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Foreword 

When I read this book , I thought of Renee . She was an African-American 
second grader who was in trouble with her teacher for not finishing some of 
her worksheets. Both Renee and her teacher, who was white, seemed hurt 
and angry. Once, when the teacher was at the end of her patience for the day 
and we were walking together out to the playground for recess, she said to 
me, "Why do I bother trying to get her to finish? She'll be a hooker by the 
time she's 15 ." 

That made me furious. But what was going on didn ' t seem to be blatant, 
overt racism. I knew the teacher was conscientious. As time went on I came 
to see some ways in which , from her point of view, her frustration with Renee 
made sense. I took account of what I was able to learn about her beliefs 
about teaching and about how children learn to read and write. Some aspects 
of those beliefs may have originated in- and were certainly sustained by­
her school district 's policies and conceptions of what was reasonable and 
desirable in literacy instruction. Yet, after straining to understand and not to 
condemn the teacher out of hand , I was still angry. I didn 't agree with the 
sense that was being made. It seemed to me that Renee and her teacher had 
been caught by each other in a tragic bind . Each seemed partly responsible 
for producing the situation with the other. It seemed that from the bind they 
were in they were unlikely to escape all by themselves. 

How did Renee and her teacher get into so tangled a knot? This collec­
tion of papers sheds light on that question by considering the social and 
cultural constitution of literacy and its acquisition. The book reviews a broad 
range of phenomena and issues. They include root conceptions and interests 
in literacy that are taken for granted as reasonable and just by persons and 
groups in society and that, in the press of doing daily business in schools , 
are rarely subjected to critical scrutiny. These are conceptions and interests 
that become institutionalized in school work, in intellectual discourse, and in 
the political and economic influences on how Americans try to understand, 
plan , conduct, and regulate educational processes and outcomes with the 
hope of improving them. 

The book takes an approach that is distinctive in that while its papers 
focus on a single area of subject matter, they manage to consider a wide 
range of connected phenomena and issues . The contributors examine not 
only the arguments Americans have about how and what to teach as literacy 
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in school but in how to do schooling itself. This book connects conceptual 
work on the nature of literacy and its acquisition, not only with empirical 
research on how literacy is taught in classrooms but also with the workings 
of school organization, governance, and policy within which local school 
practices are embedded. Those connections are rarely so comprehensively 
and so pointedly made. Yet it is just such a combination of scope and speci­
ficity that has been absent from current discourse on educational reform. The 
reform debates have failed, for the most part, to take account of the concrete 
struggles of classroom life and the particular unexamined beliefs and insti­
tutional arrangements that may be exacerbating those struggles. Without 
being at all doctrinaire, this book's analysis shows that the tugs of war over 
literacy in the classroom and in American society are fundamentally interest­
and value-laden, which is to say, that they are political in nature. 

A "constructivist" perspective on thinking, learning, and literacy is the 
conceptual thread that links the major sections of the book. In recent years, 
we have seen emerging a set of family resemblances in orientation by which 
current efforts in psychology and linguistics, sociology and anthropology, 
and literary theory and philosophy can be seen as joined in spirit. By col­
lecting review articles that share in this family connection of perspectives, 
this volume shows literacy in American schooling as a set of constructing 
practices that are organized within and across the activities of individual 
learners, of classrooms as immediate scenes of pedagogical interaction and 
curricular engagement, of schools as formal organizations, and of society as 
a whole. 

If you are familiar with the full range of issues presented, you may want 
to read this book from front to back. It begins with discussions of construc­
tivist perspectives on literacy instruction, continues with papers that review 
classroom practices, and concludes with essays on policy and accountability 
processes that frame and influence the work of local teachers, students, and 
administrators. If you are more familiar with some topics than others, I sug­
gest that you read the first few chapters in Part I, skip to the first and final 
chapters of the last section, and then work your way back through the rest of 
the book. This is because, for most of us, the connections between policy 
and the basic assumptions underlying literacy and its teaching are not at all 
well-known. On the issues we face in literacy instruction, there has been a 
very unfortunate separation between policy decisions and processes and the 
substantive choices practitioners must make about what and how to teach in 
the classroom. Reading all the sections of the book gives us a more compre­
hensive sense than we would otherwise have of what is necessary if real 
change is going to happen. 

What we see is daunting-a multidimensional web of mutually rein-
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forcing assumptions and practices in teaching, assessment, school organiza­
tion, finance, and governmental decision, which result in the provision of the 
most marginal kinds of literacy for the poorest of our nation's children. Only 
by making the web visible can we begin to see how its structuring of coun­
tervailing tensions operates and where the crucial points in the system are 
located, toward which change efforts should be directed. 

A final note on diversity. Some of the chapters in the middle section of 
this book point to a root assumption that research shows to be false but that 
normal policy and practice take for granted . This is the assumption that the 
children of marginally literate parents-and in America today that means 
persons from ethnic, racial, and linguistic minority groups who in another 
generation will be majority groups-come to school virtually lacking any 
knowledge of or desire for literacy. The school's job, in that view, is to mo­
tivate those children by placing them on the bottom rung of a ladder of skills 
and having them practice simple skills. Here is where literacy learning be­
comes a moral tale. Because in our society literacy is culturally defined as 
good-and inherently so-if a learner doesn't try hard and persist at practice 
on the rung where he or she has been placed, that can be seen as a sinful act. 
When Renee's teacher started to regard her as a potential teenage prostitute, 
I think it was because Renee's reluctance to finish her boring worksheets­
her actions as framed by the school 's definitions of them-had made her a 
sinner in that teacher's eyes. 

Teaching literacy on a ladder of skills contradicts what we now know 
about children and their learning at home and at school. All children, from 
the most to the least socially advantaged family circumstances, come to 
school knowing and doing various kinds of literacy. Thus, schools start with 
every child a full child. The particular kinds of literacies children bring to 
school , however, differ in subtle ways that we are only beginning to see and 
comprehend. It follows that the kinds of literacy work and play that teachers 
and students begin to do in classrooms necessarily should look and sound 
different, given differing combinations of racial, ethnic, linguistic, and class 
backgrounds of actual sets of teachers and students. Such differences in kinds 
of practice, if they follow from the presumption that all children construct 
sense and use it actively, need not lead to the invidious processes and out­
comes we now see in ordinary assessment and streaming. Simply to place 
differing students on differing rungs of a uniform ladder of school literacy 
skills-and then to teach them in bottom, middle, and top instructional 
groups or curricular tracks-is a phony response to diversity. 

In our contemporary practice, the ladder of skills approach does not 
presume a range of variation in kinds of literacy knowledge and interests, 
nor does it presume differing modes and sequences of healthy and robust 
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literacy acquisition. The same ladder of proper learning is built for all. The 
assumption behind the ladder of skills approach is that students are not qual­
itatively different in what they know, do, and want. Rather, they are just 
quantitatively different in how many successive skills they have acquired at a 
given moment in their history of development as learners. This book presents 
a far different image of literacy acquisition. It tells us that in human literacy 
learning and teaching there are many differing ladders, many ways to climb, 
many kinds of powers in climbing, and an amazing capacity in human learn­
ers of all ages to climb on more than one ladder at once. How to organize 
schools genuinely for diversity in literacy, treating its multidimensionality as 
a resource rather than as a liability and providing various ways to climb high, 
is a challenge we continue to face as educators and as citizens. 

However you climb along and across the various ladders in this book, I 
hope you will come away with richer conceptions of literacy and its possibil­
ities for acquisition in schools than the notions with which you started. As 
you read and argue with these chapters, do not forget Renee and her teacher. 
Do not fail to look for the webs in which they became entangled. Then go to 
them. Do not leave them where they are now, stuck and alone. They are still 
capable of changing if schooling changes with them. 

Frederick Erickson 
University of Pennsylvania 



Preface 

The origins of this book, in extended conversations among scholars with 
diverse backgrounds, befit its concern with literacy for a diverse society. In 
1987, a number of new faculty members joined the School of Education, 
University of Colorado at Boulder and, with existing faculty, began collabo­
rating on research and program development activities. Despite diverse back­
grounds in disciplines like educational psychology, anthropology, sociolin­
guistics, and policy analysis, they soon saw that they shared a constructivist 
view of learning and a commitment to applying this perspective to the school 
learning of students with diverse backgrounds. Moreover, they asserted a 
strong commitment to studying thought, language, and participation struc­
tures in schools and the role of these structures in creating and maintaining a 
diverse, multicultural society. 

To extend this conversation, an invitational conference on Literacy for 
a Diverse Society was held in Boulder in April of 1989. At this conference, 
presentations by scholars from other institutions made it clear that a construc­
tivist view of literacy and its importance in a diverse society was shared by 
many. This volume is intended to identify the common themes that arose at 
the conference and share them in the broader community of educators. We 
are especially interested in engaging other practicing teachers in this conver­
sation, for it is in daily practice that literacy for diversity becomes reality in 
schools. 

The conference that gave birth to this book would not have been pos­
sible without funding from the Gannett Foundation and the University of 
Colorado-Boulder, as well as the enthusiastic support of the chancellor of the 
university, James Corbridge, and the dean of the School of Education, Philip 
DiStefano. 

An edited volume such as this depends on the work of numerous indi­
viduals. The efforts of Michael Meloth, who contributed in numerous ways 
to the organization of the conference, and Carole Anderson, who made di­
verse computer systems compatible, are gratefully acknowledged .. Special 
thanks are also extended to the authors whose commitments to the themes of 
this book were evident in their diligent work and adherence to demanding 
writing schedules. 

xi 





1 Introduction 

ELFRIEDA H. HIEBERT 
University of Colorado, Boulder 

For some time now, a new perspective on literacy, and the learning processes 
through which literacy is acquired, has been emerging. This new perspective 
does not consist of old ideas with a new name, but rather it represents a 
profound shift from a text-driven definition of literacy to a view of literacy 
as active transformation of texts. In the old view, meaning was assumed to 
reside primarily within text, whereas, in the new view, meaning is created 
through an interaction of reader and text. This book examines the new per­
spective and its implications for fostering higher levels of literacy in an in­
creasingly diverse society. 

A wide variety of academic disciplines has contributed to the new view 
of literacy and literacy instruction. The chapters in this volume portray con­
tributions made by cognitive psychologists, anthropologists, sociolinguists, 
and policy analysts. The labels that scholars use for this "new" perspective 
vary as a function of their disciplines. However, the diversity of labels should 
not obscure the similarity in the underlying views of literacy and learning 
held by these scholars. In this introduction, the general perspective is called 
constructivism. Other authors refer to the perspective, or its subthemes, as 
sociocognitive (Langer), ability-centered (Miramontes & Commins), and 
multiple literacies (McCollum). Various nuances in constructivist views of 
literacy, as well as their implications for literacy in a diverse society, are 
addressed in Part 1 of this book. Although chapters may differ in their em­
phases, the underlying principles share much common ground. 

A VIEW OF LITERACY AS CONSTRUCTING MEANING 

A view of literacy acquisition, or any other learning domain, as con­
structive is not new. Major components of this view can be found in the ideas 
of Dewey (1909), Piaget (1959), and others, although some philosophers 
place the origins much earlier (von Glasersfeld, 1983). What is new, how­
ever, is the consensus among American educators on the utility of this view. 



2 LITERACY FOR A DIVERSE SOCIETY 

Until now, American education has taken its underlying frameworks for con­
ceptualizing learning, instruction, assessment, and intelligence, among other 
constructs, primarily from psychology. For decades, the view that psychol­
ogy has offered has been heavily influenced by behaviorism. The outlines of 
behaviorism will be familiar to those who teach in schools and see its mani­
festations in norm-referenced testing programs, mastery learning, and com­
pensatory remediation programs for students who differ from the "norm." 

By contrast, constructivism views learners as active participants in the 
creation of their own knowledge. Because learners interact with and interpret 
the world, knowledge is a function ofthe learner's background and purposes. 
Learning often occurs in social contexts, and, therefore, the learner's rela­
tionships with other persons serve a vital function in the interpretation pro­
cess. The social aspects of learning are especially relevant in homes and 
schools, where interaction between adults and children has a strong influence 
on what, how, and how much children learn. 

Work by the Russian psychologist Vygotsky (1978) is a particularly 
important and frequently cited source for the constructivist view. By recon­
ciling the functioning of individuals with that of the culture, Vygotsky pro­
vided a common framework for those primarily concerned with culture 
(anthropologists) and those primarily concerned with individuals (psycholo­
gists). 

The implications of this view for literacy are momentous. Meaning no 
longer is viewed as residing in texts but is regarded as a function of readers 
interacting with texts in different contexts. This view of reading, which pro­
vided the framework for Becoming a Nation of Readers (Anderson, Hiebert, 
Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985), continues to be elaborated by cultural anthropol­
ogists and Vygotskians. An important thrust of this elaboration has resulted 
in greater attention to the contexts of literacy use and acquisition, especially 
to the forms and structures of social interaction in teacher-student and 
student-student classroom dialogues (see Chapter 9). These social interac­
tions serve to structure and restructure meanings that readers make of text. 

TWO MEANINGS OF DIVERSITY 

There are two definitions of diverse that run throughout the book. One 
pertains to the "diverse" society of the late 20th century. In this diverse so­
ciety, social and cultural boundaries are changing rapidly as technological 
advances create instantaneous communication among nations. Individuals 
and groups are increasingly required to process large amounts of informa­
tion. Furthermore, as interaction among individuals from very different cul-
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tures increases, individuals are required to construct meanings from different 
perspectives and understand how one's meanings may differ from those of 
others. Successful performance in such situations demands what Brown 
( 1989) calls the higher literacies. Without these higher literacies, individuals 
and groups may be disenfranchised from full participation in the economic, 
social, and political lives of their communities. 

The second interpretation of diversity that underlies this book relates to 
the role of students' diversity in the process of literacy acquisition. In the old 
view, differences among students were seen as barriers to literacy acquisition, 
and, in some cases, programs were designed to reduce or remove these dif­
ferences. In the new view, the higher literacies are acquired by recognizing 
and building on diversity among students. In this sense, differences among 
students constitute a valuable source of learning: springboards, so to speak, 
to higher literacies. With this shift in perspective, diversity among students 
becomes an asset to classroom instruction rather than a liability. For ex­
ample, teachers and students might examine ways in which school and home 
cultures create and sustain different experiences for particular students. By 
broadening both teachers' and students' views of students' backgrounds and 
existing knowledge, the unique experiences that students bring to school 
make an important contribution to the process of literacy acquisition itself. 

When a constructivist view is applied to school contexts, diversity is 
recognized and fostered as a strength rather than something to be reduced, 
erased, or displaced. New information is presented in relation to what stu­
dents already know. Furthermore, when social interaction is regarded as an 
essential mechanism whereby information is structured and restructured, in­
teraction patterns in classrooms shift to involve students as full participants 
rather than observers or spectators. 

In this sense, the diversity present in many American classrooms can be 
seen as a means for acquiring literacy in the diverse society of the late 20th 
century. Artificial situations do not have to be created to demonstrate alter­
native interpretations to students. Within one classroom, children with differ­
ent backgrounds interact with one another, listen to one another, and learn, 
firsthand, different ways in which the same text or information can be inter­
preted. 

A constructivist view is commensurate with the higher literacies re­
quired in a diverse society containing many cultures and languages. More­
over, this view is useful for developing learning experiences that facilitate 
acquisition of these higher literacies. 
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THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES, PRACTICES, AND POLICIES 
FOR LITERACY ACQUISITION 

It is an explicit intention of this book to address relationships between 
the constructivist perspective, policies intended to support implementation of 
this perspective, and enacted classroom practice. The tripartite structure of 
the book reflects this intention. Many would argue that literacy education in 
America has suffered from overspecialization and subsequent isolation of 
these domains. A common stereotype places sole interest in theory with uni­
versity faculty, practice with classroom teachers, and policy with administra­
tors and politicians. Clark and Peterson (1986), in partial support of this 
idea, note that university educators' emphasis on "theory" frequently con­
flicts with teachers' orientation toward "activities." Although it may be true 
that educational theorizing by academics has sometimes occurred with little 
heed to practice and policy, analogous statements about practitioners and 
policymakers also have some validity. 

To the extent that specialization and isolation do exist, they constitute 
formidable impediments to substantial and lasting change in literacy pro­
grams. For example, a superficial grasp of the theoretical perspectives that 
underlie one's practice has typically left large numbers of educators vulner­
able to what Feitelson (1988) calls the "fads" of literacy instruction. As the 
pendulum swings back and forth, the fundamental changes in policies and 
practices that are required to achieve the higher literacies in a diverse society 
simply do not occur. One popular method fades and is replaced by another. 

Broader understanding of the theoretical perspectives underlying alter­
native approaches to literacy is particularly critical as a new wave of an old 
debate sweeps the field. This debate, argued in journals as different as Phi 
Delta Kappan (e.g., Carbo, 1988; Chall, 1989) and Review of Educational 
Research (e.g., McGee & Lomax, 1990; Stahl & Miller, 1989), is an ex­
tremely high-stakes event, especially for children of the poor and students 
for whom English is a second language. Responsible participation in this 
important debate demands a solid grasp of both the older behaviorist view 
and the newer constructivist view on the part of academics, practitioners, 
and policymakers. Some groups on both sides of the debate claim to have 
the one best methodology and at the same time eschew open inquiry that 
could provide insight into long-standing problems in literacy instruction. As 
Pearson (1989) suggests, such claims for exclusivity do not bode well for the 
overall transformation of the field. 

Emergence of the constructivist perspective has challenged several of 
the dominant policies and practices in American literacy education and 
thereby heightened interest in this policy domain. In the 1950s and 1960s, 
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literacy educators talked and wrote primarily about literacy materials and 
teaching methods. During the 1970s, the focus shifted to characteristics of 
readers and texts. Increasingly during the 1980s and now in the 1990s, con­
cerns about the context of literacy are moving to center stage. In spite of this 
trend, literacy educators have rarely addressed the larger contexts of educa­
tion wherein beliefs of the general public and elected officials shape and 
enact policies for literacy instruction. This scenario is starting to change, as 
indicated by the provocative policy analyses included in this volume (see Part 
III) and elsewhere (see, e.g., Fraatz, 1987). 

Policies about literacy receive their ultimate interpretation from class­
room teachers in the day-to-day enactment of instruction. In spite of this, 
teacher education programs rarely, if ever, address educational policy as a 
field of study or the impact of policies on practices. The mandates of various 
agencies regarding classroom practice often come as a surprise for beginning 
teachers. They have little background with which to interpret a state legisla­
ture's law that kindergarten children's promotion to grade 1 depends on at­
taining a particular level on a readiness test (Meisels, 1989) or a district 
administrator's mandate that 15 minutes of daily phonics instruction be pro­
vided all elementary-level children. 

When literacy educators, whether academics, practitioners, or policy­
makers, bring both an understanding of the underlying theoretical perspec­
tives and firsthand knowledge of students and classroom and community con­
ditions, then substantive, well-grounded changes are more likely to be 
achieved. This volume provides educators with a solid understanding of the 
constructivist perspective and its application to literacy instruction. Numer­
ous examples of classroom practices and policies are presented and their 
efficacy evaluated on the basis of constructivist principles. Teachers, school 
administrators, teacher educators, and policymakers should find information 
that assists them in designing and reorienting practices and policies to foster 
the higher literacies in schools. 

SUMMARY 

As the 21st century approaches, educators face many challenges, chief 
among them an ever increasingly diverse student population and a society 
that requires ever increasingly diverse literacy use. The chapters in this book 
illustrate the manner in which a constructive perspective provides the frame­
work for school literacy experiences that accomplish the goals of higher lit­
eracies. In particular, literacy instruction from a constructivist view builds 
on the strengths of students with diverse backgrounds, so that all students 
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acquire the literacy levels required for full participation in a complex and 
diverse society. 
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Part I 
PERSPECTIVES 

The title of this section is plural denoting nuances in the constructivist 
view of literacy, rather than uniquely different perspectives. The differ­
ent orientations of the first three chapters illustrate the manner in which 
several disciplines have contributed to development of constructivist 
themes. The broadly conceived chapter by Langer opens this section 
by identifying roots of constructivism in cognitive psychology, on the 
one hand, and anthropology and sociology, on the other. In the follow­
ing chapters, Eisenhart and Cutts-Dougherty delineate contributions to 
constructivism from cultural anthropology, and Calfee and Nelson­
Barber expand on contributions from cognitive psychology. 

When paradigms shift, misinterpretations of the new paradigm 
often occur-frequently in the form of "new" labels for "old" con­
cepts. It is as critical to understand what the perspective is not, as it is 
to understand what it is. The last two chapters in this section explore 
two themes of educational evaluation from the constructivist view­
point. The chapter by House, Emmer, and Lawrence examines the cur­
rent interest in cultural literacy and its implications for cultural diver­
sity. The idea that diverse experiences impact readers' interpretations 
of text is recognized by E. D. Hirsch, a primary proponent of cultural 
literacy. House et al. show how Hirsch misconstrues the idea, creating 
an interpretation that eliminates diversity, rather than fosters it. The 
chapter by Miramontes and Commins considers a frequently taken per­
spective of the learning potential of students with diverse back­
grounds-a deficit view. Miramontes and Commins spell out the con­
sequences of such a view and its contradictions of what children know 
and how they learn. 

Taken together, the chapters in this section provide a solid grasp 
of the constructivist perspective and what it means (and does not 
mean, in some cases) for practice. While many issues related to imple­
mentation of constructivist ideas are left to later sections of this book, 
it should be clear that constructivism has powerful and far-reaching 
implications for improving literacy in an increasingly diverse society. 

7 





2 Literacy and Schooling: 
A Sociocognitive Perspective 

JUDITH A. LANGER 
State University of New York, Albany 

Throughout the educational history of the United States, each generation has 
brought with it current concerns about the literacy development and instruc­
tion of its children as well as current notions of the literacy demands of the 
society and abilities of its adults to meet those demands. Attention to literacy 
has remained more or less constant, although the issues have changed. This 
can be seen in a survey of the titles of books and articles indexed by the 
Library of Congress, Education Index, and Educational References Infor­
mation Clearinghouse (Langer, 1988), which indicates that across this cen­
tury concerns about literacy have followed changing foci: the literacy abili­
ties of immigrant populations, the testing and teaching of literacy to adults, 
literacy acquisition in K-12 schooling, literacy skills underlying reading and 
writing. However, it was not until 1965 that the Education Index used the 
word literacy in addition to illiteracy as a descriptor, reflecting concerns with 
how well students comprehended and wrote. This broader emphasis has been 
accompanied by an increased publication of books on literacy-particu­
larly those dealing with relationships among literacy, culture, thinking, and 
learning. 

Although notions of literacy and what it means to be a literate individual 
have taken on broader meanings and broader implications, underlying views 
of literacy instruction seem to have remained relatively stable (Langer & 
Allington, in press; Langer, 1984b). During the first half of the 20th century, 
the issues surrounding literacy and schooling generally focused on curricu­
lum-what to teach and when (e.g., Gray, 1919; Pressey & Pressey, 1921)­
as well as on underlying skills in an attempt to develop procedures to assess 
the presence or absence of these skills (e.g., Davis, 1944; Gates, 1921; Rich­
ards, 1929; Thorndike, 1917). Implicit in this view of literacy instruction 
was that skill acquisition preceded the ability to engage successfully in liter­
ate activities. From this view it followed that short-answer, fill-in, and 
multiple-choice exercises designed to teach and test literacy subskills could 
be useful instructional tools. 

9 
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By mid-century, the work of cognitive and linguistic researchers (e.g., 
Brown, 1958; Bruner, 1978; Bruner, Olver, & Greenfield, 1966; Inhelder & 
Piaget, 1958) began to have a profound effect on literacy theory. Their work 
provided an alternative view of learning, suggesting that conceptual devel­
opment is rule governed, characterized by gradually changing systems of 
representations of the whole (e.g., of literacy events) rather than by the ad­
ditive acquisition of separate skills that do not necessarily occur in similar 
ways in actual use. This work shifted the research focus to the processes of 
coming to understand, which in turn strongly affected research into processes 
of reading and writing (Gregg & Steinberg, 1980; Spiro, 1980). Although 
there was an active line of research on general classroom practices (summa­
rized by Doyle, 1983) in the 1970s and early 1980s, process-oriented literacy 
research tended to focus on cognitive behaviors alone, not also on what to 
teach and how to teach it, nor on the conditions that affect the learning enter­
prise; there was little direct concern about societal uses of literacy or about 
literacy instruction. 

It was not until the 1980s, in response to the incorporation of sociolin­
guistic and anthropological conceptions of literacy events and literacy envi­
ronments into studies of literacy (e.g., Cook-Gumperz, 1986; Erickson, 
1977; Heath, 1983; Ogbu, 1983; Scribner & Cole, 1980), that research into 
literacy processes and instruction was united. Underlying this work is the 
belief that use shapes thinking and learning, and that the contribution of 
context and culture cannot be overstated in what is learned and how. Because 
it looks at learning in action, this work often provides a commentary on 
instruction (e.g., Bloome, 1987; Cazden, 1988; Dyson, 1984; Florio & 
Clark, 1982; Graves, 1983; Green & Wallat, 1981; Heath, 1983; Langer, 
1991; Langer & Applebee, 1987; Sulzby & Teale, 1988; Wells, 1986). Al­
though the studies of process effectively moved concerns of instruction well 
beyond issues of curriculum, it is in combination with the more recent cul­
turally focused work that a coherent framework can be developed for consid­
ering issues of instruction. 

Such a conceptual union is critical because at this point in the history of 
literacy education, we are at a crossroads (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 
1989); we are faced with a tension between our own visions and our own 
reality. The institutional and societal demands of literacy have changed (e.g., 
see Kirsch & Jungeblut, 1986; Noyelle, 1985; Venezky, 1987), our scholarly 
knowledge about conceptions of literacy, how it is learned, and how it can be 
taught have changed, and related instructional advances are being undertaken 
in the name of whole language (Goodman, 1986), writing process (Graves, 
1983), and writing across the curriculum (Martin, D' Arcy, Newton, & Par­
ker, 1976). Yet, to date these movements remain nascent, having no wide-
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spread effect on achievement (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 1990a; Langer, 
Applebee, & Mullis, 1990). The materials of instruction as well as the under­
lying theories of teaching and learning that were developed during the first 
half of the century continue to shape people's underlying conceptions of lit­
eracy education. For changes in learning to occur, new notions of what lit­
eracy means and how it can be learned are in order. 

