a neat and easy manner. Fo us events are empirical and
observable; practices are more abstrace and are inferred from evenes and
trom other culeural informanon.

Since these original scudies, there have been several detailed studies in
ditterent parts ot the world including Niko Besnier’s studv of Pactfic
islanders (19931 and Daniel Wagner's study of Arabic speakers in Moroceo
(19931 In the United States, stondies have wsually been of minority
communities as i Moss (199341, often wath a specitic educational tocus. as in
Stephen Reder's work with Inuit, Hmong and Hispanic communities in the
Pacific North-West (1987: 19941, In Britain, ethnographic research has
primarily been on the uses of hreracy in minority bilingual communities,
including seudies by Mukual Saxena 119911 Arvind Bhaet, David Barron,
Maribyn Martin-Jones and Mukul Saxena (19964, Michael Baynham {1993
and Eve Gregory (19961, There is also a recent study of writing by
participants in the Mass Observation Archive (Bloome, Sheridan and Streer
19931 A study of community lireracy in Australia is found in Breen ef af.
(19941, Several contemporary studies from South Africa are reported in
Prinsloo and Breier (1996), Other research has been on the influence of
specitic social institutions, such as two studies of religious groups: Andrea
Fishman's study of writing among the Amish of Pennsylvania (1988, 1991}
and Cushla Kapitzke's study of Seventh-day Adventists in Northern
Austrabia (19950 In addition, turther studies of specitic aspects of
community uses of literacy are reported in Barton and Ivanic (19917,
Hanulton, Barton and lvanic 11994y, Street (1993}, Dubin and Kuhlman
11992

These studies have in common the face that they have focnsed primaniy
on the litcracy practices ot adules in their homes and communiries, rather
than mvesngating literacy w relation te children and their schools. Some
ethnographic studies have been concerned primarily with chitdren and their
Irreractes ar home and ar schood, such as Solsken (19931 and those reported
in Schicttelin and Gilmore (19863, 1n addition, Luts Moll's work with
Hispanics in the southern United States links up community practices and
school practices {19941, congributing the notion of the “funds of knowledge’
which families and communines can draw upon. There have been turther
studies of breracy within tamilies, focosing on parents and children, most
notably those associated with Dennv Tavlor (Tavlor 1983; 1996: 1997;
Taylor and Dorsev-Gaines 19881, Seudies of children’s non-formal literacies
in and out of school include work by Miriam Camitta 11993}, Gemma Moss
(1996] and Janet Mavbin 1 1997), Studies of other domains, such as the work-
place (Gowen 1992; Gee, Hull and Lankshear 19971 and ones which focus
on particular aspects of lite, or with particular historical periods, will be
hrought mto the discussion where necessary. Together these studies provide a
way of locating our work and a map of the ticld to which the current study
coneributes,
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Theorising local social relations
The concept of community

Although most ot the above studies are called studies of communities, there
has been lietle discussion of this term in the literature on literacy ibut see
Heath 1995). The tirst point to make is that the terns usually has positive
connotations, Ay Ravmond Witliams puts it in a discussion of the waord
community, "unlike all ather terms of social organisation (state, nation, society,
cte e seems never to he used unfavourably' (1976:761. As 2 word which can
have both positive and negative connotations we might add the term fanufy.
Williams was writing in 1976; since then the tavourable connorations of the
word community have heen used by the British government, teving to name
the much disliked poll tax the community charge, and with notions of
community care and, in one of the rare uses of the term community in our
data, that of a communtry policeman. We return to this later.

The original title of our rescarch project was Literacy in the Commtnnity,
using the word community in a geneeal unanalvsed sense. Xe are aware of
the varicty of meanings ot the word community, its general positive
connotations, the tact thar the rerm implics homogeneity, and the problems
ot defining community boundaries. Despite these complexities it provides a
usctul searting-point. We initially detined our conmunity in two ways: fersely
m geographical ternms, as a small town and as a neighbourhood within that
town; and secondly in social class terms, as a working-class commumty. Soon
we became aware of the complexity of the term as we contrasted communiey
with family and with neighbourhood, and ax we uncovered many
communities of oiterest which cross geographical boundaries. In carrving
our the rescarch it was in fact useful not to have a precise definition of
cotmmunity at the beginning. Ideas on this developed during the studv. We
return to definitions of community in Chapeer 14 and also conrrast the term
community with fannly, houschold and neighbourhood.

Communmity hireracy is often taken to mean the literacy practices of
munority commuaitics, and most of the studies of literacy practices in Britain
and North Amcrica have been of minority communities, Whilst che literacy
practices of minorty communitics are of tmportance in themselves,
community does not necessarily mean minoriry commurity. Otten a contrast
1s made or implicd with mainstream liceracies. In these studies mainstream
fiteracivs, or the literacies of the researchers’ own cultures and discourse
communities, are otten assumed and taken for granted; they are not seen as
objects needing to be rescarched, Nor is the notion of mainstream defined
clearly. Our study is of a mainly white working-class commumity, and it is
our assumption that all social groups are part of communitics.

The notion of comniunity is enduring, and it remains useful tor dealing
with what Crow and Allan (1994) refer to as the realm of “local social
refations’ which mediates between the privare sphere of family and houschold
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and the public sphere of impersonal, formal organisations. Many of the
frreracy practices we deseribe m this book occur in chis context of local social
relations, and there s a constant movement of focus back and forth between
private houscholds, local community and the insticutions of the wider public
sphere, such as school and work-place. We wane to explore these
relationships.

Netwworks and roles

To describe how people relare within social groups we have drawn on the
concept of networks. In the cookery example in Aside 1.2 the recipe was
passed around a neework of friends and relacives. Within such networks
people take on speaitic roles and assere ditterent identities as they participate
n ditterent literacy events. Quor concern is to describe the social relationships
which characterise literacy practices and the power and identity dimensions
ot these. The idea of networks is a first step in this. The strengeh of the notion
ot nerworks is that it provides a simple way of moving bevond a focus on
individuals and individual encounters, towards one which shows how literacy
finks across people and localities. The significance of nerworks in the stucly
ot lieeracy is emphasised in the work of Arlene Fingerer {19831 and Linda
Zicgahn (19911 in the Uited States, They have studied adult literacy students
and the social networks they establish, paving particular artention to the
ditterent roles people take within such nerworks.

We utilise the idea of nerworks inseveral places. One of our informants,
Harry, has a range ot intormal neeworks in his daily life. Another person,
Shirley, uses private and public networks to get things donc n the
commumty. We can see nerworks in tamily lite and in the workings of local
organisations. During the rescarch we have moved from a generalised idea
ot nerworks to a more differentiated one, distinguishing berween different
kinds of neeworks and eheir functions, seeing how somie are more public,
formal, official and structured than the more privare and informal
evervday networks tas discussed in Barton 1994:42-31. We sce in our
research how networks have a tunction for people in many activities: in
getting things done in groups, when finding oue informarion. in providing
mucual support. We atilise the concept in several chaprers, gradually
developimg @ more complex view. In addition, we see how networks can
also involve coercion and exclusion, and can be normative and controlling.
Network, like community, 1v a cosy and beguiling word., but clasely
structured local soaial relarions can also be oppressive, disruptive or
resistant to individuals™ needs for change. This arises. for instance, with
family resistance when people have wanted to return to education, and
with once of our informants, Eddic, and his menthership of gangs. We see
ways in which networks have negative aspects as well as positive ones., and
they can be constraining as well as supportive.
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Within the home there are unequal power relations, including those
hetween adults and yvoung children. More generally i society there are
tnegualities, such as those associated with social class and gender. These
structare people’s participation in lreracy events, There are also issues
concerning adules who are Tabelled as having problems with literacy. In
addition, many of people’s activities are related o social institutions where
hreracy 1s located in tormal hicrarchics: this is true of institutions such as
schools, religion, the welfare system and the legal system. Literacy between
cquals 15 Just one sort of literacy. It is necessary to develop wavs of
mcorporating the unequal nature of many social relations into
understandings of lireracy, This also includes the relarionship beeween
researcher and those being rescarched.