WHAT IS LITERACY? 

People generally associate literacy with the ability to read and write. 
This is the common dictionary definition, the mark of literacy in society at 
large, and the one generally thought of in regard to schooling. However, 
literacy can be viewed in a broader and educationally more productive way, 
as the ability to think and reason like a literate person, within a particular 
society. As Vygotsky (1979) suggested, because the practices of literacy and 
ways of understanding them depend upon the social conditions in which they 
are learned, the skills, concepts, and ways of thinking that an individual 
develops reflect the uses and approaches to literacy that permeate the partic­
ular society in which that person is a participant. In this view, literacy is 
culture-specific and needs to be considered in a multiple sense (see Chap­
ter 8). 

Thus, to prepare students to participate fully in the adult community, 
schools need to understand the ways of thinking that are involved in that 
society's uses of literacy and to use approaches to literacy instruction that 
will ensure that these ways of thinking become an intrinsic part of the 
school's context. Take the Vai society described by Scribner and Cole ( 1980) 
as an example. If people need and value memorization, as do the Vai who 
wish to learn to read the Koran, then an appropriate mode of instruction 
would be to teach the students to memorize. However, if the uses of literacy 
require reflection, objectification, and analysis (like the coursework demands 
of the English schools in the same Vai society), then in the English schools, 
instruction in these kinds of abilities would be appropriate. Writ large, there 
is no right or wrong literacy, just one that is more or less appropriate to the 
demands of a particular culture. Clearly, within a given society, severallit­
eracies can be valued, supported, and taught (both formally and informally), 
in response to the needs of the various subcultures to which the individual 
members belong or wish to belong. 

It follows then, as Scribner and Cole (1980) and Traugott (1987) sug­
gest, that thinking is not the result of literacy per se. Rather, thinking is 
human and reflects the particular oral and written ways of solving problems, 
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organizing knowledge, and communicating that are learned early, have the 
potential to be-but not always are-reinforced by the schools, and have 
enormous consequences for the acquisition and uses of language and knowl­
edge throughout life. And when the literacy of the classroom and the literacy 
of the society differ, we need to ask serious questions about the goals of 
schooling. 

Although notions and uses of literacy vary among cultural groups, they 
also change within groups across time. In the United States, for example, 
early uses of literacy were relatively restricted (Kaestle, 1985; Resnick & 
Resnick, 1977), but the current era requires that students acquire the kinds 
of critical-thinking skills that are needed to use the communication devices 
and technologies we meet on a daily basis in our everyday living and in 
entry-level jobs (Langer, 1987b). These new demands have been discussed, 
for example, by Noyelle (1985), who describes the shift in both the American 
workplace and in daily life from tasks involving manual to those requiring 
cognitive processes. American schools, Noyelle thinks, need to reflect these 
societal shifts by training students in the more flexible thinking skills they 
will need for entry into today's job market. If we are to respond to these 
concerns, literacy instruction needs to go much beyond the acts of reading 
and writing, and to teach culturally appropriate ways of literate thinking as 
well. 

Because literate thinking is a reflection of the uses of literacy within a 
particular culture, the kinds of intellectual functions with which we are fa­
miliar (analysis and synthesis, for example) are not necessarily the bench­
marks of literate thinking in all cultures; ways of thinking follow function. 
This is in contrast to the assumption that people who are not literate are 
deficient in mental skills, suggesting instead that ways of thinking differ and 
it is these differing approaches to meaning that must be better understood. 
Scribner and Cole (1980), for instance, show that the same Vai people who 
do very poorly on general tests of cognitive abilities are seen to reason very 
well when called upon to use the particular cognitive skills they involve in 
completing tasks within their own culture. It is possible that because the 
literate-illiterate dichotomy has permeated our thinking, for the major portion 
of this century, educators have focused literacy instruction primarily on acts 
of reading and writing-with little attention to the complex ways of thinking 
that are used in nonreading and nonwriting situations as well. Attention to 
cultural ways of thinking associated with literacy allows literacy instruction 
to focus on how students think, as well as on the skills they use to read and 
write. It permits teachers and students to regard reading and writing as tools 
that enable, but do not ensure, literate thinking. 

The kinds of literate-thinking skills valued in American culture are gen-
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eralizable to many situations besides those where people read and write­
situations where people talk about texts, compare their interpretations with 
others, and explain, rethink, and reformulate what they know. Literate think­
ing is not wholly reliant on the use of print, although the cognitive and lin­
guistic activities involved are similar to those people use when they read and 
write. 

For example, when a group of students reads a social studies textbook 
and then discusses the contents and the implications, most people would say 
that the students are engaging in literate thinking. But what if they had had 
that discussion after seeing a television news report about the same topic? It 
could be claimed that the students had engaged in literate thinking even 
though they had neither read nor written. Now, imagine a group of students 
who don't know how to read or write (in English or another language) en­
gaged in the very same conversation about the television news report; it could 
be claimed that they too would have engaged in literate thinking. In contrast, 
imagine that the students had read the same social studies text and then com­
pleted end-of-chapter questions by locating information in the text and copy­
ing the information the questions asked them to itemize. In this case, it could 
be claimed that the kinds of literacy reflected in this activity do not reflect 
the kinds of literacy needed and valued by American society today-that the 
activity does not reflect literate behavior, even if the students get the answers 
right. These examples highlight the distinction between literacy as the act of 
reading and writing and literacy as ways of thinking. 

Reading and writing as memorization or copying can be socially appro­
priate (as with Arabic for the Vai). However, this form of literacy is inappro­
priate to the present-day communication and technological demands of 
American society. It is the culturally appropriate way of thinking, not the act 
of reading or writing, that is most important in the development of literacy. 
Literate thinking manifests itself in different ways in oral and written lan­
guage in different societies, and educators need to understand these ways of 
thinking if they are to build bridges and facilitate transitions among ways of 
thinking. 

THE STATE OF LITERACY IN AMERICAN SCHOOLS 

How well are our schools currently doing in teaching the more thought­
ful literacy skills used in today's society? The best available evidence comes 
from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). Reports, 
based on the 1984 and 1986 assessments, provide an overview of achieve­
ment in reading since 1971 (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 1990b) and 
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achievement in writing since 1974 (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 1986)­
over a decade of achievement in both subjects, in the elementary, middle­
school, and secondary grades. 

NAEP findings indicate that in both reading and writing, achievement 
among language-minority school-age students has increased across the past 
10 to 15 years. In reading, the rate of increase for minority students was 
higher than that of the white students of the same age. White students were 
still performing better, but the gap was substantially narrowed. However, 
NAEP findings also indicate that in reading and writing none of the groups 
of students-neither the minority nor the majority students-are performing 
well. Improvement in overall achievement levels has come about because 
more and more students are able to perform well at the lower levels of com­
petence in reading and writing-and that is where the minority students' 
growth has taken place as well. When the texts become more complex or the 
questions become more difficult, when more thoughtful literate thinking is 
required, comprehension drops off. 

In writing, students (minority and majority alike) seem to be developing 
at least minimal writing skills. They can write simple stories and reports but 
cannot write persuasive or analytic pieces that require them to mount a co­
herent argument or explain their position or point of view. These results were 
similar for all groups of students: relative success at the more "basic" tasks 
and relative failure with anything that required more thoughtful responses. 
Students do not seem to be learning the type of literate-thinking skills needed 
in present-day society. 

Although these results are distressing, they reflect the success of Amer­
ican schools in teaching what they have set out to teach. Whether by accident 
or design, the school curricula and the tests that go with them have rewarded 
relatively simple performance, and they have undervalued the attainment of 
more thoughtful skills. 

In a recent study, Langer and Applebee ( 1987) found that even teachers 
who are deeply committed to using writing for broader purposes, who have 
sought to learn new instructional approaches, and who are committed to 
using writing as a way to help their students think and learn, have great 
difficulty in carrying out their goals. Their attempts to focus on more 
thoughtful writing activities were undercut by their deeply rooted views of 
their role as "transmitter" of knowledge-and with it their overarching con­
cern with diagnosing what students needed to learn, teaching the missing 
information, and testing to evaluate the success of that teaching. This pattern 
of test-teach-test left even the best intentioned teachers with little room to 
encourage students to think, muse, and grow as writers and readers. 

Standardized tests reinforce these emphases. Studies of testing (Langer, 
1985, 1987a) indicate that tests focus on small bits of information and make 
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such unusual cognitive demands that it is difficult to know if a student got the 
right answer for the wrong reason or the wrong answer for the right reason. 
Thoughtful literate behaviors are not helpful to get through most tests used 
in school. 

These results can be interpreted as a signal that more than a few schools 
are basing their instructional programs on an older and more restricted defi­
nition of literacy, focusing more on the acts of reading and writing than on 
the ways of thinking. 

Example 1: Maria 

Maria, a woman who arrived in California from El Salvador about 6 
years ago (Langer, in progress), enrolled in a 2-year degree program in a 
local college. In addition to her regular courses, she was placed in a basic 
English-as-a-second-language (ESL) class as a result of her test scores. She 
got A's and B's in her economics, government, history, and accounting 
courses, and also passed her first ESL course. But she took her second ESL 
course three times and couldn't pass the required posttest. 

Although she was never assigned anything more than a few paragraphs 
in length to read in her ESL class, she borrowed many novels from her Amer­
ican friends and acquaintances; she bought books as well. She read Ernest 
Hemingway, Toni Morrison, and Alice Walker and discussed them intelli­
gently. She could also understand her academic course books and discussed 
the ideas outside of class. 

But when it came to the exercises she had to do in class and the posttests 
she had to pass, she got caught in a particular type of question-answering 
skill: She couldn't figure out the difference between what her test labeled as 
direct statements, valid interpretations, and unjustified assumptions. She 
could explain very well whether a statement was true or not, and even how 
she knew it, but the terminology of the questions and its relation to what she 
had read continued to confuse her. She understood the passages but had dif­
ficulty completing the exercises. Whenever she thought she understood how 
to complete the worksheets, she would find an exception to her rule. She was 
a diligent student who arranged for tutorial help and bought extra workbooks 
to practice, but she simply couldn't "get" the answering skills needed to pass 
the tests. She finally left school without finishing her degree. She never had 
a chance to show how well she could read and reason and think critically in 
English. 

Example 2: Jack 

Jack is a high school English teacher whose class was observed for a 
full year (Langer & Applebee, 1987). Jack's class was studying Romeo and 
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Juliet, and at the end of the unit he wanted his students to understand the 
alternatives Juliet has at the end of the play and her choice to die instead of 
to live. Jack said he thought his students' personal experiences in making 
difficult choices might help them to understand Juliet's dilemma better. So, 
he planned a free-writing activity in which his students would describe a 
conflict. They were to pick a time when they had had to make a difficult 
decision, tell why they did what they did, and discuss the factors that influ­
enced their decision. 

Jack might have opened the class with a discussion of conflicts and 
decisions, assigned the writing, and used it as a basis for a discussion of 
Romeo and Juliet later on. But he did other things. The first 26 minutes of 
the class session were devoted to diagramming sentences from a grammar 
exercise book, followed by 7 minutes when he read aloud from Romeo and 
Juliet (to give them a "feel" for the play). Thirty-three minutes into the class, 
he said, "Now, we're going to do some personal free writing." It took another 
3 minutes for him to give them instructions. When the bell rang, most of the 
students were still writing. Jack collected the papers, pleased that his students 
had had a chance to think about issues of personal conflict. He never men­
tioned the writing again. 

At the end of the unit, when the class finished Romeo and Juliet, Jack 
asked the students to write about Juliet's decision and how she came to it. 
Not surprisingly, the students never made the connection between the free 
writing they had done earlier and Juliet's decision. Some didn't even remem­
ber having done the free writing. However, when we spoke with Jack later, 
we saw this really didn't matter, because Jack was looking for other things. 
He wanted his students to write about Juliet's decision based on the interpre­
tation he had taught them and considered correct. 

Maria's and Jack's classroom experiences are not unusual. Neither our 
old nor most of our present approaches to instruction encourage thoughtful 
literacy learning. The activities assigned in most classrooms are like those 
Maria and the students in Jack's class were required to complete-they are 
"exercises" that require students to use small bits of language and thought, 
abstracted from the literacy activities to which they once belonged. They do 
not probe students' understandings nor answer the questions students might 
have about what they read. The activities are separated from the literacy 
event itself-the text (or textbook) presents the exercise, it is done for the 
teacher, and its success will be judged by the teacher. This is in keeping with 
a traditional view of education that focuses on the teacher as transmitter of 
knowledge and the student as receiver. It produces what Barnes ( 1976) calls 
transmission instead of interpretation, where teachers transmit what they 
know for the students to receive. In such an instructional system the students' 
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own backgrounds, experiences, and ideas are irrelevant. This is also the kind 
of education that is curriculum-goal driven: There is a set of skills or infor­
mation to be learned, and the teacher tests to see what the students know and 
don't know, teaches what isn't known, then tests to see if it has been learned. 

When instruction is driven by this model, the focus shifts toward dis­
crete skills and small bits of information that are easy to test and away from 
deeper understandings that, although more complicated and time-consuming 
to consider, are more supportive of literate thinking. And clearly, the results 
from the NAEP suggest that such approaches have not been effective in 
teaching more thoughtful literacy skills. 

THE SOCIOCOGNITIVE VIEW 

Let us consider an alternative, a sociocognitive view (Langer, 1987). 
This view sees literate thinking as the ability to think and reason like a literate 
person within a particular society, literacy learning as socially based, and 
cognition (ways of thinking) as growing out of those socially based experi­
ences. Within social settings, both at home and in school, students learn how 
literacy is used and how literate knowledge is communicated-what counts 
as a literacy event and what literacy behaviors "look like," what literacy­
related values are respected, and what literate habits are to be cultivated. As 
children learn to engage in literate behaviors to serve the functions and reach 
the ends they see modeled around them, they become literate-in a culturally 
appropriate way; they use certain cognitive strategies to structure their 
thoughts and complete their tasks, and not others. Learners' literate thinking 
is selective, based upon the uses to which literacy is put and the learners' 
beliefs about "what counts" within that community. Thus, as children learn 
to interpret and use the linguistic signs and symbols of the culture for cultur­
ally appropriate purposes, they become part of the community (Langer, 
1987); they become what that community considers "literate." 

The sociocognitive view grows out of theory on language and literacy 
learning and out of more recent work in psychology, anthropology, and so­
ciolinguistics. (See, e.g., Bruner, 1978; Chapter 3, this volume; Heath, 
1983; John-Steiner, 1985; Luria, 1929/1978; Scribner & Cole, 1980; Vygot­
sky, 1979; Wertsch, 1985). It is rooted in the belief that learners do not learn 
rule-governed systems such as language by having the rules presented to 
them by others and then practicing the rules. On the contrary, they learn such 
rules in the process of interacting with others to complete tasks in meaningful 
and functional situations. Routines develop as learners internalize the prin­
ciples of approaches that work-and they revise and refine their skills with 
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repeated practice in functional settings (Applebee, 1984; Langer, 1984b; 
Langer, 1991; Langer & Applebee, 1986; Langer & Applebee, 1987). 

This view leads to a substantive change in the ways in which literacy 
learning and issues of schooling are addressed. It forces us to look at ways 
in which literacy is used, what is valued as knowing, how it is demonstrated 
and communicated-and the kinds of thinking as well as content knowledge 
that result. Because schooling is an important community in which academ­
ically sanctioned literacy is used and learned, we need to rethink the socio­
cognitive context of that schooling-the ways in which more complex think­
ing can be encouraged, becoming the goals and values and underlying fabric 
of literate thought within that community. 

From a sociocognitive perspective, what kinds of situations are likely to 
encourage students to think more deeply about what they are doing? The 
learning will take place in social contexts in which there are shared problems 
to solve or issues to discuss. In general, these will be situations where there 
is more than one right answer and where the answer that is given will need 
to be shared with and justified to other people who may disagree or misunder­
stand. 

To be powerful educational contexts, these situations must also provide 
ways for students to learn the skills necessary to complete their tasks more 
successfully. There are many ways this learning can take place. Some of it 
can come about simply as a result of the interaction-students will see what 
works and what doesn't, and will shape their performance accordingly. Some 
of it will come from models that others provide either through discussion or 
in the materials they are working with. Some of it will come from the differ­
ing strengths that other students bring; they will learn from each other. And 
some, of course, will come directly from the teacher. This may take the form 
of direct instruction, help offered at appropriate points in the activity, ques­
tions that the teacher asks, and the structures included to guide the students 
through the overall activity. Thus, in this view a prewriting activity is not 
just a way to get a lesson going but also a strategy for thinking about new 
material-a strategy that a student should eventually be able to use alone. 
Such a view of instruction is at the heart of the sociocognitive approach. 

A sociocognitive view means two things for instruction. First, more 
attention is paid to the social purposes to which the literacy skills are being 
put-students learn best when they are trying to accomplish something that 
is personally and socially meaningful. Second, more attention is paid to the 
structure as well as content of tasks that we ask students to undertake so that 
direct instruction in needed skills will be provided as part of the task, at 
points where it is needed. In this way students will have a better chance of 
understanding how the new skills and knowledge relate to the activities that 
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are being completed. Rather than simply memorizing isolated rules and facts 
(as in Maria's case), they will be able to make sense of how the rules work 
in completing literacy tasks. To clarify what these notions look like in prac­
tice, the following section provides several examples of instruction from a 
sociocognitive perspective. (See Chapters 7 and 10 for related discussions of 
instruction .) 

Learning Logs 

Julian, a biology teacher (Langer & Applebee, 1987), began to use the 
last 5 minutes of each class period as learning-log time. The students were 
asked to jot down any thoughts they had about: 

1. What they had learned 
2. What they didn't understand 
3. What they were unsure of 
4 . Something else they would like to know about what they had just 

studied 

The teacher would read the logs and write notes back to the students, some­
times organize the comments to put on an overhead projector as the basis of 
class discussion, and use the logs in conferences with the students to discuss 
how their knowledge about biology was changing across the semester. 

Why, from a sociocognitive perspective, is this activity likely to stimu­
late more thoughtful learning? First, it grows directly out of the social pur­
pose of the learning activity and the writing of the logs . The students make 
the entries in order to communicate with the teacher about the lesson, and 
the teacher communicates back- in writing, class discussion, or individual 
conferences. The logs are not used as tests where the students need to display 
a right answer. Rather, the activity provides room for the kinds of uncertainty 
that accompany new learning. Because students can exhibit their uncertain­
ties along the way, the teacher has a better chance of knowing the particular 
kind of help to offer. 

Often this kind of learning-Jog activity leads the student to put ideas 
together in new ways, simply by thinking and writing about them. Because 
neither recitation nor right answers are expected by the teacher, the students' 
thoughts can turn inward-to explore and question the new learning, rather 
than outward-to guess what the teacher wants. This kind of reflection can 
be the basis of new strategies students acquire for both language and content 
learning-learned within a classroom culture that supports and values such 
thinking. But self-reflection and self-monitoring are not enough, and the ac-
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tivity can also open communication with the teacher, making future assist­
ance potentially more successful because both teacher and student will have 
a good idea of where to begin. 

Letter Writing 

Shirley Brice Heath, a Stanford anthropologist, and Amanda Bran­
scombe, a ninth-grade basic English teacher (Heath & Branscombe, 1985), 
had Branscombe's students gather data about language use in their commu­
nity. Through this activity, students came to focus on issues of language use 
and language structure. They shared their new knowledge about language as 
well as their personal experiences with pen pals. Their varied audiences re­
quired them to engage in writing that became gradually more and more de­
contextualized. The students began by writing to older students in their 
school who knew something about them and their experiences. From direct 
feedback, they were able to learn when they had made themselves clear and 
when they had not been understood by their audience. They were also able 
to learn how to write better. Then they wrote to Shirley Brice Heath's daugh­
ter, close in age but geographically distant. They needed to explain more 
about themselves, the people, the places, and the activities they were writ­
ing about. Last they wrote to Shirley Brice Heath, who wrote back about 
her travels and encouraged them to learn from her experiences and to share 
their own. 

From a sociocognitive perspective, this activity can be seen as being 
both personally and socially meaningful; the students focused on presenting 
their ideas in ways that worked for them and could also be understood by the 
different audiences. It helped the students to do more academic writing than 
they had ever done before, directing it toward a real audience and serving a 
real purpose. Instead of the usual writing exercise where the teacher marks 
their pretend letters for lack of clarity, this assignment allowed a real audi­
ence to provide feedback about what they did and didn't understand in the 
students' letters. The students had to become more explicit in their writing 
in order to be understood; they had to pay attention to such things as dis­
course structure, syntax, and mechanics. And because the letters were writ­
ten to pen pals who were different from them, and about whom they knew 
less, they had to learn to provide increasingly more detail and elaboration 
and to become more logical and more academic in their use of language. 

Uses of Language 

Luis Moll and Stephen Diaz (1987) taught expository writing to junior 
high school students. They turned the students into ethnographers who were 
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to learn about the language uses in their own communities. As a group, they 
developed an interview questionnaire and interviewed members of their com­
munity about such topics as their attitudes toward bilingualism and their uses 
of language. After completing the interviews, the students examined their 
data together and then wrote a report about their study and findings. During 
this experience the students used literacy skills on many levels, to plan, to 
gather information, to synthesize it, to analyze it for academic and social 
meaning, to elaborate upon their findings, and to present it in a coherent 
academic report. And they did it well. 

From a sociocognitive perspective, the students had to communicate 
with each other about what to do and how to do it. They helped each other, 
and their teachers helped them. Those who understood the nature of this 
highly academic activity could help the others think the problem through. 
The students also needed to think analytically about the kind of information 
they wanted and how best to get it. Throughout the activity, including ana­
lyzing the data and writing the report, they worked cooperatively, each as­
sisting others with the aspect of the task he or she understood and could do 
best. The teachers also helped them, and, in the end, students had learned a 
great deal about research, writing, and literate thinking. 

Writing a Newspaper 

Francoise Herrmann (1990) studied foreign-language learning in a so­
ciocognitive context. She had college students who were learning French as 
a foreign language engage in a collaborative learning activity in which they 
wrote a newspaper using a computer network. The students determined what 
the paper would be like, what topics to write about, how and where to gather 
the data-everything from planning to production of the paper. They planned 
and talked among themselves, and they interviewed their informants. They 
became food critics, museum buffs, travel editors, and political columnists. 
And they saw their columns grow on the computer, where they communi­
cated with each other, edited each other's work, and collaborated with their 
teacher via the computer network. (They also, of course, generated oral lan­
guage around the computer-about use of the computer and about the news­
paper itself.) Oral and written language, and talk about language as well as 
text, occurred in both the computer and noncomputer settings; the newspaper 
was the catalyst for language use. 

From a sociocognitive perspective, this is a joint activity where the need 
for language and the uses of language grow out of the group's need to com­
municate with each other and to write messages. It also involves interactive 
teaching. The students helped each other with the content and language, and 
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the teacher was available to help whenever needed. The language and literacy 
learning took place continuously, as the students made their commitments to 
work on the paper, develop their plans, write their articles, review each oth­
er's work, and publish the newspaper. The French language skills the stu­
dents learned were embedded in a context where they had opportunity to 
think about and plan and practice their new learnings over time and to gen­
eralize their language learning to new situations. Because language was used 
in communication with others, vocabulary, syntax, verb forms, and text or­
ganization were discussed and learned in a way that is very different from the 
usual approach, even in activity-based foreign language texts. 

A Prereading Plan 

Not all activities need to be done in a group. When students read or 
write alone (as they so often do in high school and college classes), it is 
helpful to begin with a preliminary activity to help them think about what 
they already know about the topic. This lets them form ideas and language 
to express those ideas as well as develop connections (both topical and syn­
tactic) as ways to link them. 

Some years ago, Langer (1981, 1984a) developed the PReP activity, 
Prereading Plan, designed to do just this. In it the teacher asks the class to 
free associate about major concepts they will read for class. For example, 
recently, in preparing to read Bruner's (1986) Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, 
I asked the students in a graduate seminar to tell everything that came to 
mind when they heard the phrases "narrative thought" and "logical thought." 
They were asked to scribble their thoughts on paper in pairs, although they 
could as easily have called them aloud. In either case, their ideas would be 
discussed. Some students talked about logical thought as being scientific, 
formal, and ordered, whereas others said narrative thought was personal, 
subjective, and lifelike. During this portion of the PReP, students have a 
chance to discuss what made them think of what they did. In this situation, 
the students commented, "Olson talks about ... "or "Rosenblatt says .... " 

Next, in PReP, the teacher orchestrates a discussion to help the students 
think more deeply about what they already know about the concept, and what 
they have become aware of through discussion. In this case, the students 
were asked to think about some ways in which they thought the two modes 
were similar and different, and then to think about the comparative utility of 
each mode for both academic study and everyday life. My students described 
the utility of both the logical and narrative modes in everyday life but had a 
more difficult time doing so for academic study beyond the humanities class-
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room. A few students , however, argued for the value of historical narrative 
and personalizing scientific problems as a means to solving them. 

Finally in PReP, the students are reminded to think about their course 
assignment-the reading they will do-and to predict how the ideas they' ve 
just discussed will relate to the reading. The seminar students tried to link 
the title of the book Actual Minds, Possible Worlds to the two modes of 
thought we had been discussing. And with these thoughts stirring, they were 
ready to read. 

From a sociocognitive perspective, this activity is thought provoking 
because the class discussion provides a sharing of ideas , to remind students 
of what they know. The students interact in their sharing of knowledge , and 
the teacher helps structure the discussion and the thinking, leading the stu­
dents toward the particular language and concepts they will read about (or 
need to have available for writing) and also the ways in which the ideas might 
be connected . Students actively think about what they know, changing and 
refining their own ideas and their own language as new information is dis­
cussed by themselves and others. The activity also provides them with a 
useful strategy to use on their own- a pulling together of relevant ideas to 
help make sense of new experience. 

DISCUSSION 

The literacy activities described above are rooted in an alternative view 
of literacy, one that focuses more broadly on li terate thinking than on the acts 
of reading and writing. This view sees literacy as reflective of the uses of 
literacy within a culture and suggests that when the literacy demands of a 
society change, so too must the school uses of literacy. Such changes are 
necessary because there is ample evidence that the kind of literate thinking 
currently valued and used in the United States is generally not taught, 
learned, or tested in American schools; it is not the focus of schooling . A 
conceptualization of literacy instruction based upon a sociocognitive ap­
proach to literacy learning suggests that skills, structures, and routines are 
internalized en route to accomplishing purposeful and socially meaningful 
activities, and that the kinds of literate thinking that learners acquire is re­
flective of the social context in which literacy is learned . If schools are to 
teach higher levels of literate thinking, teachers must value and use these 
activities as part of the ongoing social-communicative fabric of the class­
room. The examples discussed above illustrate what instruction from this 
point of view looks like. 

In none of these activities is knowledge "transmitted." The role of the 
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group members, the role of the teacher, and the goals of instruction are very 
different from the traditional view. There is cooperation and collaboration; 
there is a sense of a meaningful use to which language is put; there is talk 
and metatalk about language and about information. Further, the success of 
the learning is evaluated easily by both the learner and the teacher-in terms 
of how well the job gets done. Both the student and the teacher know what 
the student does not understand, and where more help is still needed. 

All this is a far cry from the pretest, assign, and retest view of instruc­
tion that is prevalent in American schools. But it is difficult to adopt a socio­
cognitive approach to instruction. The more traditional paradigm, with its 
pre- and posttests, marks a teacher's "success"-it tells what and how much 
the students have "learned." Also, it elicits the kinds of responses the students 
will need to give when they take standardized tests. However, the simplicity 
of these instructional activities prevents them from leading toward more rea­
soned thinking-because they don't involve the students as active and 
thoughtful learners in personally or socially meaningful tasks. 

SUMMARY 

Literacy instruction needs to help students think more deeply and more 
broadly about language and content and to use these as they engage in so­
cially purposeful activities like the examples above. Teachers, tests, and in­
structional materials need to begin to look for successful learning not in iso­
lated bits of knowledge but in students' growing ability to use language and 
literacy in more varied and more reasoned ways. And progress in learning 
needs to be judged by gauging students' ability to complete those activities 
more successfully. When this occurs, the nature of instructional activities will 
change dramatically-from pretend to real tasks, from parts to wholes, and 
from practice to doing. And literacy instruction will have begun to move 
from the focus on reading and writing exercises toward the teaching of liter­
acy as a way of thinking appropriate to the demands of our present society. 
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to School Knowledge 

MARGARET A. EISENHART 
KATHARINE CUTTS-DOUGHERTY 
University of Colorado, Boulder 

The point we want to argue in this chapter is that access to knowledge, in­
cluding literacy, is socially situated and culturally constructed. That is to say, 
access to knowledge is created in the way we collectively conduct our face­
to-face social interactions and social relationships and in the way we give 
meaning to the pursuit and enactment of knowledge. What people are ex­
posed to, what they are purposefully taught, and what they actually learn are 
constrained by social arrangements in which we convey who is supposed to 
know what and under what circumstances and by the meanings that cohere 
in these social arrangements. The argument, developed by Frederick Gearing 
(Gearing & Sangree, 1979) and extended by Clement and Eisenhart (1979; 
Clement, Eisenhart, & Harding, 1979) continues as follows: Most of the 
information that we acquire in schools, and elsewhere, is cognitively easy to 
learn. If we are exposed to the information, given supportive opportunities 
to practice it, and permitted to demonstrate our knowledge of it, most of us 
will learn it without much trouble. This does not happen because social bar­
riers or cultural norms define and limit the type and the amount of informa­
tion that is supposed to be exchanged within and between social groups. 

These different patterns of knowledge use, learned first in community 
and family social interactions, instantiate and direct the meaning of knowl­
edge displayed by social groups. In families and communities knowledge is 
made social property, with parcels of it belonging to certain groups, other 
parcels to other groups. Because conventional social practices and cultural 
norms limit the occasions for interaction among certain social groups as well 
as the knowledge that is considered appropriate or natural for people in cer­
tain groups to have, information, skills, understandings, beliefs, preferences, 
interests, and abilities become concentrated in certain social groups and are 
unlikely to appear in others (Clement & Eisenhart, 1979). If such patterns go 
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undetected or are ignored, they create the foundation for unequal access to 
knowledge into the future. 

Some would counter this argument by saying that this social distribution 
of knowledge is inevitable in nonschool settings, but schools are supposed 
to, and do, overcome such social factors. After all, schools take all kinds of 
children, mix them together in classrooms, try to teach all of them the same 
things, and try to evaluate all of them using the same measures. This argu­
ment continues: If some children get less of what the school offers, it is 
because they don't try, they don't have the "ability," or they don't get the 
support from home that they need. Schools are said to be, for example, 
"color-blind" and "gender neutral." On a theoretical level, we agree that 
schools could overcome the social and cultural channeling of access to 
knowledge, but in practice we are afraid that U.S. schools do not do so, at 
least not as well as they might. One reason why we who work in schools are 
not doing as much as we might is that we are often unaware of exactly how 
this channeling occurs. 

In what follows, we will illustrate some of the ways that access to liter­
acy is socially and culturally channeled. The examples begin with studies of 
children before entering school and in elementary school and move on to 
studies of young people in high school and college. The first example illus­
trates how the meaning of language use is first constructed in the social ar­
rangements of children's families and communities; it is taken from Heath's 
work on language socialization. The second example demonstrates the role 
of the elementary school in organizing social groups and constructing mean­
ings of literacy; it is based on Borko and Eisenhart's ( 1986) study of second­
grade reading groups. The third example explores the contribution of high 
school and college peer groups, and it draws on the work of Fordham and 
Ogbu (1986) and of Holland and Eisenhart (1988a, 1988b). After presenting 
these examples, we will discuss some of our ideas about how problems as­
sociated with the social and cultural channeling of access to knowledge might 
be addressed in schools. 

THE CHANNELING OF LITERACY BY COMMUNITY 

Shirley Brice Heath (1982a, 1982b, 1983) examined children from dif­
ferent communities first in their homes and later in their schools. She was 
concerned with the way early experiences in the home generate patterns of 
communication that then may or may not correspond to those encountered at 
school. Drawing on Roland Barthes's description of "culture" as a "way of 
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taking" from the world, she demonstrates how early communicative patterns 
taught in the home organize knowledge and mediate the way it is acquired in 
school. She compares African-American working-class children of Trackton, 
white working-class children in Roadville, and middle-class children, both 
African-American and white, living in Gateway (fictitious names). 

In Trackton life is a continuous bustle of social interactions with no 
fixed schedules or formal routines. Children learn that in order to gain the 
attention of others they are expected to be entertaining and creative in their 
use of language. Parents are not interested in their children's rote learning of 
words and phrases; rather they emphasize the need for youngsters to extend 
ideas from one situation to another, to recognize similar situations, and to 
gain control of an audience through language use. Children are rewarded for 
being creative and innovative in their story telling, and from a very early age 
Trackton infants learn to assume the roles and guises of others as they recount 
stories. The type of questioning that predominates in the home is heavily 
dependent on analogical reasoning skills: Children are asked questions such 
as, "Now, what you gonna do?'' or "What's that like?" with a demand for 
creative and oftentimes witty answers, and no exact standards for correct­
ness. For Trackton parents, these linguistic skills are necessary for children 
so they can stand on their own in the world. 

Children in Roadville grow up in an environment that is very different. 
Here children are held to strict eating and sleeping schedules, and they are 
carefully "taught" how to use words correctly from their first days. Parents 
spend much time giving directives to their children, and questions are pre­
dominantly of the kind "What is this?" or "Where is that?" -questions that 
test for the referential meaning of words and for knowledge of facts already 
known to the speaker. Special attention is given to telling the truth and not 
telling "stories" that depart from the facts. 

From the above it is clear that the preschool worlds of Trackton and 
Roadville children are miles apart, despite their geographic proximity. Fur­
ther, the middle-class children from the town of Gateway are different from 
both the Trackton and the Roadville children: They are directed along paths 
that will be consistent with the demands made of them in their school years, 
and later in their working life. From infancy, children are seen as conversa­
tional partners. Thus they learn to listen and respond to others. Gateway 
children are asked predominantly "what" questions (as are children from 
Roadville); however, they are also taught to link old information to new in­
formation and to search for creative solutions (in this way more similar to 
Trackton children, although Gateway children are given more structured ex­
periences for acquiring information than Trackton children). 

When they begin school, both the Roadville and Trackton children enter 
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a world where its "ways with words" are somewhat orthogonal to what they 
have learned in their homes. Initially Roadville children are able to perform 
adequately as they find a place for their learned ability to follow rules, to 
give the referential meanings of words, and to tell the "truth." However, as 
the school begins to demand imaginative thinking, merging reality and fan­
tasy, Roadville children are quickly confused as they find conflicting rules in 
the school and in their homes. 

On the other hand, Trackton children are well practiced in the skills of 
learning by observing others when they begin school, but the rigid format of 
the classroom-the stringent spatial and time rules, the demand for exacti­
tude, and the emphasis on correct answers-baffles these creative entertain­
ers. Heath describes how the Trackton children would insist on trying to take 
the floor during story time (as they would do at home), and how teachers 
saw this initially as a lack of "normal manners" and later as evidence of 
"behavior problems." Over a period of time, the communicative differences 
between Trackton children and the "mainstream" children and teachers led 
most of the former to be labeled "potential reading failures," despite the 
incredible interpretive and linguistic skills evidenced by the same children at 
home. 

After tracking the school progress of the children in her study, Heath 
found that success in school was closely associated with community mem­
bership. Middle-class students from Gateway did best, followed by those 
from Roadville and then by those from Trackton. 

Many others have also drawn attention to the communicative break­
downs between teachers and students from different communities (see Chap­
ters 6, 7, 8, and 11). They stress that what young children know about lan­
guage and its use is learned as part of the interactional/communicative 
routines of the group in which they grow up. Early home social environments 
shape the way children go on to understand the world by providing them with 
a particular set of mediational tools by which they learn how to make and 
take meaning. The social routines and mediational tools may be quite differ­
ent from community to community. Parents, community members, and later 
teachers distribute information through particular mediational channels, only 
insofar as they know how to "give" it, and students are able to acquire the 
knowledge presented only insofar as they know how to "take" it. If signifi­
cant differences between ways of giving and ways of taking go undetected or 
unaddressed, exchanges of information are likely to be haphazard or unre­
warding, and the best intentions of parents, teachers, or students may go 
unrealized. Only when early patterns of learning are consistent with, or can 
be attached to, those used in the schools are children likely to benefit from 
the instruction provided there. 
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THE CHANNELING OF LITERACY BY ABILITY GROUP 

Our second example comes from a study conducted in four second­
grade classrooms of a public elementary school in Appalachia, during the 
1981-82 school year. The study was designed to investigate students' "con­
ceptions," or ideas, about reading and their reading experiences in each class­
room. We were particularly interested in whether students differed in their 
reading conceptions and whether any differences seemed to be reflections of 
different reading experiences in school (the following discussion is taken 
from Borko & Eisenhart, 1986; note the similarity of our findings to those of 
Allington in Chapter 17). 

At the study school, there were no typical minority groups. With the 
exception of one African-American child in each classroom, all the students 
were white, and most were middle class; they shared the experience of grow­
ing up in a small town/rural county of Appalachia. The four teachers were 
white, middle class, residents of the area, and in their 20s, with at least 5 
years' experience at the school. 

Despite the absence of minority groups, we found evidence of distinct 
social groups and associated information distribution. Here, students were 
officially divided according to "reading ability" as measured by standardized 
tests administered at the end of first grade. They were apportioned into four 
reading groups, as required by the district in all second-grade classrooms. 

In general, patterns in the data suggest that students' ways of thinking 
about reading were related to their reading-group experiences. Low-group 
students were consistently more likely than high-group students to comment 
on behavior and procedures, and teachers were more likely to focus on stu­
dent behavior and instructional procedures in low groups. Reading skills, 
and, to a more limited extent, global reading ability were also recognized in 
low-group students' conceptions, although they were mentioned less fre­
quently than behavior. This ordering reflects the higher frequency with which 
teachers stressed behavior and reading skills (as contrasted to global read­
ing), particularly in public performances in the low groups. High-group stu­
dents were consistently more likely than low-group students to comment on 
global reading ability, and teachers more often gave high-group students op­
portunities to engage in such reading. High-group students also mentioned 
global reading ability more often than behavior in expressing their concep­
tions, reflecting the higher frequency with which teachers were observed to 
focus on global reading in contrast to behavior. 

In this school, each reading group, together with the teacher, seemed to 
be operating with a distinct and closed informational system. Each system 
was exemplified by its own set of mutually supportive and reinforcing read-
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ing activities, student and teacher behaviors, student understandings of read­
ing, and criteria for successful performance. In low-ability second-grade 
reading groups, students defined learning to read as a process of attempting 
to behave appropriately while sounding out words, following procedures, 
and using materials correctly; and they identified as successful those students 
who performed accordingly. Correspondingly, the teachers (using the desig­
nated curriculum) stressed and rewarded correct decoding and appropriate 
behavior. 

This system operated in marked contrast to the system in high reading 
groups. Here, students focused on "reading a lot" and "reading fast" and 
were beginning to orient toward reading for meaning. Teachers stressed and 
rewarded these activities while virtually ignoring student behavior and pro­
cedural aspects of the reading program. Together, teachers and high-group 
students constructed a system in which success was measured primarily in 
terms of global reading and comprehension. 

Implicit in these reading systems were differing criteria for success. For 
students in high-ability groups, success in group is equivalent to success in 
class. Students' strong performances in high-group activities are likely to 
bring them good grades on report cards and high status in class as well as 
praise from teachers. For students in low groups, in contrast, success in 
group is not equivalent to success in class. Strong performances in group 
may bring praise from the teacher but are not likely to bring students good 
report card grades or high status in class. The reading program thus becomes 
a means not only of grouping students to facilitate instruction but also of 
manifesting different views of success and of the relationship between suc­
cess in group and success in class. 

The situation makes movement into a higher group very difficult for 
low-group students. In order to move up, not only must these students simply 
work harder and learn more; they must also learn qualitatively different in­
formation. To do this, they must learn to think differently about reading and 
must direct their efforts toward different aspects of learning to read. Yet the 
closed system of the reading group, with its set of mutually reinforcing 
knowledge, beliefs, and practices, does not provide the opportunities for 
these changes to occur, at least not quickly. 

It is easy to see how such a reading program can produce a widening 
gap between high- and low-group readers as students progress through 
school. It is also easy to see how the self-perpetuating systems of knowledge, 
belief, and practice that operate within groups become the mechanisms by 
which some students-namely, those in low groups-learn that they do not 
have, and are unlikely ever to have, access to the "real" rewards of schooling. 
Thus, they may be encouraged to look elsewhere (e.g., to peers, to non-
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school-sanctioned activities) for satisfaction and status. Regardless of back­
ground or home experiences, students in low groups are vulnerable to such 
pressures. Students from communities that offer alternatives to educational 
success (e.g., through family money or networks, illegal activities, or getting 
pregnant or married) will find it easier to tum away from the school, but the 
need to "tum away" can be created in the school setting when students ac­
quire different information and, as a consequence, are not afforded equal 
access to school-based rewards. 

The works of Fordham and Ogbu (1986), Holland and Eisenhart 
(1988a, 1988b), Ogbu (1974), and Willis (1977) powerfully illustrate how 
lack of success and status in the reward system of the school can lead older 
students not to want to (or not to care whether they) do well in school or 
subvert the purposes of schooling. We take up this body of work as our third 
example. 

THE CHANNELING OF SCHOOL KNOWLEDGE 
BY PEER GROUP 

Fordham and Ogbu ( 1986) describe how making good grades and oth­
erwise doing well in high school are defined by some African-American high 
school peer groups in Washington, D.C., as "acting white"-a socially en­
forced categorization that discourages bright young African-Americans from 
trying to do well in school. Willis's (1977) work reveals how the peer groups 
of working-class boys in Britain discourage their members from doing well 
in school, and Eisenhart's recent work with Holland (Holland & Eisenhart, 
1988a, 1988b) suggests how the attraction of participating in the campus 
romance system diverts bright college women from their schoolwork and 
future careers. 

The peer group at Capital High where Fordham and Ogbu did their 
study provided a definition of how its members should "take" from high 
school, and individuals had to learn how to conform in one way or another 
to its standards if they were to remain in the group. Fordham and Ogbu found 
that "studying hard" or "excelling" in school were viewed negatively by the 
African-American peer group. A deeper analysis of the group's structure and 
attitudes revealed that it emphasized an identity as "black" and constructed a 
culture (a way of taking) that directly opposed those activities that were 
viewed as being a valued part of white culture. Thus the African-American 
peer group opposed academic success and numerous other activities that 
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were seen as "acting white," such as speaking standard English, reading po­
etry, or joining the "It's Academic" Club. 

Fordham and Ogbu's research is a powerful demonstration of the ten­
sions that arise between two opposing cultures and the hardships faced by 
students who attempt to defy their peer group and culture. In particular, aca­
demically competent African-American students either had to expend enor­
mous efforts to displace attention from their academic success so as to remain 
acceptable to their peer group or had to disengage themselves from classroom 
work, hence becoming underachievers. Compliance or performance consist­
ent with the school culture labeled "white" threatened them with being called 
"brainiacs" and with being ostracized by their peers. 

Fordham and Ogbu 's work speaks to the need for a greater understand­
ing of the influence of the peer group in channeling learning in the school 
(see also Eisenhart & Holland, 1983). For whatever reason-whether it be 
the perceived job ceiling for African-Americans in society, the cultural iden­
tity of African-Americans in opposition to the "white" standards and values 
expounded in the schools, or some other factors-the peer group exerted an 
influence on its members that undermined academic success. In this way 
African-American students were encouraged not to take from the school, not 
to learn what the school had to offer. 

Holland and Eisenhart's (1988a, 1988b) work is yet another illustration 
of the role of the peer group, this time defined in terms of gender, in mediat­
ing school learning and success. This research shows how schoolwork be­
comes marginalized in the lives of African-American and white college 
women, as another more salient identity becomes central to their lives: the 
identity of a female in a romantic relationship. Holland and Eisenhart de­
scribe three initial orientations to the world of college work held by the 
women in their study: "work in exchange for doing well," "work in exchange 
for getting [it] over," and "work in exchange for learning from experts" 
(1988b, p. 273). They show how it is mostly those women who initially held 
the latter orientation-work in exchange for learning from experts-who 
were able to go through college without losing enthusiasm for schoolwork, 
school achievement, and career aspirations. For most of the rest, early dis­
appointments with schoolwork, combined with a pervasive peer culture that 
emphasized involvement in the campus "culture of romance" (1988a), soon 
overwhelmed career goals and minimized the perceived importance of school 
learning and achievements. 

In a very real sense then, students' memberships in different social 
groups are an organizing factor in their experience of formal education, with 
serious implications for school success and academic achievement. Social 
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groups not only act to structure ways of perceiving the world but also mediate 
what is perceived, what is learned, and what is transmitted in the school. 

WHAT MIGHT BE DONE ABOUT ALL THIS? 

The examples above as well as many others illustrated in this volume 
convince us of the need to think much more carefully about the social inter­
actions and cultural norms that constrain what students learn. If we do not 
take into account the social and cultural aspects of learning literacy, or any 
other school subject, we as teachers are doomed to fail to achieve our own 
goals and aspirations for our work. 

We think that anthropologists know some things about how we might 
address these social and cultural aspects of learning. We now tum to their 
work to guide our discussion of possible remedies. 

Place Reading and Writing in Familiar Contexts 

First, numerous studies by anthropologists of education demonstrate 
that the school performance of young nonmainstream children can be in­
creased dramatically when steps are taken to create culturally familiar and 
comfortable classroom situations for them. For example, Heath (1983) de­
scribes the efforts of several teachers to create effective learning environ­
ments for the very different communities feeding into their school. One 
teacher, "Mrs. Gardner," began her year with a class of 19 African-American 
first graders-all labeled "potential failures" on the basis of reading­
readiness tests. Angered that "these children were designated 'no chance of 
success' before [even] entering school" (p. 286), Mrs. Gardner set out to 
provide an exciting learning environment for them-an environment that 
would, at the same time, draw on experiences relevant to their own lives. 

On learning who would be in her class, Mrs. Gardner visited the com­
munities that fed into it, jotting down such features as store names and 
streets, churches, and the location of street lights and telephone poles in the 
areas. Noting that several parents worked in local garages, she called them 
up and asked them for old tires, which were then cut up and used to make 
letters of the alphabet. Her curious requests got several parents intrigued, and 
soon many came to the school to help her construct the letters which were 
then scattered just outside the classroom. 

As the semester began, Mrs. Gardner attempted to introduce the alpha­
bet to her students, not merely as symbols on paper but also as structured 
shapes apparent all over their neighborhoods. Children were asked to search 
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for the big T's (telephone poles), to find the O's and the A's in such things as 
cups and saucers, tires, and street wires. They were also instructed to look 
for these shapes on license plates. As they became familiar with the shapes, 
Mrs. Gardner introduced the associated letter sounds-first by concentrating 
on the letters that began each child's name and then by having children rec­
ognize certain sounds in words heard throughout the day. Next, children used 
advertisements to separate lower-case from upper-case letters, then matched 
them. Mrs. Gardner also took pictures of her students that were then used to 
illustrate such concepts as "over," "under;' "higher," and "lower." 

By the end of their first year, benefiting from many more creative teach­
ing activities, all but one child (who was later placed in a class for the emo­
tionally handicapped) were reading on at least grade level-with eight at 
third-grade level, and six at second-grade level! The efforts to make class­
room learning an integral part of the lives of the students-rather than iso­
lated, nonmeaningful activities-allowed previously "doomed" individuals 
to reach outstanding levels of competence. 

Heath (1983) also describes the efforts of "Mrs. Pat" to contextualize 
reading and writing for second graders in a rural school-again providing an 
excellent example of how cultural and linguistic differences in the classroom 
need not isolate certain individuals from the learning process but rather may 
serve to sensitize all children to the different "ways with words" that exist in 
society and that structure their own learning. 

Most of Mrs. Pat's students came from poor farming families-35% of 
them African-American, the rest white. The first step in helping children 
along with their reading and writing was to show the relevance of these skills 
to the wider context of their lives. To this end, Mrs. Pat contacted parents, 
community members, the principal, lunchroom workers, and other students 
and had them come to her second-grade classroom to talk about their ways 
of communicating, to explain how and why they used reading and writing, 
and to show the children samples of their writing and reading materials. 

Before every meeting, Mrs. Pat prepared her students to act as ethnog­
raphers-"detectives"-focusing on language in this case, by having them 
listen for answers to the following questions: 

What sounds do you hear when ___ talks? 
What did ___ say about how he talked? 
What did ___ write? 
What did ___ read? 

At the same time, children were exposed to a variety of literature-dialect 
poetry, radio scripts, comics, biographies of famous baseball heroes, in con-



38 PERSPECTIVES 

junction with the traditional basal readers and workbook exercises. Students 
became familiar with a variety of language data, thereby learning more about 
the situational use of language and differing attitudes toward it. They learned 
the difference between dialect, casual, formal, conversational, and standard 
language use; the different oral and written traditions. "Throughout the year, 
the entire focus of the classroom was on language, its 'building blocks' in 
sound and in print, the ways its building blocks were put together, and how 
these varied in accordance with speaker and use in print or speech" (Heath, 
1983, pp. 330-331). 

Not surprisingly, by the end of the school year, Mrs. Pat's class had 
developed an amazing metalinguistic vocabulary and many ways of talking 
about language. They had also come to see school reading and writing as 
connected to activities in the wider world: "Learning to read and write in 
school was now linked to reading and writing labels and bills in the country 
store, the cafeteria worker's set of recipes, the church bulletin, or a notice of 
a local baseball game" (Heath, 1983, p. 333). Children had gained a sensi­
tivity and understanding for the linguistic differences between people from 
all walks of life. Most importantly, however, these second graders now iden­
tified themselves as readers and writers. 

Accommodate Different Cultural Traditions 

As discussed by several authors in this volume, the researchers of the 
Kamehameha Elementary Education Program (KEEP) have shown how dra­
matic changes in school performance can take place when learning environ­
ments are modified to accommodate the different cultures within a classroom. 
These ethnographers have restructured classroom practices to cater more ap­
propriately first to Hawaiian-American students' "ways of taking" and now 
to Navajo students (see, e.g., Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1987). 

Accommodate Peer Cultures 

At the high school level, we also have evidence that when teachers make 
attempts to bridge the world of peers and that of the school, they can create 
the conditions for students, otherwise pulled away by peers and others, to 
perform successfully in school. The cases described by Dillon (1988), Klein­
field (1979), and Willis (1977), to name some, include examples of teachers 
who find ways to communicate their care for students' cultural traditions and 
to get across the subject matters of the school. 

We think that recent work suggesting the success of cooperative learning 
groups, at least for black students (Slavin, 1983), is indicative of the kind of 
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classroom reorganization that could draw on and perhaps accommodate, 
rather than alienate, student peer groups and their associated cultures. How­
ever, such reorganizations, to be successful, must be sensitive both to the 
power of peer group influences on students and the particular sociohistorical 
conditions that create and maintain peer group patterns and norms. We know, 
for example, that the peer culture of romance that diverts women's attention 
from schoolwork and careers is constructed quite differently from the racially 
oriented peer culture that diverts Fordham and Ogbu's students (Holland & 
Eisenhart, 1990). Cooperative learning groups that aim to tap the power of 
the peer group must take such differences into account. 

Make Groups Aexible 

About the problem of ability grouping that produces social and cultural 
differentiation in schoolwork activities, we encourage teachers and adminis­
trators to think more flexibly about ways to organize learning activities and 
to evaluate progress in language arts and other school subjects. Anthropolo­
gist Sylvia Hart (1982) suggests, for example, that children's reading style, 
situation, and taste, as well as their speed and accuracy ("ability"), could be 
used to group and regroup students for schoolwork. 