Stephen Reder and Karen Reed Wikelund's notion of *practice engagement
theory” (Reder and Wikelond 1993; Reder 19941 is helpful in accounting tor
the fact that participants may engage with literacy practices in ditfferenc—
and often uncqual—ways. They use notions of domains of practice, roles
and participant structures, They idenrife three aspects of literacy practices:
technology, tuncrion and social meaning, and they suggest that people may
engage with any or all ot these three aspeers in a particular liseracy evenr,
They detine social meanings as “beliets about who should engage in a
particular literacy practice, in what situations and under whart
crrcumstances—that is, the propricty of participation—as well as the social
distinctions marked by use of literacy in a parricular context {Reder and
Wikelund [993: (794

It literacy 1s often locared in unequal social refationships, this inegualiey is
maost apparent in the access to literacy resources which people have. The idea
of access is theretore related to the important concepes of conerol and power,
We discuss these {arer under the heading of the *soctal regulation of texts', a
phrase used by Genima Moss 11996 and implicit in Dorothy Smith's work
on the constitutive role of texes in social mstitutions (19881, Lateracy practices
tnvolve the social regulation of texes, thatis who has access to them and wheo
can produce them. The resources people have access to can be seen in terms
ot technical skills and cquipment, as well as sires anl supports for learning,
These may be institutionally based or informal. Resources consist of physical
resources as well as people tsee Giddens 19844, and include collective or
shared resources for literacy in houscholds, neighbourhoods and publicty
available in the community more generally, such as in boukshops, libraries,
educarional institutions, advice centres for dealing with burcaucracies and
other literacy-related problems. The notien of disconrse communitics.
mentioned carlier, is usetul here: a given person may or may noet have access
1o membership of such groups and their discourse.

Literacy 1s often treated as tunctional, something people use to get things
done i their lives. A social view of literacy extends the notion of literacy by
mcluding other facets of the cultural pracrices of literacy. A first extension is
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that dentitied by Kathleen Rockhill (1987 19931 and by Jennifer Horsman
(1990; 19941, who point out the emotional dimensions of literacy. They
discuss how liceracy constitutes both desire in the lives of women returning
to education and threat to the men in their fives. We broaden this and identify
other ways in which literacy represents threat and desire in people’s lives, A
simple example is that threar and desire come through the letter hox in the
mormng: the opening of mail in the mornings can be experienced as
threateoung as people deal with bills: other letrers, in the form of love letrers
and consumer caralogues, can also embody dreams, fantasy and desire, Niko
Besnier (19930 has shown how written texts can encode emotion just as
strongly as it is expressed in face-to-face interactions. Often in our
discussions, prople express other strong feelings abour literacy, mcluding
disapproval, triumph, control or mastery, stigma, fear: the subject is charged
with emonon. In order to talk about literacy people tell us about their reding
passions, and this has become an important organising coneept in analvsing
prople’s nterviews,

The bureaucraric, record-keeping functtons of literacy have been frequently
wentitted by others, tor example, by Goody {19861 We can extend this by
wlentitving wayy in which literacy has other public functions, the many ways
m which it is used as evidence. evidence of being educated or qualified, of
betng a certain sort of person, ot belonging to particular social groups. Refated
to this, literacy is often used as display. tor example when wearing logos on
clothes, and as ritual. where it has a role in events such as seasonal celebrations,
competitions and marking achicvements. As well as having a legal function,
the uses of signing ceremonics at weddings, in political treaties and business
deals also have huge ritual and svmbolic significance.