Reorganize Teacher-Student Relationships 

In addition and perhaps most importantly, teacher-student relationships 
might be reorganized to promote classroom learning. The relationship of 
teacher-as-authority and student-as-recipient is not the only available model. 
Anthropologists know, for example, from studies of primate socialization, of 
small-scale societies in which formal education plays a less important role, 
and of informal education in our own society that infants and youngsters can 
learn easily, with only a little supervision. Dobbert and Cooke (1987) sum 
up this anthropological knowledge as follows: 

Human adults ... functioning as educators fail to note that human chil­
dren are designed to learn .... [Instead] they deliberately set out to teach 
[in the sense of purposeful instruction] the young of the one species which 
least requires teaching .... Juvenile primates, including humans, when 
left to their own devices, with just a bit of supervision to prevent harm 
... will learn easily and well during all their pre-adult years to the point 
where they will be ready to step into and learn adult roles through practice 
when they reach that age. (p. 101) 

Anthropologists have also found that young primates learn what they 
need to know to function as competent adults in warm, trusting, and caring 
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environments where youngsters practice the skills, knowledge, beliefs, vo­
cabularies, and social relations of those around them in safe and low-risk 
situations (Dobbert & Cooke, 1987). Warm, trusting, culturally sensitive en­
vironments are not created overnight; they require extended exposure to and 
involvement with the people of interest and then hard work to produce mean­
ingful translations from what is already known to what might be learned. In 
this regard, McDermott (1977) suggests building teacher-student relation­
ships of trust. Trust, according to McDermott, is a product of the work that 
people do to achieve a shared focus. Thus trust is context-sensitive; it can 
develop only when two or more people take the time to show they care for 
each other. It is an achievement that is managed through social interaction. 
According to McDermott, trusting relationships are a crucial first step for the 
success of any educational endeavor. 

Build Scaffolds 

Another thing anthropologists know is that in nonschool education chil­
dren almost never learn directly from true experts. They learn from slightly 
older peers or (merely) competent adults, who, taken together and over time, 
can be viewed as providing the "scaffolding," or intermediate teaching and 
learning forms, that allow novices to develop into experts. Greenfield (1984) 
talks of such scaffolding as the activity of a teacher trying to close the gap 
between specific task requirements and the skill level of a learner. A good 
example of such scaffolding can be seen in the interactive processes occur­
ring between a mother and her infant: The mother's actions are always con­
tingent upon her child's responses-each time challenging her infant further 
and thereby producing effective learning situations. 

Greenfield provides numerous other examples of this "scaffolding pro­
cess," as do several authors in this volume (see Chapters 9 and 13). Central 
to Greenfield's notion of "scaffolding" is the idea that the scaffold supports 
what an individual can already do. In this way, a scaffold builds on what 
Vygotsky ( 1978) refers to as the "zone of proximal development" of a partic­
ular individual: The fuzzy temporary boundaries of knowledge and skill are 
continually being moved as individuals are helped through another stage of 
learning, only to uncover even more challenging boundaries ahead. The role 
of the teacher is to facilitate movement across boundaries-movement that 
is best achieved by providing effective bridges between what is already 
known and what remains to be learned. 

Broaden School Knowledge 

Anthropologists also know that most of what is really taught by and 
learned from adults in schools is social and procedural information and 
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knowledge (the so-called "hidden curriculum" of schooling). If we judge by 
time spent and emphasis placed, students spend much more time learning 
how to use space, how to use time, how to follow directions and rules, how 
to use specialized language forms, and how to persist through tasks than they 
do learning how to use the subject matter information of school (see, e.g., 
Goodlad, 1984). From our point of view, there are no good reasons why this 
information and knowledge cannot be made sensitive to the social and cul­
tural norms of the students being served. The work of Heath (1983) and Vogt 
et al. (1987) is testament to the fact that nonmainstream students can learn 
the subject matter of school quite well when social relationships and proce­
dures are attuned to patterns that are already familiar to the students. 

Finally, as things stand now, almost all school knowledge, including the 
subject matter material, comes from a narrow strand of U.S. cultural tradi­
tion, one that recognizes, rewards, and empowers only a very few members 
of our vast and heterogeneous society. We think this too should be changed, 
not just to be consistent with the rhetoric of equity but because anthropolo­
gists know that variation and alternatives in a social system are highly adap­
tive, especially in times of change. Students' experiences can be validated 
and enriched by incorporation into the curriculum of the abundant scholarly 
products of individuals and groups from around the world. 

SUMMARY 

Armed with all this knowledge, we should not allow the educational 
and the bureaucratic managers-and now the "cultural literacy" and the "En­
glish-only" types-to win most of the battles over how and what things 
should be taught in schools. This thrust of our current educational reform 
movement is not consistent with what anthropologists know about the social 
conditions conducive to equal access to knowledge. The school created by 
the present educational reform mania for programmed instruction at ever ear­
lier grades, more homework, longer school days, tests of basic skills, mini­
mum competencies, curriculum gates, and standardized achievement assess­
ments could hardly be further from the educational world as depicted by 
Heath (1983), Vogt et al. (1987), Dobbert and Cooke (1987), McDermott 
(1977), Greenfield (1984), or many of the authors in this book. 

When teachers are required to teach everyone the same curriculum or to 
prepare everyone for the same test at the same time; when schools allocate 
"professional development" or "in-service" time for speakers and programs 
related to new directions in classroom management but not for getting to 
know students in their homes, families, or peer groups, or for programs 
based on social or cultural perspectives; and when schools employ school 
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psychologists but not school ethnographers, we are not giving teachers or 
students the time or resources they need to build trusting, warm, and cultur­
ally sensitive relationships or teachers the chance to become effective "bro­
kers" between the children's worlds and that of the school. 

The research discussed above and numerous other anthropological ef­
forts demonstrate the impact of the classroom organization as a potential 
barrier or, at best, a facilitator, to student learning, depending on the extent 
to which it incorporates "ways of taking" that are familiar and accessible to 
students. It is imperative that teachers be made aware of the role they play in 
mediating the learning experiences of their students through the ways they 
organize their classroom. It is vital that teachers realize the need to under­
stand the social groups and cultures of their students and to adjust the learn­
ing environment accordingly. However, the time and perseverance needed for 
"success stories" of the kind described above cannot be overstated. Heath 
(1983) spent 10 years as an ethnographer and teacher trainer in the commu­
nities and schools she describes, and Vogt et al. (1987) spent more than 10 
years in theirs. But the results are clear: An understanding of the cultures 
present in the classroom led to marked changes in educational practice that, 
in tum, produced astounding improvements in student learning. 

So let us end by charging you-and ourselves-to think about and in­
vestigate these matters much more critically. And let's see if we can't con­
struct a better educational future for the wonderfully heterogeneous children 
who are trying to find their ways, to "take meaning," in the next generations 
of American society. 

REFERENCES 

Borko, H., & Eisenhart, M. (1986). Students' conceptions of reading and their read­
ing experiences in school. Elementary School Journal, 86, 589-611. 

Clement, D., & Eisenhart, M. (1979). Women's peer groups and choice of career 
[Project proposal]. Washington, DC: National Institute of Education. 

Clement, D., Eisenhart, M., & Harding, J. (1979). The veneer of harmony: Social­
race relations in a southern desegregated school. In Ray C. Rist (Ed.), Deseg­
regated schools: Appraisals of an American experiment (pp. 15-64). New 

York: Academic Press. 
Dillon, D. (1988, April). Showing them that I want them to learn. Paper presented 

to the American Educational Research Association, San Francisco. 
Dobbert, M. L., & Cooke, B. (1987). Primate biology and behavior: A stimulus to 

educational thought and policy. In G. D. Spindler (Ed.), Education and cul­
tural process: Anthropological approaches (pp. 230-244). Prospect Heights, 
IL: Waveland Press. 

Eisenhart, M., & Holland, D. ( 1983 ). Learning gender from peers: The role of peer 

I 



SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CONSTRAINTS ON STUDENTS' ACCESS TO SCHOOL KNOWLEDGE 43 

groups in the cultural transmission of gender. Human Organization, 42, 321-
332. 

Fordham, S., & Ogbu, J. (1986). Black students' school success: Coping with the 
"burden of 'acting white'." The Urban Review, 8, 176-206. 

Gearing, F., & Sangree, L. (1979). Toward a cultural theory of education and 
schooling. The Hague: Mouton. 

Goodlad, J. (1984). A place called school: Prospects for the future. New York: 
McGraw-Hill. 

Greenfield, P. M. (1984). A theory of the teacher in the learning activities of every­
day life. In B. Rogoff & J. Lave (Eds.), Everyday cognition: Its development 
in social context (pp. 117-138). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Hart, S. (1982). Analyzing the social organization for reading in one elementary 
school. In G. Spindler (Ed.), Doing the ethnography of schooling (pp. 410-
438). New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Heath, S. B. (1982a). Questioning at home and at school: A comparative study. In 
G. Spindler (Ed.), Doing the ethnography of schooling (pp. 102-131). New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Heath, S. B. (1982b). What no bedtime story means: Narrative skills at home and 
school. Language in Society, 11, 49-76. 

Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with words. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Holland, D., & Eisenhart, M. (1988a). Moments of discontent: University women 

and the gender status quo. Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 19, 115-
138. 

Holland, D., & Eisenhart, M. (1988b). Women's ways of going to school: Cultural 
reproduction of women's identities as workers. In Lois Weis (Ed.), Class, race, 
and gender in American education (pp. 266-301). Albany: State University of 
New York Press. 

Holland, D., & Eisenhart, M. (1990). Educated in romance: Women, achievement 
and college culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Kleinfield, J. (1979). Eskimo school on the Andreafsky: A study of effective bicultural 
education. New York: Praeger. 

McDermott, R. (1977). Social relations as contexts for learning in school. Harvard 
Educational Review, 47, 198-213. 

Ogbu, J. (1974). The next generation: An ethnography of education in an urban 
neighborhood. New York: Academic Press. 

Slavin, R. E. (1983). Cooperative learning. New York: Longman. 
Vogt, L. A., Jordan, C., & Tharp, R. G. (1987). Explaining school failure, produc­

ing school success: Two cases. Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 18, 
276-286. 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological 
processes. (M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S. Scribner, & E. Souberman, Eds. & 
Trans.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Willis, P. (1977). Learning to labour: How working class kids get working class 
jobs. Westmead, England: Saxon House. 



4 Diversity and Constancy 
in Human Thinking: Critical 
Literacy as Amplifier 
of Intellect and Experience 
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We aim in this chapter to accomplish three tasks: (a) to review widely held 
but tacit assumptions about students' potential to become fully literate; (b) to 
present a model of critical literacy, the capacity to employ language as a tool 
for thinking and communicating; and (c) to describe instructional strategies 
that allow virtually every child to achieve high standards of critical literacy. 
We will argue that this goal can be accomplished with available resources, 
by effective application of current research and practice. 

The chapter highlights a fundamental tension in American education. 
On the one hand, "everyone knows" that some children are more likely than 
others to become fully literate; on the other hand, our society is founded on 
the notion of equality of educational opportunity. In addition, our nation con­
fronts an urgent economic and social need to develop fully the intellectual 
potential of every child. 

We will use four themes to play out this tension, themes grounded in 
the interplay between diversity and constancy; 

1. The first constancy-basic cognitive and linguistic resources are virtually 
identical for all individuals. 

2. The first diversity-the worlds of experience vary tremendously among 
individuals in our society. 

3. The second constancy-critical literacy comprises a curriculum for the 
formal use of language that can yield comparable outcomes for all stu­
dents. 

4. The second diversity-personal understandings and interpersonal connec-
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tions can transform the elements of critical literacy into an infinite variety 
of creative shapes. 

We intend the chapter for a broad audience: teachers, administrators, 
policymakers, and researchers. We address the practical as well as the con­
ceptual, the here-and-now as well as the what-might-be. We do not attempt 
an extensive review of the scholarly literature but draw on our previous writ­
ings in cognitive psychology (Calfee, 1981), sociolinguistics (Nelson­
Barber, in press), and individual differences (Calfee, 1983), along with our 
experience in school and policy settings. 

BELIEF AND PRACTICE IN AMERICAN LITERACY 

Prevailing Beliefs 

What assumptions does our society hold about children and the role of 
schooling to promote competence in reading and writing? The answer is a 
welter of dreams, practices, and contradictions, mostly implicit. From this 
melange, we have chosen several tenets to challenge and critique. As you 
read each statement, ask yourself, "What if this claim were not true?" 

1. Learning capacity varies. Conventional wisdom holds that some children 
possess greater potential than others to acquire academic knowledge and 
skill. The indicators of capacity are also well known-economic well­
being, ethnicity, sex, family structure, and parent education ("Dealing," 
1989, February, March; Reed & Sautter, 1990). Expectation bands in state 
testing programs concretize this assumption. 

2. Attention and motivation vary. Whatever their basic potential, some chil­
dren are better suited than others to the demands of schooling. Some chil­
dren wiggle; other children fold their hands. Research shows that home 
experiences are correlated with school readiness, hence the pleas for par­
ents to prepare children to pay attention to teachers. The implicit assump­
tion is that schools can do little once the "twig is bent." 

3. Language varies. Again, conventional wisdom says that some students 
are more fluent than others in the linguistic and conceptual domains. 
Schools anticipate problems for children who speak English as a second 
language or who speak a nonstandard dialect of English. Advocates of 
bilingual education may argue for the benefits of multilinguality, but the 
prevailing theme is that these students require remedial assistance. 

4. Schooling is fixed. The belief is that all students should master the same 
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objectives in the same manner and the same sequence (Graham, 1987). 
Textbooks and curriculum frameworks embody this assumption. Varia­
tions in student progress are accommodated by changing the pace and 
adjusting the level. When these adjustments do not work, the child is 
removed from the mainstream for some or all of the school day. 

Implicit in all of these assumptions is the notion that student diversity 
disrupts the effective operation of an educational enterprise organized around 
a fixed set of curricular objectives and methods. However, given our nation's 
current demographic trends, and the likelihood that our student population 
will continue to become more different rather than alike, we believe that each 
of these assumptions must be challenged. How real are observed differences 
in aptitude? Are low test scores a necessary concomitant of socioeconomic 
status? Need the curriculum be rigid and inflexible? Consider the possibilities 
inherent in a contrastive assumption, that diversity provides opportunity. 
From this perspective, the range of experiences and languages in today's 
classrooms offers an opportunity to engage students in the multiculture that 
is American society. To achieve this goal, however, schools need to change 
from "grading" to "growing." 

Prevailing Practices 

We have spoken of fixed curriculum and instruction. The reality is ac­
tually more complex. Research on classroom instruction shows that students 
from nonmainstream backgrounds often are believed to be less capable and, 
as a result, have classroom experiences that are different from those of their 
mainstream peers (see Chapter 17; Calfee, 1987; Chapter 10; Nelson-Barber 
& Meier, 1990, for summaries). The typical finding is that low-ability stu­
dents are assigned to worksheets; the teacher interacts with them only when 
they ask for help, and the response is likely to be directive, telling them 
"Here is how to do it." By contrast, teachers engage mainstream students in 
more challenging discussions with the teacher, emphasizing "How could you 
do this?" Interactions for low-achieving students are specific and factual; for 
high-achieving students, exchanges are thematic and strategic. The result is 
the Matthew effect (Stanovich, 1986); the rich get richer, and the poor get 
poorer. 

Exceptions to these trends appear on occasion, but teachers who are 
effective with minority students attain a mythical status. Observers attribute 
such unexpected success to shared language or culture; however, teachers 
who have been effective with minority students, like Marva Collins and Jaime 
Escalante, point to different assumptions and practices. They assume that all 
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students can learn and then design an instructional program to fit this belief 
(e.g., Collins & Tamarkin, 1982; Meek, 1989). 

Comparisons between communication patterns inside and outside the 
classroom show the strong effect of context on student performance (Cazden, 
1988; Michaels, 1986). Typical classroom interactions resemble middle-class 
conversations. For instance, the adult is the "spectator" and the child is the 
"exhibitionist"; children are expected to show off for the grownups, which 
leads to appreciation and reward. A second feature of this communicative 
style is that adults ask children questions with known answers. Both parties 
understand that the purpose is for the child to demonstrate knowledge: It is 
not an authentic request to gain new information or discover the child's per­
spective on the issue. Third, text materials are often the focus of classroom 
discourse. The aim is seldom to address global and thematic issues but rather 
to state what is obvious and verifiable in the text. 

Although these patterns fit middle-class dialogue, they are not typical 
of many cultures. In particular, children from poor homes are more accus­
tomed to direct and genuine interactions. The stereotype may portray the 
poor home as deficient in both culture and language: "How can you teach 
students whose experience and language are limited?" But several investi­
gations reveal home and peer discourse patterns that are quite rich and au­
thentic. 

For example, adults in the working-class African-American community 
studied by Heath ( 1983) seldom asked children questions where the answer 
was predetermined. Instead, questions called for open-ended answers based 
on the child's knowledge and experience: an analogy request like "What 
do you think you are?" to a child crawling under furniture; a "story starter" 
like "Did you see Maggie's dog yesterday?" or an "accusation-reply" like 
"What's that all over your face?'' Wells (1986) reports similar findings from 
studies of lower-class English children: "Children at school play a much less 
positive role [compared with home] in conversation with adults and have less 
opportunity to explore their experience and develop their understanding 
through interactions with mature speakers who sustain their interests and en­
courage them to initiate topics, ask questions, and evaluate the answers they 
are given" (pp. 83-84). However, a growing literature, which includes a 
number of studies conducted by researchers of nonmainstream communities 
(e.g., Maldonado-Guzman, 1984; Smitherman, 1977; Swisher & Deyhle, 
1987; Taylor & Matsuda, 1988), reveals home and peer discourse patterns 
that are quite rich and dynamic. Nevertheless, when the focus in classrooms 
is only on right answers, these home and peer discourse patterns may never 
manifest themselves there. Teachers may remain oblivious to students' ca­
pabilities or ability cues, as Miramontes and Commins (Chapter 6) call them. 
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On the other hand, as Resnick (1987) has pointed out, life after school places 
little premium on "right answers," at least not those that can be found in the 
back of the book. It makes sense, therefore, to reexamine the beliefs that 
support these practices. 

CONSTANCIES AND DIVERSITIES IN LANGUAGE AND 
LITERACY: A MODEL OF CRITICAL LITERACY 

The First Constancy: Cognitive and Linguistic Resources 

Policies like standardized testing, tracking, and remedial programs all 
focus attention on variations in intellectual capacity. In this section, we want 
to reflect instead on the amazing commonalities in human potential to think 
and to use language. Several generalizations can be made about the cognitive 
and linguistic potential of virtually any kindergartner. Consider first the areas 
of memory, attention, and motivation: 

• Long-term memory provides the child with unlimited capacity to store at­
tended experience. No one runs out of space. Storing information is rela­
tively easy; retrieving it is the challenge. 

• Attentional capabilities are limited for everyone. Studies of short-term 
memory show that we must all juggle the complexities of experience by 
"chunking" complex realities into no more than five to seven distinctive 
entities. Effective use of long-term memory depends on the acquisition of 
organizational structures and strategies. 

• Motivational drives are primarily social and derived. Human beings do not 
react in simple stimulus-response fashion to the environment. We are self­
initiating and act through purpose and intention. Social goals quickly out­
weigh basic physiological drives; the kindergartner is driven by the need 
for success, affiliation, and power. 

In human beings, cognition is joined by linguistic competence that qual­
itatively alters the nature of thought. Three domains capture the essence of 
the language system: 

• Phonology, the capacity to perceive and produce a subtle and sophisticated 
code, is mastered within a couple of years after birth. A four-year-old may 
say "bus-ghetti," but we can understand her. And if we mock her pronun­
ciation, she is likely to respond with annoyance, "That's what I said!" 

• Semantics, the ability to detect and categorize related events, to form net-
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works, and to label concepts and relations, is the ultimate foundation for 
language, for moving beyond immediate experience to symbol manipula­
tion and reflection. The acquisition of conceptual networks and of labels 
for the nodes and linkages appears early in human development; the kin­
dergartner possesses a rich array of words and ideas. 

• Discourse comprehension, the capability to link concepts in novel but rule­
governed ways, and to create sentences and texts, allows human beings to 
transcend experience, to imagine what might be, and to communicate those 
ideas to others. These systems are generative; the young child does not 
mimic the grammar of others but creates discourse based on abstract sche­
mata. Societal patterns have an influence; television cartoons ensure that 
every kindergartner in this country has a particular narrative grammar 
(e.g., stories have happy endings). 

These features of the cognitive-linguistic system are constancies. All 
children develop considerable potential in these areas within a few years of 
birth. Every student enters school with functioning cognitive and linguistic 
systems. All are capable of virtually limitless extension of their potential­
and all want to succeed. These overarching commonalities distinguish us 
from other species. They provide the constant foundation for education. 

The First Diversity: Worlds of Experience 

In this section we look at individual differences from two perspectives: 
first, a broad view of the interaction of the individual in context, and then a 
more focused look at the context of a school as a social institution. In this 
discussion we make no effort to separate genetic and environmental sources; 
schools can do little to influence conditions outside the school walls. 

The individual in context. From birth, children are surrounded by a 
widely variable range of events, which they absorb as experiential memories. 
The physical environment is one dimension; more important for present pur­
poses are the variations in social settings. Two dimensions portray the range 
of variation in social experiences that surround the developing child (Calfee, 
1983). One is the expanding network of influence from the preschool years 
through young adulthood. Here the main point is the emergence of the child 
from the protection of home and family to engagement with a broader world, 
with the school's becoming a central element in the preadolescent years, after 
which youngsters look more to peers. 

The second dimension describes the range of community and family 
settings. As our nation has become more urbanized and as family structures 
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have changed, the worlds of experience have also changed. For the child 
surrounded by an intact family, school success is promoted by adults who 
help the student understand and interpret the decontextualized events of the 
classroom. Many families spend the early years introducing their children to 
school-like experiences by helping them to understand and interpret decon­
textualized events, often with opportunities for reflection. For these children, 
the transition from home to school is considerably eased. Metacognition has 
become a significant part of their intellectual armamentarium. However, in 
culturally diverse classrooms, we might expect that students come to school 
with a variety of preschool experiences, some of which may have focused on 
other areas of development. 

In all cases, by the time children enter kindergarten, they have acquired 
several worlds of experience. Some overlap and complement one another; 
others are disconnected. The combinations determine the store of knowl­
edge, the language and dialect, the ways of knowing and expressing oneself. 
The end result is a complex web that defies easy analysis and interpretation. 

The school as a special "world." The classroom is a singularly sig­
nificant world of experience, for both teachers and students. In the United 
States, youngsters spend 12 to 13 years in school, for two-thirds of their 
days and half their waking hours. It is the context that we share most as a 
culture. 

Schools possess some features in common, but they also differ in signif­
icant ways, and the experience of schooling differs among students. A fun­
damental goal of American education, from Jefferson to the present, is the 
aspiration toward the fully educated person-competent, autonomous, and 
confident, effective in realizing individual potential and serving society. 
Against this common vision stands a harsh reality, the "factory" school in 
which youngsters are graded (literally), taught conformity, and trained in 
basic skills that enhance their economic value. The emphasis is not on per­
sonal growth but on "doing as you are told." 

The tendency is for schools serving the well-to-do to reflect the vision­
ary and those in poorer neighborhoods to resemble the second image. For 
most students, school blends the two extremes. Within the same classroom, 
ability grouping places some students (the cardinals) in one context, whereas 
others (the blue jays) find themselves at the other extreme. Tracking is a 
common approach for handling individual differences, but individual teach­
ers vary in philosophy and style. Ms. Smith runs a language-experience kin­
dergarten in which personal responsibility is emphasized and literature is the 
curriculum; Mr. Jones operates a skills-based first grade in which worksheets 
predominate. Within these variations, which can be found in a single school, 
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individual students must figure out the "microclimates" and manage the tran­
sition from one context to another. 

These variations reflect what McNeil (1988) has called "contradictions 
of control." On the one hand, teachers are encouraged to nurture each young­
ster as a unique individual. On the other, the teacher must manage a collec­
tive of two to three dozen disparate children. The standard American class­
room, with its tension between the realities of crowd control and the ideal of 
individual autonomy, is indeed a contradiction. 

The Second Constancy: The Literate Use of Language 

The public school reflects the society, the coupling of individual differ­
ences and common tasks. The group needs to live together in reasonable 
harmony to support (or at least not hinder) fulfillment of collective goals 
while respecting the distinctive features of individuals. The situation parallels 
the everyday lives of grownups. 

We view the attainment of critical literacy as the essential ingredient for 
supporting this undertaking. The key to the mutual empowerment of the in­
dividual and the group is the literate use of language-informal and intuitive 
methods of communication serve some purposes but not this one; basic lit­
eracy allows the individual to follow directions, but a higher level of dis­
course is needed to thrive in today's world (Tuman, 1987). 

We characterize critical literacy as a constancy because a fixed set of 
strategies and structures provide the essential rhetorical core of a curriculum 
for the early years of schooling; by high school, distinctive interests and 
talents also need to be considered. We propose that the requisite skill and 
knowledge for acquiring critical literacy are within the reach of every stu­
dent. Reading and writing need not displace the other subject matters in this 
method. Indeed, we envisage a school day where literacy is pervasive, but 
where reading and writing are embedded in literature, science, social studies, 
in art, music, and physical education, and even in the school's discipline 
policies. We know of situations in which reading and writing are not taught 
as separate subject matters. 

The curriculum of critical literacy. What are the elements of the 
curriculum of critical literacy? One answer to this question is represented in 
Project READ, a program designed by Robert Calfee and implemented in 
several dozen schools throughout the country (Calfee, Henry, & Funderburg, 
1988). Ten years ago, through a collaborative venture with an elementary 
school in Silicon Valley, California, a Stanford team developed a plan to 
integrate the prevailing reading/language arts curriculum-at that time, a 
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basal series, process writing, a spelling series-with the rest of the day. The 
result was not a new reading technique but a staff-development, school­
change program designed to change the way that elementary teachers thought 
about their work as individuals and as a collective (Calfee, in press). 

The concept of an integrated language arts program is scarcely novel. 
Current emphases on whole language are philosophically oriented toward 
this goal. For our group, which included both researchers and practitioners, 
the starting point was neither "How to do it?" nor "Why to do it?" but "What 
is it?" We were dissatisfied with the skills-oriented approaches of the 1960s, 
and the literature-based programs emerging in the 1970s seemed to us lack­
ing in substance. A critical breakthrough came as we reconceptualized the 
nature of literacy. The value of the exercise arose in the effort to shape the 
ideals of critical literacy to the realities of today's classrooms, to design and 
implement instructional strategies that brought the conception into reality. 

What is the practical shape of critical literacy? In Project READ, the 
language arts curriculum takes shape as high-level strategies and structures 
that support the capacity to use language as a tool for thinking, for problem 
solving, and for communication. The techniques are grounded in the rhetoric 
and lead directly to an integration of curriculum across reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening. Reflective thinking (metacognition) is an essential 
feature of the curriculum. 

Critical literacy begins with the decomposition of spoken language into 
the basic linguistic components of phonology, semantics, and discourse. For 
each of these components of natural language, a corresponding formal lan­
guage component supports reading and writing. This model is not arbitrary 
but is the standard for linguistic analysis, hence its status as a constancy. 
Unlike the current debates about phonics versus comprehension, right- versus 
left-brain learning, and so on, the linguistic-rhetorical foundation of critical 
literacy has a well-established foundation. 

In READ, we developed a set of distinctive structures, strategies, and 
technical language appropriate for each component, techniques that cut 
across all forms of perception and production. Within discourse, for in­
stance, are two subdomains, narration and exposition. Each field includes 
rubrics that apply to reading, writing, speaking, and listening: plot and char­
acter, compare and contrast, cause and effect. The phonological component, 
which includes the parallel domains of phonics and spelling, employs a tech­
nical language quite different from discourse: consonants and vowels, sylla­
bic and morphological elements. 

The four components include a metalanguage for critical literacy, the 
basis for talking explicitly about language and literacy. The research on 
metacognition is compelling as to the advantages of explication, especially 
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for students whose backgrounds have not supported the natural development 
of this competency. Some students seem to move naturally toward the ana­
lytic techniques that are the basis for reflective thought, but reliance on the 
growth of intuition is hazardous for students most at risk of school failure. 

The READ curriculum builds on a top-down approach to language. The 
instructional strategies start with the question, "What is the purpose of this 
lesson or project?" Next comes the decision about the genre of the problem; 
handling a task that is narrational requires tools different from those for an 
expository task. The result is that higher level thinking becomes a habit of 
mind, a desirable feature of a curriculum that prepares students as citizens of 
tomorrow's world. 

Critical literacy as an amplifier. Natural language is the outgrowth 
of evolution; every child repeats the history of the species in some form or 
another. Literacy, in contrast, is an artifact or invention. The product of only 
a few millennia, this tool of thought and communication has changed mark­
edly over the last few centuries and continues to develop with the appearance 
of new technologies. The printing press greatly amplified the power and 
scope of the invention. Equally significant, the personal computer makes 
possible the processing of words in ways that transcend the limitations of pen 
and paper. Whatever the future holds, good educational practice should lead 
students toward the acquisition of a small set of strategic tools for handling 
these technologies. 

You are probably familiar with the consequences of the printing press 
and the personal computer, and so the amplifier metaphor seems comfort­
able. The events at Tianammen Square during the upheaval in China were 
transported by computers, electronic mail, and facsimile throughout the en­
tire world in seconds. For the power of this technology to be fully realized, 
however, the "receiving station" must be able to interpret the information. To 
switch metaphors in midstream, we suggest that one consequence of critical 
literacy is captured by the image of x-ray vision, the capacity to see beneath 
the surface features of experience to the deeper realities. 

The image may appear metaphysical, but it captures a significant facet 
of schooling for citizens of the future. The media messages that flood our 
world are valuable only as we can organize and analyze in systematic and 
communicable ways. For instance, millions of dollars are put into the selling 
of political candidates in this country. The surface messages are designed for 
broad appeal: "Lower taxes and better services!" There is nothing subliminal 
about the approach, and both rich and poor are subjected to a barrage of 
information. Today an increasing proportion of the electorate responds to 
such messages by deciding to sit out the election. Other messages are more 
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demanding. Decisions to ignore tax forms can have hazardous consequences. 
Yet faced with complex and cumbersome instructions, the individual needs 
the analytic capacity to discover the point. 

The Second Diversity: Personal and Interpersonal Creations 

Like any invention, the tools of critical literacy can serve purposes 
either creative or mundane, illuminating or confusing, enjoyable or boring, 
engaging or alienating. Reflection and communication are difficult enter­
prises-the signals that we receive from ourselves and others are often weak. 
To the degree that the tools of the rhetoric foster communication, they expand 
appreciation of others, altering radically how we view human diversity. After 
all, art and literature rest not on uniformity but on variation. 

The techniques of critical literacy, like any other technology, can be 
easily stultified. The important "aha" comes from the realization that literacy 
can put minds into contact with one another, that classroom walls can sustain 
imagination as well as boredom, that probing the recesses of individual 
minds can be both enlivening and illuminating. It is when the tools are em­
ployed to investigate content in novel and imaginative ways that the potential 
inherent in the amplification mentioned in the title is fully realized. It is at 
this stage that human diversity becomes a valued opportunity. Two examples 
from classroom observations illustrate the point. 

Webbing. Webbing, sometimes referred to as semantic mapping or 
brainstorming, is an instructional strategy designed to promote vocabulary 
and concept formation. The technique takes many forms, but the essence is 
to draw out students on a topic, and then guide them to cluster or organize 
their thoughts. The strategy can help students make contact with prior expe­
rience, analyze the content of a text, or prepare a composition. In Pam's 
second-grade class, the lesson was preparatory to a visit to the Monterey 
Aquarium, and the topic was ocean. Pam wrote the students' responses on 
chart paper, arranging them into clusters of flora, fauna, and environment. 
The paper was quickly filled with words; Pam then asked the youngsters to 
think about the clusters. "How are the words in each group related?" 

Though familiar with the strategy, the students seemed hesitant. One 
boy ventured, "Those things don't make sense together." Another protested, 
"I wouldn't do it that way." 

Pam countered, "How would you organize the ideas?" 
''I'd put the things together that are fun and you can play with them. 

And there are things that you can eat. Then there's stuff that's junk and good 
for nothing." 
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The students' answers were more creative and insightful than the lesson 
as originally proposed-which led Pam to a discussion of how different 
structures served different purposes. By creating a situation in which students 
were encouraged to think freely, Pam validated their knowledge while bridg­
ing it to the scientific conception. Individual differences (between teacher and 
students, in this instance) became a virtue rather than a problem. 

Imagery. Imagery is a rare commodity in most classrooms. Increased 
interest in writing has led many teachers to encourage imagination, but stu­
dent response is often disappointing. In Ed's third-grade lesson, he combined 
an innovative activity with READ structures to unleash the creativity of the 
group. He began his "Magic Carpet" trip simply enough: "Close your eyes. 
Imagine you are on a magic carpet. It lifts you from the floor, out the door 
of the classroom, up above the schoolyard, high over the neighborhood, and 
then away to another world-what do you see?" 

He then connected the students' images with READ strategies: "Who 
do you see; who are the characters? What are they like? What's happening to 
them? Pick one of them that seems especially interesting, and spend some 
time visiting. What is happening in their lives that seems interesting?" His 
words guided the students through the creation of a story around the familiar 
rubrics of character, setting, plot, and theme. He then brought them back to 
the classroom, where they opened their eyes and reported their adventures. 
As the hour passed, the walls filled with images that became sharable re­
sources for a rich variety of stories. The imagination of the entire class be­
came available to every child. Rhetorical strategies allowed students to take 
advantage of their experiences and imaginations and to share this wealth. 

SUMMARY 

The capacity to connect with others is a significant educational goal. 
Our national principles emphasize equality and respect for all, regardless of 
background. During the past quarter-century, public schools have become the 
center of the tension between aspirations and realities. Most efforts to deal 
with these tensions have addressed political and managerial techniques; little 
has happened to modify curriculum and instruction to negotiate this tension. 
We propose that critical literacy, as conceptualized in this essay, provides a 
vehicle to address the challenge. Nor is the approach limited to the pragmat­
ics of the school context. Beyond school, knowing how to deal effectively 
with others is an important skill for everyone. 

We have focused here on literacy; the principles that distinguish critical 
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literacy from functional reading and writing apply with equal force to other 
curriculum domains. We can imagine reshaping the study of social systems 
("social studies") along similar lines. One of the more important "chunks" of 
this curriculum could be the examination of individual differences, including 
variations in culture, race, gender, and language. Such an examination would 
require an explicit and structured language for exchanging thoughts and ideas 
about our common heritage as a species as well as the features that distin­
guish us as individuals. It would require critical literacy. 
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Recently a student in an American high school was asked on a test who 
Socrates was. He answered that Socrates was an Indian chief. Whether this 
incident is apocryphal is difficult to say. It does have the ring of authenticity: 
One can imagine the hapless student, in desperate search for an answer, as­
sociating Socrates with Seneca, the ancient Roman philosopher, then con­
necting Seneca to the Indian tribe of the same name. In any case the story is 
a favorite of former U.S. Assistant Secretary of Education Chester E. Finn, 
Jr., and has been used repeatedly to illustrate the cultural illiteracy of Amer­
ican students and to dramatize the urgency of restoring the nation's cultural 
knowledge. In fact, a formidable educational reform movement has devel­
oped, aimed at improving the teaching of American culture within the 
schools. 

These ideas about public education, if carried forward, have strong im­
plications for the school curriculum at both the elementary and secondary 
levels and for the content of standardized achievement tests at all levels. That 
is, both the content of what is now taught and tested for would be changed 
quite substantially if the schools were to focus on cultural literacy. In this 
chapter we will examine the core ideas of cultural literacy with a view to 
assessing their merit. 

The phrase "cultural literacy" was popularized by E. D. Hirsch, Jr. 
(1987b), in his best-selling book Cultural Literacy: What Every American 
Needs to Know. The book has been lauded by top government officials as 
critical to the future of American education and lambasted by critics as "edu­
cational trivial pursuit." Hirsch published a sequel, The Dictionary of Cul­
tural Literacy (1988c), and his organization, the Foundation for Cultural Lit­
eracy, also has been developing special tests. Another highly influential book 
about cultural literacy in higher education, Allan Bloom's (1987) The Clos­
ing of the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed Democracy 
and Impoverished the Souls of Today's Students, sold more than 650,000 
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hardback copies, a phenomenal number, and What Do Our 17-Year-Olds 
Know? by Diane Ravitch and Chester Finn, Jr. (1987), has also enjoyed 
popular success. All of these books have received considerable media atten­
tion, but we will concentrate here on Hirsch's ideas. 

THE CONCEPT OF CULTURAL LITERACY 

Hirsch (1983) contends that there is no doubt that our national cultural 
literacy has declined. The chief culprit is the pluralism of the school curric­
ulum, which has diluted the content of the traditional English and history 
courses. Educators, afraid of attacks by minority groups accusing them of 
cultural imperialism, have promulgated a content-free curriculum focused 
exclusively upon formal cognitive skills. "Literacy is not just a formal skill; 
it is also a political decision .... Literacy implies specific contents as well 
as formal skills" (p. 162). This essential "canonical knowledge" Hirsch la­
bels "cultural literacy." 

In his view the United States is becoming so fragmented as to lose its 
coherence as a culture. He proposed a National Board of Education that 
would define broad lists of suggested literary works for the schools to teach. 
If such a national board could not be set up, other organizations should pro­
vide recommendations, including a lexicon of words and phrases that high 
school graduates should know and that could serve as a guide to instruction. 
Currently only the Scholastic Aptitude Test provides such guidance, Hirsch 
thought. "Is the Educational Testing Service our hidden National Board of 
Education? Does it sponsor our hidden national curriculum? If so, the ETS 
is rather to be praised than blamed" (Hirsch, 1983, p. 168). Hirsch later 
retreated from this position somewhat: "The common background knowledge 
required for literacy does not depend on specific texts" (Hirsch, 1986, p. 1). 
Perhaps the point Hirsch is trying to make is that "canonical knowledge" 
may be arrived at through a number of means, only one of which may be by 
reading a set of prescribed texts (Hirsch, 1984, 1987b, 1988b). 

In 1987 Hirsch presented his full rationale: "The civic importance of 
cultural literacy lies in the fact that true enfranchisement depends upon 
knowledge, knowledge upon literacy, and literacy upon cultural literacy" 
(1987b, p. 12). In his view, reading requires background or "world knowl­
edge" -cultural literacy. And this background knowledge is national in char­
acter rather than either local or international. The false doctrines of cultural 
pluralism and educational formalism were preventing our national culture 
from being taught, and the schools must teach specific national cultural con­
tent in the early grades. 
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There are four major strands to Hirsch's rationale. First, reading literacy 
depends upon background knowledge, and, similarly, getting along in society 
depends upon cultural literacy, that is, knowing the culture one lives in; sec­
ond, modern industrial nations depend upon the development of homoge­
neous national cultures; third, traditional American pluralism does not pre­
clude the necessity for conformity to the national culture; and fourth, 
education has fallen victim to romantic formalism and misguided pluralism, 
which has led to a diluted school curriculum and consequent cultural frag­
mentation. The solution is to reestablish the national culture as the core of 
the curriculum. Hirsch concludes his book by presenting a list of about 6,000 
terms that comprise the national culture and that should be taught in the 
schools. 

In the first argument Hirsch relies heavily upon research conducted by 
Anderson and his colleagues at the Center for the Study of Reading at the 
University of Illinois. In brief, this research demonstrates that specific back­
ground knowledge, called a schema, is critical to reading a given text. For 
example, in a study often cited by Hirsch, Americans reading about an 
American wedding understand the text much better than East Indians do, and 
East Indians understand the text about an Indian wedding much better. 
Hence, reading ability depends upon preexisting knowledge. The work by 
Anderson and his colleagues is highly regarded within the educational re­
search community and is leading to significant changes in reading instruction 
in the schools. 

There are problems with Hirsch's argument, however. Hirsch draws 
conclusions beyond the research studies: "What distinguishes good readers 
from poor ones is simply the possession of a lot of diverse, task-specific 
information" (p. 61). It is one thing to say that background information plays 
an important role in reading, consistent with the research, and quite another 
to say that such specific information is everything, which the research does 
not. One of Hirsch's own examples calls his extrapolation into question. He 
argues that master chess players recognize and employ chess schemata to 
organize and guide their play, which seems reasonable. However, it would 
seem highly unlikely that teaching a list of chess terms and concepts to chess 
novices would transform the novices into master chess players. Whatever 
chess schemata consist of, surely they are not simply lists of chess terms. 
Rather the novice must learn schemata by playing chess extensively and 
studying it intensively. The knowledge of the master entails much more than 
lists of specific knowledge. That is, schemata are different from a list of 
terms. 

Hirsch's argument is by analogy: Reading ability is to reading schemata 
(as chess playing is to chess schemata) as succeeding in life is to achieving 
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cultural literacy (cultural schemata). But the analogy does not hold very well 
when cultural literacy is defined as simple knowledge of a list of specific 
terms. What one might reasonably conclude is that reading ability is depen­
dent in part on reading schemata, and that chess playing is dependent on 
chess schemata, and that knowledge of a list of specific cultural terms may 
help one do well in society but that cultural knowledge is neither necessary 
nor sufficient for doing well. Our opinion is that cultural knowledge is ex­
tremely desirable to have but that it is not necessary to or sufficient for "suc­
cess in life;' as that term is normally understood in American society. The 
fact that the upper social classes have more cultural knowledge in general 
and the lower classes do not is a relationship of correlation, not of cause and 
effect. So in our judgment Hirsch pushes his argument too far, although we 
would agree that cultural knowledge helps one interpret the social world. 

It is also the case that Hirsch ignores the implications of his own argu­
ment as well as the research on the social context of learning. Eisenhart and 
Cutts-Dougherty in Chapter 3 survey the substantial research by anthropolo­
gists on how and what students learn in a particular context. Learning to 
read, or learning anything else, is highly dependent on the student's cultural 
background, as Hirsch asserts, but the anthropologists arrive at the conclu­
sion that the student's own cultural background itself must be taken into 
account if the student is to learn. To use Hirsch's own example, teaching 
American students about an East Indian wedding will be much more success­
ful if one recognizes the conceptions about weddings that the students al­
ready have. In other words, their own cultural backgrounds must be taken 
into consideration. Hirsch draws the opposite conclusion, that the students 
are culturally deficient and one must ignore their culture. 

NATIONAL CULTURE 

The second strand of Hirsch's rationale is an argument asserting the 
criticality of a national language and a national culture for the development 
of the modem industrial nation. He contends that a modem nation must have 
both a single national language and a homogeneous national culture. Hirsch 
first develops an argument for the necessity of a national language, essen­
tially a case for standards: "Inside a national border, education helps to keep 
the national language stable by holding it to standards that are set forth in 
national dictionaries, spelling books, pronunciation guides, and grammars" 
(p. 71). Modem industrial societies do indeed require their citizenry to be 
literate, but that nations also deliberately "fix" their national languages is 
more contentious. The fact that the British, Australians, and Americans 
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understand one another's dialects may have more to do with the pervasive­
ness of the mass media than with national governments' establishing lan­
guage standards and holding their citizens to them. 

Hirsch's account of how modern languages have become standardized 
is rather idiosyncratic. In his view, there is an international vocabulary, a 
national vocabulary, and a local vocabulary. The national language must be 
standardized by central authorities' imposing a particular dialect upon the 
general population in an arbitrary manner. "The fact of a common standard 
is much more important than the intrinsic character of the standard chosen" 
(p. 79). And regardless of the character of the accepted standards, such as 
the notorious inconsistency of English spelling, "It is much better to stick to 
them, whatever their intrinsic drawbacks" (p. 81). The idea that we must 
always accept what we are given runs throughout Hirsch's work. 

Hirsch also seems to equate national language with written language, as 
opposed to oral dialects, though he discusses written and oral language inter­
changeably at times. Finally, and most importantly, "But in many other re­
spects national languages are distinct from oral dialects. Among several dis­
tinctive features that make them unique linguistic phenomena, ... one ... 
is especially significant for the subject of this book: every national language 
is a conscious construct that transcends any particular dialect, region, or 
social class" (p. 82). In his view, national languages are the province of all 
the people of the country and do not disadvantage those from particular non­
standard dialects. 

From this view of how national languages develop, Hirsch then takes a 
key intellectual leap: "What may be less obvious is that every national culture 
is similarly contrived. It also transcends dialect, region, and social class and 
is partly a conscious construct" (pp. 82-83). He posits a "national culture" 
development analogous to national language development. "For nation build­
ers, fixing the vocabulary of a national culture is analogous to fixing a stan­
dard grammar, spelling, and pronunciation" (p. 84). In other words, the na­
tional culture must be fixed, homogeneous, and arbitrarily imposed for the 
good of the nation, just as the national language must be. 

Hirsch cites an example of the formation of American national cul­
ture-Mason Weems's creation of the myth of George Washington and the 
cherry tree. Hirsch is admiring of this total fabrication, but we confess that 
we are bothered by authors' manufacturing untrue stories about famous per­
sonages and presenting them as the truth, even if in Hirsch's view, "Weems 
deduced that the public needed a domesticated Everyman whose life would 
serve as a model for American youth" (p. 89). McGuffey later introduced his 
own version of Weems's cherry tree myth in his Reader, which influenced 
many generations of young minds. No doubt Hirsch is correct in asserting 
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that this is how some pieces of national cultures originate, but is it all right 
to make up facts if the cause is a good one? 

Hirsch is steadfast in his belief that not only is the national culture dif­
ficult to change but it is wrong to attempt to do so. "Rapid, large-scale 
change is no more possible in the sphere of national culture than in the sphere 
of national language. It is no more desirable or practicable to drop biblical 
and legendary allusions from our culture than to drop the letter s from the 
third person singular" (p. 91 , emphasis added). Not only can one not do it, 
but one should not do it. Hirsch is profoundly conservative on this matter. 
However, again his own examples give him difficulty. Did not the English 
introduce large-scale change in both language and national culture in Scot­
land-and rather successfully? Did not Weems deliberately introduce myths 
about George Washington and Abraham Lincoln into American culture in 
such a way as to instill certain values into generations of American school 
children, and, in Hirsch's own opinion, do so successfully and desirably? 
Hirsch's stated position on the immutability of culture is contradicted by his 
own examples. His actual position seems to be that it was possible and desir­
able to make such cultural changes in the past but that we cannot and should 
not do so in the present. We must passively accept the culture others have 
manufactured for us and extend it to everyone. 

PLURALISM AND DIVERSITY 

Where does this imposition of national culture leave our American tra­
dition of pluralism? Hirsch is clear about this: "The brute fact of history in 
every modern nation has been the increasing dominance of the national cul­
ture over local and ethnic cultures" (p. 97). More prescriptively, "It is for the 
Amish to decide what Amish traditions are, but it is for all of us to decide 
collectively what our American traditions are, to decide what 'American' 
means on the other side of the hyphen in Halo-American or Asian-American" 
(p. 98). And how shall we decide what American culture consists of? 

To resolve this problem, Hirsch divides the public culture into three 
parts: our "civil religion," which includes value commitments to freedom, 
patriotism, equality, and other core values, as well as supporting rituals and 
myths; the "culture proper," which includes the politics, customs, and leg­
ends that "define and determine our current attitudes and actions and our 
institutions" (p. 103); and the "vocabulary of national discourse," which in­
cludes the value-neutral language and cultural terms through which we en­
gage in dialogue about the culture proper and which is synonymous with 
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cultural literacy. The distinction here is similar to that between a language 
and the ideas expressed in that language, with certain ideas being sacred. 

In Hirsch's view only items in the culture proper, the ideas themselves, 
should be argued about, but not the sacred ideas nor the medium of the 
national vocabulary. The national vocabulary is merely a convention that 
enables us to communicate with each other and is not subject to dispute. Why 
would one argue about vocabulary terms in English? Also, the national vo­
cabulary has an "inherently classless character": "Nor does the national vo­
cabulary reflect a coherent culture of a dominant class or other group in the 
same way that a local dialect does. It is primarily an instrument of commu­
nication among diverse cultures rather than a cultural or class instrument in 
its own right" (p. 104). 

Neither in origin nor in subsequent history have national languages 
been inherently class languages. It is true that after national dictionaries 
were formulated, the standard languages were more likely to be acquired 
by people who were rich enough to be educated than by poor people. But 
the distinction is one of scpooling, which we have made universal, not of 
economic or social class. (p. 106) 

Throughout his book Hirsch is at great pains to repeat again and again 
that cultural literacy has nothing to do with social class. 

If it just so happened that some people acquired the national language, 
what about its content? Is it an adventitious, eclectic mix from all the various 
peoples who have inhabited America? Well, no. "By accident of history, 
American cultural literacy has a bias toward English literate traditions. Short 
of revolutionary political upheaval, there is absolutely nothing that can be 
done about this" (p. 106). If the ruling classes or social elites did not impose 
this national vocabulary, how did it emerge? "History has decided what those 
elements are" (p. 107). 

And the emergence of this national vocabulary has nothing to do with 
merit: 

It is cultural chauvinism and provincialism to believe that the con­
tent of our vocabulary is something either to recommend or deplore by 
virtue of its inherent merit. . . . The specific contents of the different 
national vocabularies are far less important than the fact of their being 
shared. Any true democrat who understands this, whether liberal or con­
servative, will accept the necessary conservatism that exists at the core of 
the national vocabulary. (p. 107) 

Apparently, then, we are not to decide what "American" means after all; 
it is already decided for us. In short, the national cultural vocabulary emerges 
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from an agentless historic process, has nothing to do with intrinsic merit, is 
unattached to particular social classes or subcultures, is nonpolitical, and 
cannot be changed deliberately. 

Frankly, these assertions are difficult to believe. First, the division of 
culture into three parts again is based upon an analogy with natural language 
and has no clear anthropological or sociological basis. Apparently, it is 
Hirsch's own invention. The national cultural vocabulary in fact differs from 
natural language vocabulary in important ways. Second, natural language 
itself is often political and historically closely allied with social class. The 
development of English itself through the Angles, Saxons, and Normans is 
proof of the great influence on language by the ruling classes. 

In modem times the dialect employed by the BBC is the Cambridge­
Oxford dialect of the British upper classes, and the same is true for written 
English. It is hardly accurate to portray this connection as accidental, be­
cause whether one obtains an Oxford or Cambridge education is not an ac­
cident but linked to social class. The current feminist attack upon pronoun 
gender usage is another contemporary example of the politics of language. 
In fact, examples of the political implications of language usage and their 
association with particular social classes, ethnic groups, and regions are 
simply too well known to belabor. 

Third, cultural content itself is even more political and allied with social 
class than is natural language. Hirsch (1983) himself recognized this in his 
original paper: "Literacy is not just a formal skill; it is also a political deci­
sion .... Literacy implies specific contents as well as formal skills" (p. 162) 
. . . although I have argued that a literate society depends upon shared infor­
mation, I have said little about what that information should be. That is 
chiefly a political question" (p. 167). By 1987, however, he had decided that 
cultural literacy is not political and that one should not argue about it because 
it cannot be changed-nor should it be, because it is inherently conservative 
(1987b). By declaring it nonpolitical, Hirsch hoped to remove it from debate, 
while at the same time obviously arguing the issue himself. 

Again there is a curious contradiction in Hirsch's argument. In his view, 
the national cultural content cannot and should not be changed because it 
evolves in natural ways outside deliberate influence-yet if this is so, why is 
Hirsch writing a book about it and founding a movement? His own efforts 
are directed toward establishing a particular cultural content. If there is no 
intrinsic merit in any cultural content, why not allow the mass media or the 
schools as they currently operate to determine the cultural content of the 
nation? Why bother at all if the national vocabulary cannot be changed and 
the content doesn't matter? Hirsch's stance is inherently contradictory. 

Both natural language and especially cultural content are in fact highly 



66 PERSPECfJVES 

political, as evidenced by the explosive political nature of bilingual educa­
tion, official English referenda, and controversies over standardized test per­
formances, which determine access to educational institutions and better 
jobs. The daily headlines are full of reports of political encounters over such 
issues. And they are political precisely because they are allied with the for­
tunes of social classes, ethnic groups, and races. In reality, it is not that these 
issues are nonpolitical, as Hirsch suggests, but rather that Hirsch has a par­
ticular political position that he presents as nonpolitical. 

SCHOOLING 

Hirsch (1987b) focuses his reform agenda on the public schools almost 
exclusively. "But we should direct our attention undeviatingly toward what 
the schools teach rather than toward family structure, social class, or TV 
programming. No doubt, reforms outside the schools are important, but they 
are harder to accomplish" (p. 20). In his view the primary role of the schools 
is "acculturating our children into our national life" (p. 110), and cultural 
fragmentation is the fault of the schools: 

The decline of American literacy and the fragmentation of the Amer­
ican school curriculum have been chiefly caused by the ever growing 
dominance of romantic formalism in educational theory during the past 
half century. We have too readily blamed shortcomings in American edu­
cation on social changes (the disorientation of the American family or the 
impact of television) or incompetent teachers or structural flaws in our 
school systems. But the chief blame should fall on faulty theories promul­
gated in our schools of education and accepted by educational policymak:­
ers. (p. 110) 

According to Hirsch, educators mistakenly believe that reading is based 
upon formal skills when in reality it is based on cultural knowledge. The real 
reason low-income students are deficient in reading is because they lack cul­
tural knowledge. Cultural deprivations and family inadequacies can be over­
come through such knowledge. 