All these observations show that there are many different wavs of engaging
with literacy bevond a arilitarian functionalism, that as well as being active
readers and writers, people can be passively incorporated into literacy
practices, as when tree advertising is puz through the letrer box or they carry
home their shopping in plastic bags emblazoned with supermarker logos.
Throughout this book we offer examples of the many different wavs in which
people engage with literacy,

Theories of culture
Social theory

Literacy studies is essentiatly an interdisciplinary endeavour, and in the
provess of articulating what is really an aspect of a theory of culture we have
become aware of parallel concerns elsewhere in the social sciences. From a
vaniery ot ditferent starting-points, many social scientists are aiming to
redeting the relationship herween the individual and the sovial, developing
new coneepts to express the links between the micro interactions which make
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up expenience of evervday life and the large-scale soctal formations which
shape and are shaped by this local realm, Depending on whether they start
trom the micro world ot social interactions and discourse or the macro world
ot social institutions and global change, ditferent disciplines have elaborated
ditterent parts of the relanenship hetween action and structure.

The soaiological and historical approaches of theorists such as Giddens
{1991 and Foucault 11972 1977) stare from social svstems and the ways in
which social practices are structured and regulated through particular
contigurations of knowledge and power. What these perspectives can
contribute to literacy studics 15 an underscanding of how to locate the notion
ot hteracy practices within more general social practices and processes of
social change, how these are constituted in specific soctal institutions and, in
turn, how people’s sense of personal identity is shaped by them.

Avery cear deseription of how concepts trom Foucaule's theory can be
apphed to literacy practices m one domain is given by Cushla Kapitzke
(1995:8=200 1 her discossion of the rehgious pracrices of Seventh-day
Adventists. She draws particularly on the notions of *discursive formations”
and the “disciplinary techniques™ that are used to enforee social rules in
everyday lite, She shows how these can be helpful in revealing the broad and
persistent parterns which underlic the Tocat detuls of literacy practices and
how people make sense of them. We can see the relevance of these conceprs
i the interpretation of our own dara, although our own starting-pomnt is
rather ditferenc in that we are looking ar the interface of a range of dominant
discourses of lireracy with the vermacalar, rather than focusing on practices
in one dominant domain as Kapitzke docs.

Another perspective on our work is provided by theories of language and
discourse which pay attention to social theory, such as Norman Fairclough’s
claboration of crirical discourse analvsis (19891, Guneher Kress's sogial
semiotic theory (RKress and Hodge 1988) and the work of both James Gee
(1990; 19921 and Jay Lemke (1993510 on discourse and social processes. As
mentioned carlier, literacy studies contributes to such work by its emphasis
om analysing practices as well as analysing texts, and Iy providing practical
wavs ot doing this, More generally it can contribute to social theory by
emphasising the importance ot written texts in the discursive formations of
powertul institutions (as i Sith 1988: 1993}

Media and cultural studivs

A turther area in relation to which we locate our study of print literacy is
recent cthnographic work on the use of other media and technologies, such
as television, video and computers in the home. New perspectives on literacy
are suggested by these investigations of the soaial and cultural contexts m
which communication media function. For example, taking reading in a
broad sense, Gray 11992) points out that there are continuities in people’s
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reading preterences and habits across the media: women's viewing of
television, ilm and video gentes echoes their consumption of print texts.
Media studies research in an ethnographic tradition also examines the way
difterent media are used together, or complement cach other, and how their
use 1y structured 1 the heme by domestic routines, prioritics and
technologies. Such research looks at letsure patterns, how these are changing
and how they are structured by, tor example, gender or emplovment. Ir asks
how and why adults regulate children’s behaviour.,

In parallel with literacy rescarch, cthnographic audience research debates
the relationship between mass-produced media texts, the reader tor viewert
and the contexr of viewing, and it identities active, differentiared readers
who construct meaning and appropriate texts according to different social
contexts and culeural knowledges tas in Morkey 1992:15-16}. This has
included how readers react to and interpret texts, not just analysis of the wext
iselt see Radway 198701 Reading and wrising can be viewed as extensions
of prople’s identitics, interests and roles, as James Lull ¢1988) has discussed
with reterenvce 1o family viewing of mass media.