According to Hirsch, these incorrect educational theories began to be 
implemented when the Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education of 1918 
replaced the 1893 Committee of Ten recommendation of a traditional human­
istic education. Social adjustment replaced subject matter. The origins of 
these destructive ideas were Rousseau's romanticism and Dewey's pragma­
tism, both focusing upon the romantic concept of "natural human growth." 
Unfortunately, in Hirsch's view, these ideas were accepted by educators and 
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translated into curricula for individual differences and vocational education, 
thus implicitly accepting the permanent stratification of economic and social 
positions. Tracking and learning-by-doing, as opposed to book learning, 
came to dominate American education. According to Hirsch, these educa­
tional principles led to replacing history with social studies as a subject of 
study, and they culminated in the romantic formalism of the 1960s. 

What can we make of these ideas? It seems rather farfetched to blame 
all the ills suffered by lower-class children upon educational theories taught 
in the schools of education, thus excluding such powerful social influences 
as poverty, unemployment, family dissolution, crime, and the mass media. 
Hirsch again reveals his conservative political orientation: These other social 
institutions cannot be changed; only the schools are at fault. We are also 
skeptical about the contention that Rousseau's ideas are the source of all the 
trouble in American education and American society. Emile was an influen­
tial book, but that is a long reach indeed. Hirsch's intent is to blame the 
Progressive Education movement for pernicious influences, that movement 
being a favorite target of conservatives over a number of years. 

Actually, schools have been pressing for cultural homogeneity for dec­
ades, if not centuries, as Applebee notes in Chapter 16. Matthew Arnold in 
England saw the teaching of literature as an attempt to stem the evil tides of 
the industrial revolution, and the standard canon of literary works was estab­
lished in both British and American schools long before the Progressives 
emerged. In one way Hirsch is reacting to attempts by various groups to 
expand the canon to include minorities and women. The switch is that 
whereas Arnold and others argued that the homogeneous literary canon 
would mitigate the influences of industrialism, Hirsch argues that cultural 
homogeneity is absolutely necessary for the development and expansion of 
the economy. 

We leave the historical influences for others to consider and agree that 
Hirsch does have a valid point about the excesses of "educational formalism," 
the idea that literacy is a set of techniques that can be developed through 
coaching and practice. He is correct that literacy involves knowledge of some 
content that the learner must know, and that the content itself is important. 
Content matters, and not just skill. We think he is correct that educators and 
psychologists have sometimes lost their way in developing reading skills by 
having students practice abstract context-free skills. Having students memo­
rize suffixes is not the way to learn to read. In our judgment Hirsch is also 
correct in castigating the educational tracking system in which lower-class 
students are shunted into vocational tracks where they have lessened oppor­
tunity to acquire academic knowledge necessary for admission to higher edu­
cation and the best jobs. American education has had such a sorting mecha-
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nism in place for many decades, as Hirsch indicates. The idea of abolishing 
such a tracking system and allowing all students to acquire the same knowl­
edge is an excellent one, it seems to us, and a surprisingly egalitarian one for 
Hirsch. 

What content should all students learn? Hirsch advocates an "extensive" 
curriculum that covers the subject matter all Americans need to know, plus 
an "intensive" curriculum that investigates particular works in detail and that 
is adjusted to individual interests and abilities. The former (Hirsch's list) will 
provide what we share as a culture, he believes, and the latter will provide 
coherence and intellectual depth. However, it is the extensive curriculum that 
Hirsch's book is all about. Textbooks should convey the national cultural 
vocabulary, especially for young children. If students do not acquire this 
national vocabulary by lOth grade, they can rarely make up the loss, accord­
ing to Hirsch. Schools should abandon romantic formalist ideas like "critical 
thinking" and "higher order skills" that denigrate facts. Facts and skills are 
inseparable. 

THE LIST 

What then are the essential cultural facts? Hirsch and two colleagues 
compiled a list of the contents literate Americans should know. The list was 
submitted to 100 consultants outside academia and published as the appendix 
of the 1987b book, with a revised list of 6,000 terms published in the 1988b 
paperback edition. The list itself is supposed to represent a high school level 
of cultural literacy, to be descriptive of what cultural literate Americans ac­
tually do know rather than prescriptive about what they should know, "to 
represent but not to alter current literate American culture" ( 1987b, p. 136). 
The exception is science because Hirsch and his colleagues thought that cur­
rent scientific knowledge needed enhancement. 

The list was deemed to be nonpolitical because schools "have a duty not 
to take political stands on matters that are subjects of continuing debate" 
(1987b, p. 137). Although a national core curriculum based upon such a list 
is neither desirable nor feasible, "an agreed-upon, explicit national vocabu­
lary should in time come to be regarded as the basis of a literate education" 
(p. 139). Publishers and educators should reach an accord about both the 
contents of the national vocabulary and a sequence for presenting it, in 
Hirsch's view. Method of presentation would be left to teachers. A group of 
educators and public leaders might even develop a model grade-by-grade 
sequence of core information based on the list. 

General knowledge tests should also be developed, perhaps at grades 5, 
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8, and 12. Such tests based on the list would be less arbitrary than the SAT 
because the SAT verbal test is essentially a vocabulary test whose makers 
have never defined the specific vocabulary on which it is based. Only a few 
hundred pages of information stand between the literate and nonliterate, be­
tween dependence and autonomy. In response to those who might object to 
such a list, Hirsch would say that they are objecting to literacy itself. 

Hirsch's list then specifies the national cultural vocabulary, the knowl­
edge that all Americans should know by lOth grade and preferably sooner. 
According to Hirsch, one does not have to know much about the terms on 
the list but only just a smattering of information about each item. For ex­
ample, one does not have to know much about Socrates but should have a 
vague idea who he was. This is extensive knowledge. If one studies Platonic 
dialogues in detail, that is intensive knowledge, and not the type of knowl­
edge required by the list. 

What is on the original list? A great many proper names of Anglo­
American origin, many English literary terms, a surprising number of for­
eign phrases, many cliches, and only a few historical dates. The original list 
is short on athletics, health, entertainment, social science, and military 
terms. It systematically omits terms associated with the 60s, such as the Age 
of Aquarius, the Beats, the Chicago Seven, counterculture, Bob Dylan, Al­
len Ginsberg, and Jack Kerouac. It omits writers such as Jack London, Henry 
Miller, Ezra Pound, Sam Shepard, and John Steinbeck. It omits ethnic terms 
such as Black Elk Speaks, the blues, Harlem Renaissance, soul (music, food) 
and musical references such as Billie Holiday, punk, reggae, rock and roll, 
but includes Fred Astaire, Ginger Rogers, and the Beatles. It omits refer­
ences germane to social science, such as Margaret Mead, Thorstein Veblen, 
and weltanschauung. It omits health terms such as AIDS, carcinogenic, La­
maze, and stress. 

Of course, any list will leave out some terms that should be included: It 
is the systematic exclusion and inclusion of certain ones that biases the list. 
One cannot help but think that unacknowledged criteria of propriety, accept­
ability, and politics were operating when the list was constructed. After all, 
this is supposed to be a list of what educated Americans do know, not what 
they should know (or should forget). But, of course, the list is transformed 
into a prescription of what should be taught. Hirsch's subtitle, after all, is 
"What Every American Needs to Know," not what they do know. 

In 1988 the paperback edition of the book was published, and Hirsch 
deleted and added terms to the list, for what he claims was a net increase of 
343. He says, "The deletions are few, totaling only about twenty-five, e.g. 
'Edict of Nantes' and 'Occam's razor,' and other items that were questioned 
by several readers independently" (Hirsch, 1988b, p. xi). Hirsch seems a bit 
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confused about the deletions. In fact, more than 300 items were deleted from 
the original list. 1 Apparently Hirsch has forgotten that a number of contro­
versial political figures and terms were removed, as well as terms referring 
to human reproduction. Is there a politically conservative discrimination at 
work here? 

Some of the omissions appear to be simple oversights, such as Cinder­
ella, Indonesia, Italy, Japan, Mediterranean Sea, Poland, and Rome. A great 
number of terms were also added. 2 Hirsch expanded the list to include more 
terms referring to minorities, women, African-Americans, and Native Amer­
icans. On the other hand, both the Wounded Knee and Sand Creek massacres 
are missing, even though the Armenian massacres are included, which, 
horrible though they were, presumably would be much less relevant to 
Americans. 

Terms from the 60s have also been added. The inclusion of some writers 
and artists and the exclusion of others must simply reflect the tastes of Hirsch 
and his colleagues. The deletion of terms with sexual references is compen­
sated for by the inclusion of terms for sexually transmitted diseases. In spite 
of claims to the contrary, there do seem to be definite political biases creeping 
into the revision. Such a list of cultural terms can never be value neutral, as 
Hirsch claims. The best one can hope for is that the list reflect different sides, 
that it be impartial. Hirsch has not managed such balance. 

CONCLUSIONS 

After this analysis of Hirsch's arguments, several conclusions seem rea­
sonable regarding the nature of cultural literacy, the politics of Hirsch's po-

1 Including such terms as Spiro Agnew, art deco, civil liberties, Ralph Ellison, El Sal­
vador, Jerry Falwell, Milton Friedman, ghetto, Barry Goldwater, Guatemala, Gulf of Tonkin, 
Lee Iacocca, Jeffersonian democracy, Edward Kennedy, Henry Kissinger, George McGovern, 
Ferdinand Marcos, Linus Pauling, Nelson Rockefeller, penis, phallus, Shylock, scrotum, 
sperm, Gloria Steinem, testes, vagina, Thornton Wilder, William Butler Yeats, and Wounded 
Knee massacre. 

2 Hank Aaron, AIDS, Aberdeen, Addis Ababa. Alas poor Yorick, Alzheimer's disease, 
Amazing Grace, Maya Angelou, Armenian massacres. bile, Gwendolyn Brooks, Ralph 
Bunche, Archie Bunker, AI Capone, Cato, CD (both), Chemobyl, concentration camps, Her­
nan Cortes, Crazy Horse, Bing Crosby, Demosthenes. Bob Dylan, Donald Duck, Dostoevsky, 
Paul Lawrence Dunbar, Amelia Earhart, Essay on Liberty, Federal Republic of Germany, Ella 
Fitzgerald, Freedman's Bureau, Anne Frank, William Lloyd Garrison, Marcus Garvey, herpes, 
Bob Hope, Langston Hughes, I am the very model of a modem Major-General, Kenya, La 
Fontaine, John Lennon, John L. Lewis, large intestine, La Scala, Nelson and Winnie Mandela, 
Metamorphosis (Ovid and Kafka titles), Carrie Nation, New Right, Nisei, Queen Elizabeths I 
and II, Queen Victoria, Chief Sequoyah, Junipero Serra, Frank Sinatra, B. F. Skinner, Jimmy 
Stewart, Shirley Temple, Trail of Tears, Uganda, Woodstock, Andy Warhol, John Wayne, 
Zambia. 
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sition, the appeal of cultural literacy to the general public, and what cultural 
literacy has to offer education in general. Cultural literacy, as advanced by its 
major proponents, is a particular view of the construction and generation of 
knowledge, the role of culture in that process, and the role of education in 
modem industrial society. In spite of references to research on reading, cul­
tural literacy is not an intellectual ability akin to reading literacy. It is one 
thing to say that people need more cultural knowledge and something differ­
ent to assert that there is a skill like the ability to read that enables one to 
succeed in society. Knowledge is necessary in both cases, and probably sche­
mata as well, but these entail rather different abilities. Hirsch extends the 
analogy of cultural literacy and reading literacy too far. We suspect that there 
are quite a number of knowledge schemata in history, literature, and writing 
that enable one to do any number of things but not a coherent set of schema 
for cultural literacy per se. Cultural literacy is highly successful as a slogan, 
but its referent is obscure. 

Formal education, culture, and literacy do play critical roles in modem 
industrial society but not necessarily in the way formulated by Hirsch. Hirsch 
is correct about the centrality of state-supported education to modem society, 
but we are skeptical about the role assigned education and culture by the 
particular theory of nationalism and economic development that Hirsch em­
braces. He interprets this theory in such a way as to make culture and edu­
cation a driving force of the industrial state and to insist that everyone must 
assimilate to one dominant culture by means of the educational system. 

In spite of protestations otherwise, Hirsch's position is politically con­
servative in several ways. In his view, nothing can be done about inequalities, 
social-class differences, social institutions other than the schools, or the dom­
inant Anglo culture to which everyone must conform. The national culture 
itself is mandated by history and tradition, and we cannot challenge or 
change it. Social harmony and economic development depend on a homo­
geneous culture, he asserts. This conservatism does not make his arguments 
wrong, but his positions are often self-contradictory; for example, if none of 
us can change the national culture, why is he leading a movement to do so? 

Furthermore, the list of what every American must know is politically 
conservative in what it includes and excludes. Such a list must withstand 
scrutiny as to its impartiality among the various races, ethnic, and interest 
groups in America, just as standardized achievement tests must. Minority 
groups strongly suspect that such a list would function to their further disad­
vantage, and in spite of Hirsch's assurances that their interests would 
be served, an examination of the list reveals that it is indeed biased in this 
regard. 

The view of culture presented is one in which individuals passively re­
ceive culture rather than actively create it. No doubt one must learn cultural 
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content before one is able to create products that contribute to that culture. 
However, Hirsch's denigration of creativity and critical thinking in favor of 
rote learning leans too far in the direction of educating passive consumers 
rather than producers of culture. Surely a liberal arts education should enable 
one to write well and think critically and not just recognize the names of 
classic authors. There is nothing in Hirsch's approach that emphasizes such 
an active, critical role for learners. Rote learning is not the education that 
Socrates would endorse. 

Why is cultural literacy so attractive to so many people, in spite of the 
complex and often incorrect arguments? The deteriorating economic condi­
tion of the United States, the development of a seemingly permanent under­
class, and the entry of vast numbers of non-English-speaking immigrants, 
legal and illegal, have created a situation in which many Americans feel 
threatened. Rising crime rates, welfare recipients, consumption of drugs, 
chronic poverty, and inadequate ghetto education highlight the problems of 
the so-called underclass. In addition, there is a pervasive sense of unease 
about the United States' slipping economically, as reflected in rising trade 
deficits and a stagnant standard of living. All this concern begs for an an­
swer, and cultural literacy provides an explanation, a focus of blame, and a 
solution. 

Why don't some ethnic groups do better in society? Because they are 
culturally deficient in the knowledge they possess, according to Hirsch, and 
they will no longer be disadvantaged when they acquire that cultural knowl­
edge. Cultural knowledge alone allows one to succeed. This theme of cul­
tural deprivation is repeated over and over in the United States in recent times 
and is a favorite of the neoconservatives in explaining why some ethnic 
groups succeed and some fail. 

Cultural literacy promises a solution of traditionalism to an uneasy pub­
lic by reasserting traditional American values and by promising that this re­
establishment of tradition will recapture America's economic preeminence, 
eliminate the underclass, and transform millions of non-English-speaking 
immigrants into Americans. Anything that could do all these things has enor­
mous appeal. Of course, the question is whether cultural literacy can do the 
things promised. We think not. On the other hand, although teaching human­
ities content will not solve the social ills that beset us, there are other reasons 
to introduce more cultural content. 

Teaching more cultural content in the schools is an attractive idea. One 
can endorse teaching the poor more humanities content without believing that 
they are poor because they don't possess such content or that such knowledge 
will substitute for jobs and influence. The assertion that current texts and 
materials are deficient in humanities content seems reasonable. More myths, 
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literature, history, and other changes proposed by the cultural literacy advo­
cates make sense. However, we do not think that this material should be 
learned by rote or consist of exactly the content specified by Hirsch. 

We would like to see a more active view of both culture and learning. 
Culture is constructed and produced by people and is transformed by both 
deliberate and nondeliberate modification and revision. American culture 
certainly has deep roots in Britain, but it is hardly a facsimile. The infusion 
of many different groups has produced a distinct culture that is reflected only 
partially by a Shakespearean play. We hold to the view that culture is actively 
produced and reproduced and is not an antique willed to us by ancestors. 
Portraying culture and education as passive is not a healthy perspective for a 
dynamic democracy. 

The distinction between extensive and intensive knowledge, and 
Hirsch's endorsement of the extensive, suggests that tests of subject matter 
would cover many topics at a superficial level rather than a few terms in 
depth. This implies multiple-choice rather than essay tests, not a good choice 
in our opinion. Testing should be on intensive as well as extensive learning. 
As Langer points out in Chapter 2, the type of instruction best suited to 
learning is far removed from memorizing lists of terms. 

Even though in our view cultural literacy cannot possibly accomplish 
the things claimed for it, whether, how, and to what extent we should test for 
more cultural content remains an important question. Though we doubt that 
such a thing as cultural literacy exists, we do agree that more and better 
humanities content should be taught and tested for in the public schools. 
However, this content should be more carefully defined and assessed than 
heretofore. Students should know when the Civil War took place, but we 
doubt that they need to know annus mirabilis. A list that serves as the basis 
for curriculum and testing with expectations of complete mastery should be 
more carefully worked out. 

SUMMARY 

Underlying the disputes between the cultural literacy advocates and 
their critics are differing visions of how culture is produced in society and 
what role the schools should play in transmitting that culture. Ultimately 
these are choices about what type of society we should have. The cultural 
literacy advocates have brought these important issues into focus by enunci­
ating their own visions of society, culture, and the schools. Those who dis­
agree must create their own persuasive alternative visions. 
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The theme of this book, the development of literacy for diverse populations, 
presents the opportunity to explore not only programmatic innovations but 
also the value positions from which our orientations toward diverse popula­
tions have evolved. An often repeated example portrays the essence of this 
chapter. One individual may see a glass of water as half-empty, whereas 
another sees the glass as half-full. The two interpretations represent pro­
foundly different perspectives that can have serious consequences when the 
recipient of the interpretation is a child. 

Why do so many educators perceive a half-empty glass when they look 
at culturally or linguistically diverse children? The answer lies in the fact that 
programs for these students are usually based on deficit perspectives of mi­
nority communities. In addition, students themselves may have gaps in lin­
guistic development because of differential uses of language that help to re­
inforce negative stereotypes. In day-to-day interactions with students in the 
classroom, teachers may be unaware of the powerful historical and philo­
sophical traditions that shape their perceptions of students, or how classroom 
interactions not only can limit students' academic performance but can also 
disrupt and undermine family and community ties. 

This chapter examines how perspectives on students' literacy, language, 
and learning impact educational opportunities for language-minority stu­
dents. It begins with a review of the deficit perspective, its manifestations in 
school programs, and its impact on home-school connections. An alterna­
tive, ability-centered perspective, developed within the social constructionist 
view of literacy, is presented to counter the deficit model, and its implications 
for school programs and reinforcement of home-school links are explored. 
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In describing an ability-centered view of students ' academic perform­
ance we draw heavily on examples from our ongoing line of research. This 
work has focused on the unrecognized and untapped skills and abilities of 
language-minority students. We have been particularly interested in Spanish 
speakers who, after several years of schooling , do not show a clear domi­
nance for Spanish or English or full proficiency in either language when 
assessed with traditional methods . The students we have studied have been 
underserved in a variety of educational programs for language-minority stu­
dents in public schools including bilingual, English as a second language 
(ESL) , and submersion into English . 

THE PREVAILING PERSPECTIVE 

Despite extensive work in language and cognition that suggests that 
children have linguistic and cognitive strengths whatever the fi rst language 
(Labov, 1969; Vygotsky, 1978) , educators have tended to take a deficit view 
of non-English-speaking children's existing linguistic and cognitive capabil­
ities. Such views have a long tradition, as evidenced by George I. Sanchez's 
1932 denunciation of the narrow and ethnocentric formulations of school 
policy that limited opportunities for culturally diverse students . 

Even today, this perspective persists (Oakes , 1985), with lower-middle 
and minority homes seen as limited language-learning environments (Dunn, 
1987), as providing faulty patterns of socialization (Moynihan, 1967), and 
as placing little value on education (Delgado-Gaitan, 1986). Although this 
view encompasses most culturally different populations, the deficit perspec­
tive is compounded when children have a language other than English. 
Often , bilingual children are perceived as lacking proficiency in two lan­
guages. The notions of bilingual children having "no language at all" and of 
"not possessing the means for logical thought" (Grosjean, 1982) are familiar 
characterizations of language-minority students. Because bilinguals' per­
formance often varies as a function of languages and language contexts, stu­
dents' differential abilities can impact perceptions of their abilities. Although 
they may display communicative competence (Hymes, 1974) based on their 
own sociocultural norms, their strengths can go unrecognized because of the 
nature of the demands of school tasks and the instruments used to assess 
them. As Garcia and Pearson in Chapter 18 argue, the definition of literacy 
underlying prevalent assessment tools has been limited, and misguided as­
sessment processes have been used to reinforce deficit perceptions of stu­
dents ' abilities. When multiple measures are used, as has been the case in 
our research, a different view emerges of bilingual students' literacy and 
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language abilities. Students do not have to be engaged in instruction that 
assumes deficits and compensates for these deficits with reductionist activi­
ties (see Chapters 7 and 10 for descriptions of these activities). When edu­
cators take a philosophical position that actively focuses on identifying 
student strengths or "ability cues" (Miramontes, 1990), by using alternative 
assessment tools and instructional tasks, they can begin to build on students' 
already established language repertoires. 

School Programs From a Deficit Perspective 

Educational interventions for limited-English-proficient students have 
typically been based on the compensatory or deficit perspective. Where spe­
cial programs for language-minority students exist, they often represent a 
variety of loosely planned services, designed to make up for perceived defi­
cits (Miramontes, 1991). Allington in Chapter 17 describes the manner in 
which special services often intermingle a variety of unrelated methodologies 
and lack mechanisms for sharing information about student progress. The 
situation is compounded for many language-minority students who, because 
of poorly conceived assessments, are placed in special education (Mira­
montes, 1987; Ruiz, 1989). Poor achievement test scores coupled with cul­
tural differences, a two-language background, and limited familiarity with 
academic language skills in English become grounds for believing that stu­
dents "lack" language and are therefore limited in their ability to perform 
cognitive tasks. 

Program quality also varies radically, and programs tend to be under­
staffed, with students frequently receiving a majority of their instruction from 
paraprofessionals who speak their first language. Although well intentioned, 
paraprofessionals too often lack the training and skills necessary to design 
and implement instruction for language and literacy development. In addi­
tion, if students are afforded only limited access to the teacher, they are even 
less likely to encounter the notions of language development as expanding 
the capability to articulate arguments clearly, as a vehicle for learning to 
analyze ideas, and as an "expression of meaning." 

Another difficulty that language-minority students encounter is a push 
to end ESL or bilingual services before students are ready. Special services 
may end when children are somewhat fluent in English but have not yet 
internalized the underlying structures of the second language. Furthermore, 
few provisions are generally made for a smooth transition into English across 
the content areas. One day students may be in a bilingual or ESL program 
and the next suddenly find themselves receiving instruction with no accom­
modation for their needs and competing for grades under the same criteria as 
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native English speakers. Such students usually find themselves alone in their 
struggle to negotiate these new requirements. 

Shannon (in press) profiles the fragile accommodations of a group of 
bilingual students beginning all-English instruction. In one example, Laura, 
a student whom her teacher praised extensively, achieved her academic ex­
cellence in English by translating what she could from Spanish using bilin­
gual dictionaries at home and getting help from her sister. The teacher, com­
pletely unaware of Laura's struggle, was oblivious to the potential of Laura's 
sophisticated strategies. Unlike most second language learners, Laura was 
successful relying on her own resources. 

Shannon's case studies demonstrate students' need for continued expe­
riences in both languages and teacher awareness of their needs and strengths. 
Although research suggests that it takes 5 to 7 years for limited-English­
proficient students to achieve academic proficiency in English (Cummins, 
1986), students are rarely provided services for that length of time. More 
typically, they participate in programs for 2 to 3 years (Nadeau & Mira­
montes, 1988). In addition, data indicate that significant numbers of 
language-minority students (estimated 84%) receive no special ESL services 
at all (Olson, 1986). The level and quality of services play a major role in 
students' academic development. 

Miramontes (1987) found that Spanish-dominant, Mexican-American 
students labeled as learning disabled evidenced many of the same reading 
miscue strategies as students considered proficient Spanish readers but that 
these skills had not been recognized in the special education assessment, 
resulting in a learning-disability label. The group that demonstrated the least 
proficiency in an oral reading and retelling task were students whose primary 
language at home was Spanish but who had not received ESL services. They 
had been required to perform as native English speakers since kindergarten. 
These students had also developed elaborate coping strategies for literacy and 
schooling in general. In a companion study (Miramontes, 1990), the reading 
strategies of students considered "mixed dominant" by their teachers were 
found to be significantly different from those of students making the transi­
tion from Spanish to English reading, and a significant number were found 
to have good oral reading and comprehension strategies, again seemingly 
unrecognized by their teachers. 

The effects of "submersion" into English-instruction through English 
without any form of mediation-can severely impact students. It impacts 
their teachers as well. As one teacher in Commins's (1986) study reflected: 

I think maybe from the time they are in kindergarten until they are in 
second or third grade [the pattern develops] where the teacher feels, well, 
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these kids really don't understand me anyway. And so in the beginning of 
the year you are really trying to make a connection, a communication , 
but after the kids seem to be slipping, or seem to be behind, then you tend 
to try to make that communication less . So as the year goes on you 're 
trying less and less to make that communication so that they can get that 
understandable instruction. (p. 143) 
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Children may interpret their teacher's loss of confidence as rejection or dis­
approval, which, in fact, it often is. 

Intensifying the problem for language-minority students is the percep­
tion that speaking a language other than English constitutes an educational 
handicap. A familiar echo could be heard in the teacher interviews conducted 
in our research project: "Spanish holds students back." Bilingualism was not 
seen as a goal to be fostered or as an asset for a diverse society. Unfortu­
nately, this perception is often shared by teachers in bilingual classrooms. In 
the words of one teacher: "It didn't make sense to push them back to Spanish 
after having advanced. They were performing more or less adequately in 
English, so I decided not to penalize them ." When teachers view the primary 
language in this manner, it is not at all surprising to find that students view it 
in the same way. And, indeed, a student in one of our projects objected to 
receiving math instruction in Spanish with the comment, "Why do we have 
to go backwards instead of forwards?" 

Home-School Connections in the Prevailing Perspective 

The Vygotskian perspective that has been described in numerous chap­
ters in this volume (see, e.g., Chapters 2 and 3) identifies the contexts of 
children's homes as the primary means for fostering cognitive and linguistic 
abilities . Although this mechanism operates in all cultures and languages , 
educators have typically discounted the scaffolding that has occurred in the 
homes of language-different children. Indeed, many teachers regard the lan­
guage environments of limited-English-speaking students as a limiting factor 
to academic success. We have found evidence for a deficit view of homes 
throughout our research. At best , teachers feel that not much learning occurs 
in children's homes. At worst, they believe that very little occurs in students' 
homes that is of value in school. One teacher's comments volunteered in the 
context of questions about students' academic achievement (Commins , 1986) 
illustrate these perceptions. In describing a student's performance , the 
teacher stated, "I think the main problem is the learning problem at home. 
He never does homework, he never gets anything beyond the classroom." 
Later in the interview, the teacher blamed the home for yet another student's 
lack of achievement: 

I 
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I have a hard time getting homework back from her so that the educa­
tional environment at home is lacking there also. And I think that's 
probably one of the big things with a lot of the kids who appear slow 
to me is that when they go home it's totally forgotten about so there­
fore when they come back to me the next day, it's kind of starting over 
again. (p. 7) 

This teacher judged parental support by students' completion of homework 
assignments and those families not meeting this criterion failed their chil­
dren. Finally, the nature of tasks on which teachers focus instruction can 
impact parental perceptions and parent-child interaction. When homework 
represents narrow definitions of literacy, such as spelling or decoding exer­
cises, it becomes very difficult for non-English-speaking parents to contribute 
to their children's literacy development. 

The role of language-minority parents is undermined in other ways. 
School personnel may suggest that parents speak to their children in English, 
regardless of parents' facility in English. Or teachers may discourage parents 
from interacting with their children about schoolwork by suggesting that the 
methods of instruction in U.S. schools differ substantially from those in 
which parents were educated. Such recommendations can limit the quality of 
parent-child interaction severely. Compensatory perspectives and narrow def­
initions, thus, negatively impact not only school learning but, perhaps even 
more fundamentally, the relationship between children and their families. By 
discouraging parents from participating in a most significant period of their 
child's development, they are robbed of the opportunity for meaningful inter­
action in the child's learning. The link that allows parents to guide and nur­
ture their children's development begins to deteriorate, inevitably weakening 
the family structure. 

Children can perceive their parents' reluctance as rejection and may see 
it as a choice between the language and culture of family and those of the 
school. Gomez ( 1973) has articulated the growing sense of alienation as a 
result of this rift between school and home: "Gradually I became aware of 
feeling that what my family had to offer-language, customs, food, ways of 
looking at the world ... was not very good in comparison with others and 
the other world in which I lived" (p. 10). 

This debilitating circumstance can cause a gulf to form between children 
and their families, between the self and the significant others in their lives. 
At the same time, English begins to be seen as the language of school, an 
identification that reinforces the disassociation of learning from home. This 
separation can begin very early. In a home visit, Monica, the 5-year-old sister 
of a student in our research, refused to play a game of translating animal 
names (Commins, 1989). She was adamant that English was for school alone 
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and that only Spanish be used at home. Another parent reported that Jose, a 
fifth grader, had virtually stopped using Spanish in the home by second 
grade, although his father spoke no English. 

In recalling how his parents had adopted the school's suggestion that 
they speak only English to their children, Richard Rodriguez (1981) relates 
his pain upon hearing his parents switch from Spanish to English in his pres­
ence: 

The gringo sounds they uttered startled me. Pushed me away. In that mo­
ment . . . I felt my throat twisted by unsounded grief. I simply turned and 
left the room. But I had no place to escape to where I could grieve in 
Spanish. My brother and sisters were speaking English in another part of 
the house. (p. 16) 

Although strongly against the use of students' primary languages in schools, 
Rodriguez makes an eloquent argument for the high cost of not including (or 
trying to eliminate) the primary language from children's lives. 

Such stresses impact learning. The attention that limited-English­
speaking children might direct toward acquiring new information and knowl­
edge is spent instead on deciphering the new language and social code, trying 
to be like others (Trueba, 1987; Miramontes, 1987), covering up their inad­
equacies, and avoiding any difficult tasks where these inadequacies might be 
revealed (Rueda & Mehan, 1986). 

For students who live in dual-language environments, then, literacy de­
velopment requires an understanding not only of how knowledge, self, and 
potential for cognitive growth reside in both language contexts but also of 
the ways in which the challenges of literacy development are compounded 
by psychological and emotional pressures students endure as they must shift 
cultural and linguistic frames. The emotions that a once monolingual 
Spanish-speaking fifth grader feels as he stumbles through the oral reading 
of a passage from a second-grade text, for example, may reflect much more 
than simple embarrassment. They may stem from the frustration of years of 
knowing the answer but not having the right words to express it (Commins 
& Miramontes, 1989), the shame and continued bewilderment of having 
been thrust into an alien environment in kindergarten (Trueba, 1988), and 
the lack of adequate preparation or mediation to deal with an all-English 
schooling experience (Miramontes, 1990; Shannon, in press). 

AN ALTERNATIVE PERSPECTIVE: 
THE SEARCH FOR ABILITY CUES 

A view of literacy for a diverse society that encompasses multiple liter­
acies (Chapter 8) produces a very different perception of familial contribu-
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tions and of the vital continuing relationship of learning from home to 
school. In Chapter 3, Eisenhart and Cutts-Dougherty have described in detail 
the social constructionist perspective within which parents are seen as 
sources of information, history, points of view, and knowledge. With this 
shift in perspective, it is not homes that change but their value and role in 
school learning. A perspective that validates all of students' sources of 
knowledge and modes of interaction allows teachers to view everything the 
child knows as a departure for learning. We, therefore, suggest that teachers 
must become ability centered; that is, they must engage actively in a search 
for ability cues. 

Ability-Centered Profiles 

Through an examination of case studies of students from our research 
(Commins, 1989; Commins & Miramontes, 1989; Miramontes, 1990), the 
diversity among Latino children becomes apparent, as do their strengths in 
learning strategies and proficiencies. Although all students showed some 
gaps in their linguistic abilities, all demonstrated areas of strength that could 
be used as the building blocks for additional strategies and proficiencies. 
Four examples from an ability-centered perspective illustrate the nature of 
their strengths. 

Reina: From inconcise to coherent. Reina (all student names are 
pseudonyms) was a fifth-grade student whose oral language fluency varied 
substantially depending on the language and context. Although she loved to 
converse, her messages were not always clear in English, and seemingly she 
flitted from thought to thought. In fact, her teacher described Reina as a 
person who used a lot of words to say nothing. For example, her response to 
the question, "What did you do this weekend?" in an informal context was 
hard to follow: "Well at first, Saturday morning I woke up at 7:30 and the 
telephone rang and urn ... it was my auntie, and she wa-, and my auntie 
said, Samuel, you know, my godfather an urn I had to call my Dad." 

By contrast, Reina's spontaneous discourse in Spanish was coherent, as 
is evident in her response to the same question about weekend activities, 
"Mmm si, urn buena, limpfe mi cuarto y luego fuf aver la tele y cene y luego 
lave los trastes y hice mi tarea y luego fuf a dormir." [Mmm yes, urn well. I 
cleaned my room and then I watched TV and I ate supper and then I washed 
the dishes, I did my homework and then I went to bed.] When asked to tell 
a story in Spanish, Reina's narrative included a broad range of vocabulary 
and elaboration on the setting. 

Whereas Reina's retelling of a story with a wordless book prompt 
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Figure 6.1 Miscue Analysis of Irene's Oral Reading 
?i:Jtt~Mt a.. should not '2:r;r" JCt:~f'e 

"Well ," said Ramon., "we Sl:lfe eeo' t a sH=aBger with a mean-lookmg dog 
(j) ofher " t'CI '/:;- C!.Hp t:trc. 

fooling arouha ~Rhouse. If he comes over here again let 's see if w:' GafJ. ~ him 

away." 
wo o whaf ore tL 

"I can make weird noises with that creaky toolbox upstairs--and by{c-lttpping-
11 

my hands ," said Bill. 

ct"Fh!tt's right ." said Raui\Jii "And I e1111 !trm2;tt the do01 we11riog a slu;&t with 
Wb1C (i)~ov. .J 

eyeholes aml "'jVftVffig my arms, so he"i.l g[nk there are ghosts in the house! That 
(f;)Y,q e _ _ -
0 nute on ' (:;; 

will get rid of him in no time!" said Ramon. 

' = inserted; rc___ = omitted; ~ = first and second responses 

showed the some disjointedness as her spontaneous use of English, she dem­
onstrated an ability to give a focused retelling with details when asked to 
retell an English story she had read . Reina included information on the crit­
ical elements of the story such as characters, setting, and plot and much of 
the dialogue between characters . Thus, with a structure, Reina demonstrated 
the same clarity and attention to detail in English that was evident in her use 
of Spanish across a variety of situations , informal and formal. Instruction 
could be targeted to providing varied and consistent opportunities for her 
spontaneously to use English orally, that is , telling stories and organizing and 
defending points of view without specific prompts. 

Irene: Poor oral reader, good meaning-maker. Students are often 
asked to read orally during literacy periods and content-area ones as well. As 
was suggested by Hiebert and Fisher in Chapter 10, teachers often make 
judgments about language-minority students' reading ability on the basis of 
these oral renditions. Irene illustrates the situation where a language-minority 
student's lack of fluency in oral reading masks underlying competence at 
making meaning from text. A miscue analysis of her oral reading (see Figure 
6 .1) showed that she skipped many words, mispronounced others, and gen­
erally sounded as though she couldn 't possibly have comprehended the text 
that she was reading . 

Yet, Irene's answers to questions about the story and her retelling of it 
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indicated good comprehension of the text and use of information from read­
ing to form opinions. Because of her excellent comprehension abilities, it 
would be particularly important that reading not be the only vehicle through 
which Irene had access to information in other curriculum areas. Providing 
multiple ways of gaining access to information (e.g., through audiotapes, 
shared reading) would ensure her continued cognitive growth. In Irene's case 
the ability cue of good comprehension was easily overlooked in the face of 
her fractured oral reading performance. 

Marta: A reluctant classroom reader, an excited home reader. 
Marta was a student whose true interest in learning only became apparent by 
looking outside of school. In school, Marta did not seem at all concerned 
about her work. She was easily distracted by her classmates and played with 
papers in her desk when the teacher presented material. According to her 
teacher, Marta lacked interest and was slow to retain information. 

Visits with Marta outside of school and at home produced an opposite 
picture. On two trips to a researcher's home, Marta asked to be taken to the 
public library where she looked specifically for books by Judy Blume and 
Beverly Cleary. During a visit to her home, Marta proudly displayed a box 
that she had decorated by following the written instructions from a library 
book. On yet another occasion, she brought out a pile of Ranger Rick mag­
azines she borrowed from the library and animatedly described an article 
about snakes. Her wish for a subscription had been vetoed by her mother 
because of the expense (Commins, 1989). 

Marta suffered from the lack of communication between different facets 
of school programs that Allington describes in Chapter 17. Marta's remedial 
reading teacher described Marta as an eager learner, as evidenced by a prize 
for her story writing. Furthermore, Marta regularly visited the school library 
and checked out magazines, stories, and how-to books. However, the views 
of Marta in the remedial reading class and library did not reach the classroom 
teacher. 

Ignacio and Marta: Inauthentic school tasks. The nature of school 
tasks themselves often contributes to negative perceptions of students. Igna­
cio's favorite subject was math and he claimed to hate reading and spelling, 
which he did because he had no other choice. Every week, he dutifully fol­
lowed the classroom routine for spelling: Take pretest, copy words five times 
each, write definitions, do exercises, and take posttest. But, in explaining 
spelling exercises to a research team member, Ignacio was clear that the 
exercises were an end in themselves. When asked what the spelling words 
were needed for, Ignacio simply pointed to the exercises in the workbook. 
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Marta responded to the same inauthentic task by memorizing many def­
initions but failing to associate most of them with the correct word. Without 
authentic reasons for using the words, she had no links for their meaning. 
For example, Marta confused precede with produce and defined the former 
as "to make something grow." Her definitions were short and concise (though 
wrong) in contrast to those of other students who gave roundabout, lengthy 
(and often incorrect) explanations of word meanings. She had the form but 
no one had guided her in the functions of using these words. Like Laura, the 
student whom Shannon (in press) studied, these language-minority students 
had to find ways to succeed on their own. 

School Programs From an Ability-Centered Perspective 

A shift in perspective to one in which teachers are actively engaged in 
focusing on what students can rather than can't do produces fundamental 
changes in instruction. In such a view, children's existing strategies and 
knowledge are recognized and accepted, becoming the basis for extending 
learning. Information about student strategies and knowledge can be gained 
through daily classroom activities, as Garcia and Pearson describe in Chap­
ter 18. 

Process-oriented approaches to writing offer many possibilities for find­
ing and building on existing strengths. For example, the writers' workshop 
approach (Calkins, 1986) encourages conferences between teacher and indi­
vidual students. This context is ideal for a number of different functions 
including the scaffolding that is so vital for all learning but that is fundamen­
tal for the thinking, writing, and talking of students working in their non­
native language. It also facilitates the monitoring and information gathering 
that is required for teachers to establish strengths and areas of emphasis. An 
additional benefit is that the writers' workshop offers opportunities for teach­
ers to learn about their students as individuals and provides a legitimate 
forum for students' world views in the classroom. 

A literature-based reading approach is another avenue to literacy that 
can link children's school experiences with their backgrounds and ethnic her­
itages. As Bishop (1987) argues, literature allows teachers and students to 
tap into the rich literary traditions of ethnic and cultural groups. 

Many individual teachers have moved to activities based on the writing 
process and literature, but it is extremely difficult to implement broad-based 
changes alone. Although individual teachers are important in creating a cli­
mate that values diversity, efforts are limited without school-wide programs 
that build on these principles . By working together, teachers can make a 
difference. Our current research illustrates the manner in which such joint 

I 



86 PERSPECTIVES 

efforts can occur. This project is in a school that serves a substantial popula­
tion of culturally and linguistically diverse learners. Three second-grade 
teachers have joined forces with the school's reading resource teacher and 
special education teacher to implement a writer's workshop approach bene­
fiting both children and teachers. By extending the same activities across 
several contexts (i.e., regular classroom, resource rooms), teachers were able 
to compare students' accomplishments. By pooling resources, they also had 
increased opportunities to observe their students in these different contexts. 
A significant feature of the collaborative project involved weekly meetings 
in which teachers discussed children's accomplishments and mutual prob­
lems. The teachers, who began these early morning meetings sleepy and 
pressed for time, left 20 minutes later excitedly sharing comments about 
students' writing and strategies and topics for the week's instruction. 

Enhancing Home-School Connections 

Through paying attention to ability cues, teachers have the potential to 
acknowledge and integrate parents and the community. Children who write 
in their native language and English can share their work with parents. 
Teachers who do not speak the children's home language can nevertheless 
actively encourage parents to interact with their children in the native lan­
guage. For example, parents can read children's literature and share it with 
one another and with their children (Moll, 1988). In Chapter 14, Edwards 
also describes a program in which parents are integrated into the school con­
text through children's literature activities. 

Teachers who are actively searching for ability cues value children's 
experiences in their primary language as a cognitive asset. Parents are sup­
ported in interacting with their children on a variety of topics. And, as 
Saville-Troike (1984) found, limited-English-proficient students who had 
achieved best in content areas as measured by English tests were those who 
had had opportunities to discuss the concepts in their native language. Other 
projects describe ways in which students gather oral histories from the com­
munity and write reports based on information gathered from community 
members (Moll & Diaz, 1987). Such activities connect homes and schools, 
validating children's out-of-school learning. 

SUMMARY 

For many years, educators have been urged to shift away from a deficit 
perspective (Cummins, 1986). However, widespread changes in attitudes and 
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programs have been slow in coming. Many children find themselves engaged 
in the reductionist activities described by Rueda in Chapter 7. The conse­
quences of a watered-down curriculum of repetitive skills, rote memoriza­
tion, and an emphasis on correctness are costly, both in terms of students' 
school learning and of their relationships and learning in home settings. 

From a deficit perspective, language-minority students are seen to be 
lacking and are blamed for their failure. Our recent work, grounded in a 
social constructionist model, has developed profiles of Latino bilingual stu­
dents as proficient language users whose displayed competence varies as a 
function of language and context. With broader assessment measures and an 
ability-centered perspective, language-minority students show proficiency 
and interest in learning. 

To look at strengths is a philosophical choice. The skillful teaching of 
children who are diverse in their languages and backgrounds comes from the 
ability to hold high expectations while providing the means whereby students 
can reach those expectations: modulating instruction to keep students stretch­
ing to grow. Children do not really "look" different when perspectives are 
shifted; it is educators' interpretations of students' skills and performances 
that change. 
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Part II 
PRACTICES 

Here in Part II, and throughout the book, there are many descriptions 
of classrooms where practices are heavily influenced by constructivist 
views of learning. In most cases, the classroom practices themselves 
are fully described, as well as the underlying ideas on which they are 
based. These descriptions, portraying the efforts of many teachers, 
show that these views of learning are both theoretically and practically 
sound, not the wild dreams of academic Don Quixotes. Many authors, 
in describing practices that stem from a constructivist perspective, also 
describe contrasting practices and their underlying rationales. 

Chapter 7 foreshadows the themes of the remaining chapters. In 
this overview, Rueda contrasts features that support literacy acquisition 
in classrooms serving students with diverse backgrounds with those 
that obliterate or sabotage it. The remaining chapters cluster in three 
groups, each attending to one, or more, of the features outlined by 
Rueda. 

The first cluster of chapters explicates ways in which classroom 
interaction can be created to support or hinder literacy acquisition. 
Chapter 8 by McCollum and Chapter 9 by Palincsar and David, draw­
ing heavily on the work of Vygotsky, describe two different, though 
compatible, dimensions of social interaction. McCollum examines the 
role of cultural interaction patterns in the social interaction surrounding 
classroom literacy events. Palincsar and David explore how specific lit­
eracy processes, such as questioning and summarizing, are developed 
in classroom dialogue . Both aspects of social interaction are critical to 
a comprehensive literacy program. These chapters have been placed 
side by side to emphasize the complex nature of social interaction in 
classrooms and its influence on literacy acquisition. 

In the second cluster, Chapter 10 by Hiebert and Fisher examines 
"talk" structures during literacy instruction and the qualities and quan­
tities of literacy tasks in which classroom talk is embedded. Implica­
tions of distributions of task and talk structures are presented for stu­
dents with diverse social, cultural, and linguistic experiences . Chapters 
11 and 12 in this cluster extend analysis of classroom task structures 
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during literacy instruction. Describing the use of dialogue journals and 
literature logs by linguistically and culturally different students, Reyes 
shows some inappropriate effects when diversity in students' back­
grounds is not taken into account. Meloth discusses the effects of co­
operative learning tasks in classroom instruction. 

In the third cluster of chapters, analysis of literacy acquisition is 
extended beyond the boundaries represented by classroom and school 
walls. Constructivist themes are applied to the learning of those who 
create learning contexts for children-teachers and parents. In Chapter 
13 Gaffney and Anderson analyze teachers' development resulting 
from participation in the Reading Recovery program, and in Chapter 
14 Edwards reports on working with parents to create learning contexts 
around books at home. 

Part II documents the workability of constructivist themes in 
classroom literacy experiences for students with diverse backgrounds. 
In these programs, diversity among students is viewed as a major 
source of support for, and an arena in which to pursue, literacy acqui­
sition rather than as a barrier to be reduced or overcome. 



7 Characteristics of Literacy 
Programs for Language-Minority 
Students 

ROBERT RUEDA 
University of Southern CalijQJ:nia 

A major issue currently facing public schools is how to prepare all students 
to function in a social system that requires increasingly sophisticated uses of 
literacy. This problem is especially challenging in the face of the increasing 
linguistic and ethnic diversity of public schools. This challenge has not been 
adequately addressed, as is evident in the nonrandom ways in which aca­
demic achievement indicators differ among certain ethnic and linguistic mi­
nority groups. On almost any indicator of academic success, such as test 
scores , retention , referral for special education, and dropout rates, substan­
tial discrepancies are found between Hispanic and non-Hispanic students 
(Arias, 1986) . The National Assessment of Educational Progress (1986) re­
ported that, overall, language-minority students, especially Hispanics, were 
considerably below the national average at grades 4, 8, and 11. At the same 
time, cultural and linguistic diversity is becoming the norm rather than the 
exception . In California, it is predicted that an absolute majority of public 
school students will be Hispanic in the early part of the next century (Mc­
Carthy & Valdez, 1986). 

In spite of increased levels of underachievement in the face of growing 
diversity, there are indications that much of this failure is preventable. Ad­
vances in theories of literacy and research on its acquisition , instruction, and 
use with diverse groups suggest optimism in reversing this trend (Garcia & 
August, 1988). This chapter highlights these current understandings about 
the best ways to promote literacy with language-minority students. 

In a sense , this task will be approached in a backwards fashion, by 
organizing around factors that are most problematic in literacy acquisition. 
For organizational purposes, these factors are divided into those at the indi­
vidual student and classroom instructional level and those related to the insti­
tutional level. Where appropriate, exemplary or promising approaches that 
address the issues will be discussed. 
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INDIVIDUAL STUDENT AND INSTRUCTIONAL FACTORS 

Although the problem of underachievement is systematically related to 
ethnic and linguistic minority status, both between-group and within-group 
variance serve to dismiss simplistic explanations. For example, what can 
account for the fact that some low socioeconomic status (SES) Hispanic stu­
dents become proficient readers and writers while so many experience prob­
lems? Although early explanations for these systematic differences focused 
exclusively on perceived deficits within the child (e.g., language, culture), 
these have been justly criticized. More recent conceptualizations suggest that 
the interaction between child- and school-based factors is a more fruitful 
indicator in understanding eventual academic outcomes. Three of these fac­
tors are considered here: inactive teaching, previous and current experience, 
and mismatches between school and out-of-school experiences. 

The Role of Inactive Teaching 

Although approaches that de-emphasize the active role of the learner are 
not the exclusive domain of language-minority students, minority and low­
achieving poor students tend to "get less" in the classroom (see Chapter 10). 
Their instruction focuses on low-level mechanics or pronunciation at the let­
ter or word level, with minimal or no attention to comprehension of mean­
ingful texts (Moll & Diaz, in press). Moreover, because there is a long­
standing assumption that learning to read in Spanish is synonymous with 
sound-symbol correspondence, this emphasis is even more pronounced in 
Spanish reading lessons (Barrera, 1983). In spite of a recognized need for 
balance between word recognition and comprehension (Anderson, Hiebert, 
Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985), many programs for language-minority students 
provide little time for constructing meaning from text or for writing to com­
municate meaningful information. What children receive instead can be best 
characterized as "reductionistic" (Poplin, 1988) or "transmission oriented" 
(Cummins, 1989). 

Low-level basal reading materials with controlled vocabularies tend to 
provide little motivation for many students, especially those who arrive at 
school without a highly developed schema for decontextualized literacy ac­
tivities. Similarly, teacher-directed writing assignments that focus on the 
"correct" production of mechanics engender little enthusiasm in students. 
Although lack of motivation has been a common explanatory mechanism for 
school failure, only recently has attention been given to the nature of the 
activities themselves (see Chapters I 0 and 12). Simply put, lack of interest 
and motivation is likely a sensible response for many students in view of 
school tasks. 
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In contrast, recent conceptualizations of learning suggest that learners 
must be actively involved in the learning process, actively constructing 
meaning and purposefully integrating new and old information (Segal, Chip­
man, & Glaser, 1985; Vygotsky, 1978). Cognitive psychologists have illus­
trated the importance of the learner's active efforts in processing, storing, 
and recalling information in complex tasks like reading or writing. Nowhere 
has the importance of the learner's active role in constructing meaning been 
more clear than in the area of literacy (Chapter 13). 

Out of this theory have come approaches that emphasize the student's 
role in constructing meaning in authentic and personally relevant activities, 
sometimes labeled interactive/experiential (Cummins, 1989), holistic/con­
structivist (Poplin, 1988), or interactionist/constructivist (Tharp & Galli­
more, 1988). In practice, this philosophy is implemented as whole-language 
(Flores et a!., 1986; Goodman, 1986) or neo-Vygotskian approaches that 
emphasize assisted performance (Chapter 9; Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Pro­
grams with such features appear to be particularly successful in promoting 
literacy with language-minority students. For example, interactive process 
writing (Chapter 11), computer-mediated writing (Rosa & Moll, 1985), com­
prehension-based strategy training (Hernandez, 1987), and whole language 
(Bird, 1989) have all proved successful with language-minority students. In 
each of these cases, discarding of traditional inactive approaches has led to 
the documentation of significant literacy improvement. 

The social organization of activities is important, not just their content. 
Work on collaborative learning, for example, shows positive effects for aca­
demic gains and motivation. Kagan's (1986) review of literature led to the 
conclusion: "Minority students may lack motivation to learn, but only when 
they are placed in traditional, competitive/individualistic classroom struc­
tures. As demonstrated so clearly by the ... [research], in a relatively short 
time what appears to be a long term minority student deficiency in basic 
language skills can be overcome by transforming the social organization of 
the classroom" (pp. 246-247). 

The nature of activities and the manner in which they are socially orga­
nized demand closer attention before student motivation is attributed as the 
source of problems in literacy acquisition. Evidence is mounting that much 
of the low achievement of language-minority students may be pedagogically 
induced or exacerbated and therefore amenable to change. 

Insufficient Previous and Current Experience 

A common notion about student failure pertains to developmental read­
iness. The biological version of this view, common in special education, 
suggests that learning problems result from developmental delays in neuro-
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logical processing. The social version of this view points to more cognitive 
or socially based factors. Although few would argue against individual dif­
ferences in learning, a focus on limitations has not been successful in guiding 
instruction (Coles, 1987). 

One positive contribution of a developmental perspective can be found 
in emergent literacy, where literacy is seen as a developmental (although not 
rigidly fixed) phenomenon with roots long before students enter school (Fer­
reiro & Teberosky, 1982). Within this view, students experiment with writing 
and environmental print at a very early age, and these experiences can be 
built upon in the design of school literacy programs. 