Whilst we tind many useful parallels, comparisons beeween literacy studies
and media studies also reveal the limitations of cach: mass media research
has tended to tocus mostly on viewing, not producing, and only in the conrext
of lewsure. Few parallels with writing, such as popular production of video,
photography, Jlocal radio participation or CB use, have been studied. Because
the mass miedia are largely consumed in the domestic environment, media
rescarch has been tascinated by home life and by the behavionr of adult
viewers as well as children. Studies of prine literacy, on che other hand, have
tocused largely on educational contexts and children’s fearning.

The public narrative on literacy

One motivanion for developing new views of literacy has been many
rescarchers’ unease with more tradinional characterisations of literacy, both
academically and o public and educational debace. More complex views
have developed out of dissatisfaction with purely psyehological
charactensarions ot reading and writing as autonomous skills, One feature
ot this developmy ficld is the way it is moving bevond 1deas of literacy as
something solely located in people’s heads as cognition. These studies
contribute to wavs ot talking about literacy which properly acknowledge irs
situated nature and theretore offer the possibility of representing the
multiplicities of literacies which exist in any culture. Porentially these stuclics
can contribute 1o public and educational debate by providing an alternative
discourse of literacy.

However, much public discussion and political debate still draws upon
and supports simphstic views of literacy which treat it as an autonomous
skill. The media narrative on literacy is an autonomous one, focusing largely
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on mcthods of reaching and learning and attributing blame. We wish 1o
challenge this narrative. We refer ta it dehiberately as a narranive, [eis a way
ot talking about literacy but it is more than just a particular set of words or
a parucular discourse. It is a narrative in that is a continuing story of literacy,
told over several years and which each newspaper article, radio commentary
and television interview contributes to. In the media narrative on lieeracy the
autonomous view of literacy usually provides the framing ot whar are regarded
as possible or reasonable questions te pose and it limits what might be possibie
ANSWLTS.

There are many recurrent themes within this narrative, There are debates
about declining standards, fuelled by survevs of problems and failures, where
correlations are turned into causalities. There is an obsession with teaching
methods, polarised as phonics versus real books, and with the blaming of
teachers; and endenue in much media discusston of family liseracy is the
blammg of parents. There are tears of a decline in reading, of new technologies
and ot their ettects on the calture ot the book. Deborah Cameron (199351 and
athers reter to such tears as “moral panics™. The interest in new technologies
is tuclled by a sense of anxicty as well as one of possibility, but it is often
simplistically defined in terms of negative effeces, the dangers to children and
the cttects on education practice and on reading and book buying.

The 1ssues raised by these debares can be considered in a new lighe by
taking on the perspectives offered by the social practices account of literacy.
We mtend that our work should feed inte public discussions and educational
discussions. For example, our approach assumes that children's progress in
achieving literacy s strongly tluenced by the culeoral and lingwistic
experience they bring mto school from their ives ar home and e their local
community. Detailed echnographic accounts can identity the many wavs in
which reading and writing are used and valued cutside of educational
contexts—or ignored for more highly valued alveenatives: ar the same time
such accounts demonstrace the need to understand more fully the ways in
which adules make use of literacy, providing the models and support that
uneiate children into literacy practices.

Within rhe ticld ot education there is a new witlingness to look across the
boundaries of tormal cducatonal institutions, schools and colleges, to
understand mformal learning strategies and the resources which people draw
on an thar lives outside of education, recognising that schools are just one
specialised context in which literacy is used and Tearned. 1deas about litelong
tearming, tlexible and open learming and notions of crincal pedagogy which
consider the role of formal education within its broader cultural and political
comtext all have implicanions tor the study of literacy.

A tinal root ot this study is a concern with educational opporrunities tor
adults to develop their literacy. Another studvy hased at Lancaster (Hamitton
and Stasmopoulos 19871 used very different methods to pursue this issue.
This research analvsed computer data from a large-scale longicadinal study
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