The current nature of public schooling means that not all students come 
to school equally equipped to negotiate school tasks on the basis of earlier 
experiences. For example, ethnographic work shows that all students do not 
experience the same literacy-related activities at home (Anderson & Stokes, 
1984; Heath, 1983). The home literacy events of working-class and 
language-minority students may differ systematically from those of middle­
class students. These studies show that literacy is not absent and does play a 
part in the home lives of these children. However, the decontextualized use 
of language around written text, discussions of differing interpretations of 
stories, and other "school-like" literacy activities that have been linked with 
school success may not appear as frequently as in middle-class homes. 

In spite of these findings, there is room for optimism. A review by 
Rueda, Ruiz, and Figueroa (1989) suggests that the traditional explanation 
of lowered parental aspirations does not account for achievement differences. 
Goldenberg ( 1987) and Delgado-Gaitan ( 1990) report that low-income His­
panic parents have high aspirations for their children, and many view school 
as a vehicle for the improvement of life circumstances. On the other hand, 
many of these families have a "radical bottom up" view of reading (juntar 
tetras) (Goldenberg, 1987), similar to the "bottom up" practices of many 
school programs for low achievers. As a consequence, some parents may be 
unaware of how to promote discussion around written text and may even 
promote relatively low-level skills. Parents of language-minority students 
may be more than willing to facilitate their children's literacy growth but may 
be limited by lack of knowledge of how to proceed. Nevertheless, even with 
minimal interventions, the sorts of home-based literacy experiences that ap­
pear to facilitate school-based literacy seem to be highly amenable to change 
under the right conditions (Chapter 14). 

In one project (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1990), kindergarten teachers 
sent home short libritos every 2 or 3 weeks for parents and children to read 
jointly, because there were relatively few children's books at home. In the 
control classrooms, more conventional homework such as copying went 
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home. Videotaping in homes indicated a substantial range in the interactions 
prompted by the libritos, with many episodes having a high level of interac­
tion about reading. Goldenberg and Gallimore concluded that parents in 
these homes merely lacked information, not interest, to promote literacy. 

Ada (1988) took a different approach with low-income, mostly rural 
Spanish-speaking parents by organizing them regularly to dialogue about 
high-quality children's literature and to share literature written by themselves 
and their children. The model emphasizes a collaborative relationship be­
tween school and home in a culturally relevant fashion. Not surprisingly, Ada 
documented a high degree of satisfaction among participants and an increase 
in home experiences thought to be advantageous for school success. 

Mismatch of Out-of-School and Classroom Experience 

Increasingly, cognitive psychologists and other theorists have moved 
from a reliance on decontextualized tasks (characteristic of many school pro­
grams) as a means of understanding how learning and transfer occur to a 
study of problem solving and learning in out-of-school, everyday contexts. 
For example, Resnick (1987) characterizes out-of-school learning as involv­
ing shared cognition, external supports in the form of various "tools," con­
textualized reasoning, and situation-specific competencies and school learn­
ing as lacking many of these features. Others have argued that knowledge is 
"situated," that is, a product of the activity, context, and culture in which it 
is developed and used (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989). 

A context-specific view of competence has been especially important in 
conceptualizing the achievement of language-minority students, because 
ability and performance have been shown to vary considerably as a function 
of context (Diaz, Moll, & Mehan, 1986; Rueda, 1986). Aside from the 
uniqueness of school as a teaching-learning setting, an additional discontin­
uity for language-minority students may be found in behaviors and under­
standings that are unique to their culture and inconsistent with the school 
context. 

Many have studied the unique culturally based interactional styles or 
discourse patterns of various groups and attempted to relate them to academic 
outcomes as a function of real or hypothesized mismatches (Tharp, 1989). 
Perhaps the best documented example of a systematic attempt to accommo­
date cultural learning patterns is the Kamehameha Early Education Program 
(KEEP) with native Hawaiian students (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). In the 
early phases of KEEP, cultural interactional patterns endemic of children's 
home settings such as "talk story" were emphasized. Gains in student literacy 
were documented. However, the foci on higher-order reading comprehension 
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and on an "assisted performance" approach to help integrate background 
knowledge have proved to be the critical elements of the program. 

Although the explanatory power of the cultural mismatch hypothesis is 
limited in explaining differential student outcomes (Tharp, 1989), some evi­
dence documents the potentially devastating effects of culturally based mis­
matches. This is brought out clearly in a recent ethnographic study that in­
vestigated learning difficulties of a diverse group of language-minority 
students. Trueba (1988) studied Hispanic, Laotian, Hmong, Vietnamese, and 
Sudanese students across home and school settings and concluded that, 
among these recently immigrated students, cultural conflict was a major ex­
planatory factor for their lack of school achievement. Classroom literacy ac­
tivities (in English) presupposed cultural knowledge and values that students 
did not have, resulting in "cultural trauma" that disabled learning. Trueba 
described the students as passive during classroom activities and as likely to 
produce homework or other text in a fragmented fashion. Yet, even with this 
group of students, Trueba was able to document situational variability in 
performance under certain conditions. The same students, when encouraged 
to select the content of the task in small group settings, "produced imagina­
tive text (albeit full of errors) describing experiences (real or fictitious) in 
their home countries" (p. 141). 

This discussion has shown that a number of factors must be considered 
in arranging instructional contexts for language-minority students. In es­
sence, to the extent that these factors characterize the instructional experi­
ences to which students are exposed, the development of proficiency in lit­
eracy will be promoted. The major support for this hypothesis is found in the 
contextual variability of student output, especially the elevated levels of task 
engagement and performance outcomes when these conditions are met. 

However, there is increasing evidence that student and classroom factors 
cannot be considered in isolation. Individual instructional activity settings do 
not operate in social vacuums but within school, community, and societal 
contexts. "Macrolevel" variables at the policy and organizational levels, such 
as current institutional mechanisms for dealing with school failure, measure­
ment of literacy outcomes, and the role of primary language support as a 
policy issue, can be critical in fostering literacy. 

PROGRAM AND INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS 

Unlike "deficit" theorists who attribute literacy problems to perceived 
shortcomings in the child, more recent conceptualizations view the problem 
in a multifaceted fashion, with equal attention not only to student attributes 
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but to the larger school and societal contexts as well (Cortes, 1986). One 
area of the institutional context of schooling relates to ways that schools 
handle failure. That is, when student performance falls below certain ac­
cepted norms, what institutional mechanisms are in place to address the prob­
lem, and how is this important with respect to literacy? 

Institutional Responses to Problems in Literary Acquisition: 
The Role of Special Education 

Within the typical large groups of most classrooms, teachers seem to 
gear instruction to an estimated median ability level. The constraints operat­
ing against individual assistance are in most cases formidable. What happens 
when a given student experiences prolonged difficulty in reading and writing? 
One possibility is referral to the special education system, a likely possibility 
for children with cultural and linguistic differences. 

Although special education was originally designed to serve students 
with serious impairments such as blindness, deafness, and severe cases of 
mental retardation, currently most students served are "slow learners" with 
no demonstrable organic impairments. The special education system has 
come to represent the primary institutional mechanism for prolonged prob­
lems in the acquisition of literacy and other academic areas. 

In theory such a system could provide needed assistance to individual 
students in a more specialized setting so that reading and writing could be 
advanced in innovative ways. Unfortunately, there are serious problems with 
the system as currently structured at both the conceptual and organizational 
levels. As Rueda (1989, in press) and others (e.g., see Chapters 17 and 19) 
have pointed out, the system is costly and is characterized by a medicalized 
notion of learning problems, by lack of coordination or competition between 
programs (such as with Chapter 1 programs), and by problems such as reli­
ance on imprecise definitions and inappropriate assessment tools and prac­
tices. Perhaps most important of all, much of the instruction in these settings 
is characterized by "reductionistic" practices and activities, where isolated 
skills are presented and practiced until mastery is achieved (Flores, Rueda, 
& Porter, 1986; Poplin, 1988). In many cases, it is as if once students are 
labeled, the already described principles that facilitate the acquisition of lit­
eracy no longer apply. 

At least one report underscores the need to conceptualize how under­
achievement is treated as an institutional problem. Wang and Reynolds 
( 1985) have described a restructured special education system that addressed 
many of the problems noted above. This particular program was designed to 
minimize the distinctions between "regular" and "special" learners by modi-
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fying conditions in the learning environment. "Special" staff were moved 
into regular classrooms along with the special students they served. There 
were no pullout aspects of the program, and categorical distinctions between 
students were eliminated. The "experimental" students in this project dem­
onstrated 1-year gains for both regular and special education participants, 
whereas control students showed only half as much gain. Additional im­
provements in student behavior led to recommendations of decertification for 
about a third of the previously labeled students, whereas the district at large 
averaged about 3%. In spite of strong positive evaluations of the program by 
administrative and instructional staff, the local school board voted to discon­
tinue the project at the end of the year. Why was this action taken? The 
system was structured in such a way that only students with at least a part­
time special education placement were eligible for reimbursement for ser­
vices. In essence, because of institutional constraints, the schools were pen­
alized for providing innovative educational environments. The demise of this 
project and what it represented was not simply the result of an isolated or 
singular bureaucratic regulation. Rather, this state of affairs is reflective of 
the larger institutionalized conceptualization of learning and learning prob­
lems. 

Assessment of Student Outcomes: The Role of Standardized Tests 

Normally, testing practices focused on monitoring academic outcomes 
can legitimately be considered an individual teacher activity. However, test­
ing (more specifically achievement testing) here is treated within the context 
of a larger policy issue, which it has become with an increasing demand on 
the part of the public, politicians, and others for "accountability" in "basic" 
school skills. How do current testing policies impact testing practices and 
therefore the acquisition of literacy? 

A complete review of the characteristics and uses of standardized tests 
is beyond the scope of this chapter (see Chapter 18 for an extended discus­
sion). Although the use of standardized tests has been criticized for many 
reasons, there are two issues most germane to the present discussion. These 
include the issues of content validity and relationship of the test to instruc­
tion. 

One of the major problems with present standardized tests is that they 
are embedded in a model of literacy that is incompatible with emerging 
theory and knowledge on literacy acquisition (Anderson et al., 1985). That 
is, such tests focus on decontextualized, hierarchically ordered discrete skills 
in a way that is inconsistent with how children naturally learn and use liter­
acy. The higher-order critical-thinking skills and problem-solving behaviors 



CHARACTERISTICS OF LITERACY PROGRAMS FOR LANGUAGE-MINORITY STUDENTS 101 

given so much emphasis in recent cognitive approaches to learning (Brown 
et aL , 1989; Resnick, 1987) are relatively ignored_ Moreover, the relation­
ship between what is taught in any given classroom and what is tested may 
vary considerably. If there were a national curriculum that was uniformly 
taught in all classrooms at the same grade levels, this point would be moot. 
However, whatever variability now exists is likely to increase with the spread 
of less standardized and more holistic approaches (e.g., Bird, 1989; Chapter 
10). As it stands, the issue of content validity is a problematic aspect of 
current large-scale assessment procedures. 

A not unrelated issue is the observation by some that in an attempt to 
reduce the gap between what is tested and what is taught , some schools in 
effect use the tests as a curriculum guide. In essence, what is tested is used 
to drive what is taught. A more reasonable state of affairs would suggest the 
reverse. Even if this practice were more defensible, however, schools with 
low-scoring students are left to their own devices in remedying the situation. 
That is, global summary scores provide little or no information as to what 
the problem is. Thus, although there is pressure from many social and polit­
ical arenas for "accountability" in the form of standardized test scores , solu­
tions to the problem of low reading and writing scores are elusive. Moreover, 
when institutional pressures fuel an increased focus on "basics" due to low 
test scores, there is a danger of over-reliance on the inactive teaching and 
curriculum described earlier in the chapter. In essence, a self-perpetuating 
cycle is created. 

The issue of assessment and evaluation is complex , especially where 
language-minority students are involved. Although there is fairly wide agree­
ment on the necessity of monitoring student learning, there is less agreement 
on the form it should take. However, as practice begins to reflect theory more 
closely, more emphasis is being placed on alternative forms of monitoring, 
such as examining student work products in context over reextended periods 
of time (see Chapter 18). At present, institutionalized policies and pressures 
with respect to the assessment of student achievement can have a deleterious 
effect on promoting literacy in both direct and indirect ways. 

The Role of Institutional Support for Primary Language 
Instruction in Promoting Literacy 

Despite ambivalence about primary language instruction, theoretical 
and empirical support for such an approach to promoting literacy has in­
creased (e.g., California State Department of Education , 1984; Cummins, 
1989; Wong-Fillmore, Ammon, McLaughlin, & Ammon, 1985). A complete 
review of this literature is beyond the scope of this chapter, but the principle 
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is described because institutionalized policy and attitudes can have a signifi­
cant impact on individual classroom practices (Garcia & August, 1988). In 
particular, the value placed on students' native language within the school 
social setting has been theorized to play a major part in the eventual mastery 
of literacy (Quality Education for Minorities Project, 1990). 

As the literature on effective schooling emphasizes, the climate of a 
school or district has a powerful effect on teachers and students (Anderson et 
al., 1985; Carter & Chatfield, 1986). As Cummins (1989) has noted, the 
greater the degree to which schools promote an advocacy-based agenda, es­
pecially in placing value on student native language and culture, the more 
positive the outcomes. Features of schools can be isolated that appear more 
favorable to language-minority student outcomes. The microlevel teacher­
student or student-student interactions that form the basis for most school 
literacy activities do not operate in a vacuum. All instructional contexts are 
embedded in larger social and institutional settings. Moreover, it is unlikely 
that microlevel contexts can successfully promote literacy in the absence of 
a larger arena dedicated to supporting instructional activities. 

AN OPTIMAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
FOR THE ACQUISITION OF LITERACY: 
EXAMPLES FROM A CURRENT STUDY 

The efforts of my colleagues and me are presently focused on providing 
an optimal learning environment (OLE) for literacy development of 
language-minority special education students in pullout programs (see Ruiz, 
1989). Initial observations in these classrooms are similar to those of Trueba 
(1988), although not as pronounced. Prior to the intervention, high levels of 
off-task and oppositional behavior and other indices of student failure to en­
gage in learning activities are common. Activities are dominated by individ­
ual seatwork, drill and practice exercises, and decoding and writing activities 
that emphasize mechanics and form. 

Students who continually perform exercises such as these fail to inter­
nalize the notion of literacy as a useful communicative tool. An excerpt from 
an interview with a student in the OLE project (Luis, a sixth grader who is 
considered learning disabled) illustrates this phenomenon: 

INTERVIEWER: When you are writing, what kinds of troubles do you 
have? 

LUIS: I cannot write the words correctly ... I just don't know 
how. I can't spell them correctly. 
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INTERVIEWER: What do you do about them? 
LUIS: Nothing. Sometimes I ask the teacher how to write that 

word. 
INTERVIEWER: Do you ever make changes in what you have written? 

LUIS: Yes, because I know they are wrong, but then I make it 
worse. 

INTERVIEWER: Who is the best writer that you know? 
LUIS: My friend Carlos. 

INTERVIEWER: What makes him/her a good writer? 
LUIS: Because he always gets the words correct and his hand­

writing is very nice and pretty. 
INTERVIEWER: How did you learn to write? 

LUis: By writing over and over, and practicing my handwrit­
ing so that others can understand what I write. 

Luis has a notion of written language that is almost entirely centered on 
mechanics, surface structure, and errors. Moreover, his strategy for improv­
ing his writing is to seek outside assistance rather than rely on his own 
approximations, and his confidence in his own ability to control written lan­
guage in the form of revision is minimal. Not surprisingly, his teacher­
assigned story about Abraham Lincoln is unimaginative and consists of a 
very brief series of unconnected details: "Abraham Lincoln was a good man. 
He was a special man for the people. Every book that he got ahold of he 
read" (translated from Spanish). 

His first approximation of this story contained a number of surface mis­
takes that were corrected by the teacher. His second version had neater writ­
ing that he labored over. The teacher assigned five points for correctness of 
individual surface features. 

Interestingly, a research assistant on the project was able to form a trust­
ing relationship with this student and frequently conversed with him about 
his out-of-school experiences. On one occasion, the student related an inci­
dent in which his cousin was involved in a shooting and had to be taken to 
the hospital. With a little encouragement, the student uncharacteristically 
immersed himself in the task, producing a two-and-a-half-page narrative, 
and stopping only when time ran out. Although the text was full of invented 
spellings and colloquialisms, the contrast in the student's output as well as 
his level of task engagement between the two writing contexts was notable. 

It is misleading to suggest that this student does not have significant 
problems in the area of literacy. However, in this project the student's output 
in the first context is treated as the lower range of the "zone of proximal 
development" (Diaz et al., 1986; Trueba, in press; Vygotsky, 1978). In gen-
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eral, it is characterized by many of the features identified as obstacles to 
literacy development earlier in the chapter. The second context is thought to 
reflect the upper range of the zone, or what the student can produce in a 
facilitating environment with assistance from a more capable "other" in a 
personally meaningful task. 

Increasingly, evidence such as that described above suggests that the 
literacy development of language-minority students is best promoted in con­
texts in which attention to the factors outlined thus far are embedded. Unfor­
tunately, both microlevel factors such as inactive teaching as well as macro­
level factors such as ineffective support programs provide major obstacles for 
the continued growth of many students. 

SUMMARY 

This chapter has examined characteristics of programs and instructional 
practices that have generally been associated with negative student outcomes 
and provided examples of how those problems potentially can be addressed. 
Since the acquisition and use of literacy is a multifaceted and complex phe­
nomenon, neither problems nor solutions are unidimensional in nature. In 
the face of somewhat alarming data on the lowered academic achievement of 
linguistic-minority students, however, there is increased optimism. The lit­
erature increasingly shows the relatively powerful effects that can be engi­
neered through the application of relevant theoretical frameworks and in con­
junction with socially responsive and supportive program structures. 
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Many children, especially language-minority students, read and write below 
acceptable levels. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
data show that 36% of all 9-year-olds and 40% of 13-year-o1ds in American 
schools are reading below expected levels (Kennedy, Jung, & Orland, 1986). 
Furthermore, the reading and writing scores of African-American and His­
panic children are considerably lower than those of white children in grades 
3, 7, and 11 (Beaton, 1986). An even more sobering statistic indicates that 
language-minority students are 1.5 times more likely to drop out of school 
than native English speakers (Cardenas, Robledo, & Waggoner, 1988). 

As Rueda argues in Chapter 7, a growing body of theory and research 
shows that this failure is preventable. This chapter attends to the restructuring 
of one characteristic of school contexts-the nature of classroom discourse. 
At the basis of this restructuring is a view of "multiple literacies," which 
comes from work in anthropology and cross-cultural psychology. This defi­
nition of literacy used in conjunction with a theory of instruction based on 
Vygotskian principles provides students who are generally excluded from 
instruction with voice and opportunities for increased levels of participation. 

CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON LITERACY 

Cross-cultural psychologists Scribner and Cole (1981) speak of literacy 
not simply as a matter of learning how to read and write a particular script 
but rather in the much broader sense of being able to apply knowledge for 
specific purposes in particular contexts of use. As the specific purposes and 
contexts for literacy use change, the possibility of multiple literacies arises 
(Erickson, 1984). Learning-task environments vary and are composed of the 
tools, symbols (words or numbers), and particular forms of social relation-
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ships in which learning tasks are situated. If any of the elements of the 
learning-task environment are altered, one's ability to perform at customary 
levels may also change. Viewed from this perspective, language and the so­
cial relations that are embedded within language use become important for 
the execution of learning tasks. 

A theory of multiple literacies or abilities differs from traditional views 
in educational psychology that pose ability as a "fixed" quantity that is un­
changing and context independent. Rather, ability to perform is influenced 
by the learning-task environment in which performance occurs and is not 
uniform across all contexts. Such a perspective also moves away from using 
psychological interpretations that use mainstream norms as the only metric 
for measuring minority performance. A theory of multiple literacies provides 
a fresh perspective for examining cross-cultural data on classroom discourse, 
literacy, and achievement and precludes using uniform, unchanging stan­
dards of behavior against which all are measured and increasingly large num­
bers fail. 

Non-Western Literacies 

Studies done in non-Western societies support a view of literacy in the 
broader sense of "ability" rather than in the Western sense of using letters for 
reading and writing or of being "lettered ," connoting higher social-class sta­
tus (Erickson, 1984) . Gladwin (1 970) investigated reasoning in Polynesian 
sailors and found that although they use the stars for navigation , their navi­
gational system differs greatly from Western systems. Observation of expe­
rienced sailors teaching novices showed that the system was taught orally 
without the aid of reading or writing to explain the process . Although tradi­
tional definitions of literacy would not acknowledge that as literacy because 
the sailors did not read and write , Scribner and Cole's (198 1) definition en­
compasses this as literacy because the novice sailors learned to apply knowl­
edge in specific contexts of use, in this case correctly navigating between the 
Pacific atolls. 

In a similar vein, Childs and Greenfield (1980) studied how master 
weavers in Mexico teach others to weave, and Lave (1977) investigated how 
tailors in Liberia apply their craft. Although both groups performed complex 
mathematical operations as part of their craft, they were unable to perform 
the same type of reasoning on tests. These and other similar cross-cultural 
data led Erickson (1984) to pose that "people's ability to reason seems to be 
domain specific rather than generalizable across task domains that differ in 
surface form" (p. 528). 

There are those who would respond that the previous examples are in-
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valid by virtue of the fact that the subjects in the studies were not literate and 
therefore were unable to reason in the same way literates do. Scribner and 
Cole ( 1981) disproved such charges in their investigations of a Liberian tribe, 
the Vai, who use a script informally outside of school that differs from the 
script taught in school. The only difference in the behavior of the two groups 
during testing was that the schooled Vai were superior in talking about what 
they had done in "schooled" ways. Their behavior was therefore a function 
of school experience, not literacy. 

Multiple Literacies in Western Societies 

Examples of the context-dependent nature of learning tasks are not lim­
ited to non-Western cultures. Studies of cognition that focus on how thinking 
is done in everyday situations have shown that ability to perform tasks is 
context dependent. Lave, Murtaugh, and de la Rocha (1984) investigated the 
accuracy of American adults in making calculations while shopping in a su­
permarket. When shopping, their subjects were able to make virtually error­
free price comparisons in the supermarket, but when faced with the same 
calculations on paper-and-pencil tests, all made errors regardless of their 
level of education or number of years since completing school. The main 
difference in the two situations was in the nature of task environments. In the 
former, the definition of the problem was created by shoppers who calculated 
unit price comparisons for objects they wanted to buy. In the latter, the prob­
lems were imposed upon the subjects. Their roles, the tools, and the social 
relations surrounding the execution of each task differed greatly in each en­
vironment. 

Another example of expert-novice teaching events are the mother--child 
interactions where children are taught something new. Rogoff and Gamer 
(1984) studied mothers teaching children classification tasks in everyday sit­
uations. Observation of the mothers teaching children how to put away gro­
ceries in a simulated kitchen showed that their interaction was characterized 
by support. The mothers implicitly transferred information necessary for the 
solution of the problem to the children as they were actively engaged in 
problem solving. Such interaction during teaching/learning has been referred 
to as scaffolding (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976) or proleptic instruction 
(Wertsch, 1979). The interactions of children and mothers in learning situa­
tions in the home differ greatly, however, from those of teachers and students 
in traditional classrooms where such scaffolding does not occur. Traditional 
forms of classroom discourse do not encourage reciprocal interaction be­
tween teachers and students or mutual problem solving. 
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Classroom Discourse 

The importance of classroom instructional discourse and its relationship 
to student performance has not been recognized outside the disciplines of 
sociolinguistics and anthropology until recently. Instead, educational re­
searchers have tended to investigate how new curricular materials or instruc­
tional methods affect student achievement, assuming that classroom dis­
course had no effect on student learning or performance. However, classroom 
discourse becomes critical to learning and for displaying abilities when per­
formance is interpreted using a theory of multiple literacies. Two of the three 
requisite components of learning-task environments, words (symbols) and 
the social relationship that surrounds the performance of a task, are ex­
pressed in the discourse and discourse rules governing the interaction. 

In traditional American classrooms, teacher-centered lessons are the 
norm and strict adherence to tum-taking rules during lessons eliminates the 
opportunity for teachers and students to reach accommodation on points of 
mutual interest. Traditional classrooms reflect a transmission model of learn­
ing where teachers pass knowledge on to students who, for the most part, 
respond to the teacher in very proscribed ways as governed by tacitly learned 
discourse rules. During lessons, the teacher's role is to direct, elicit, and 
comment upon student response, whereas students are cast in the role of 
performers who are to supply answers to questions and respond to teacher 
directives (Lindfors, 1980). 

Cross-cultural comparisons of classroom discourse patterns demonstrate 
that participation structures employed in each system represent different sets 
of rights and obligations that govern teachers and students during interac­
tions. Differences between features of classroom discourse and home lan­
guage use in ethnic communities have been shown to affect minority stu­
dents' learning adversely (Au & Jordan, 1981; Au & Mason, 1981; 
Barnhardt, 1982; Erickson & Mohatt, 1981, 1982; Heath, 1983; Michaels, 
1981; Philips, 1972, 1983). Exemplary of that genre of research, Michaels 
(1981) found that the narratives of African-American children during "shar­
ing time" took the form of "topic associating" and were not valued by the 
white teacher who expected "topic-centered" narratives. White students who 
produced narratives in a style consonant with the teacher's spoke longer dur­
ing "sharing time" and thus gained more valuable practice in preliteracy 
skills. 

Such differences in language use in ethnically mixed classes often result 
in differential access to literacy experiences. Nonmainstream students are 
excluded from instruction in two ways. First, they lack the requisite knowl­
edge to participatt; in instructional interaction to display knowledge or clarify 
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misunderstandings, and second, teachers often unknowingly exclude or re­
duce the time minority students participate in literacy activities because fea­
tures of their discourse do not conform to teachers' expectations or match 
their speaking style. 

Initially, educational classroom research on cross-cultural miscommun­
ication was criticized as providing simplistic explanations of minority stu­
dents' underachievement and was often dismissed as being interesting but 
lacking in applicability and theoretical rigor. However, recently the issue of 
the importance of instructional discourse and the quality of student-teacher 
interactions during lessons has been raised again. In particular, neo­
Vygotskian or constructivist approaches to learning, which stress the impor­
tance of mediated learning between the child and a knowledgeable adult or 
peer initially on the social plane, have once again raised the issue of the 
importance of the quality of student-teacher interactions and talk during 
learning. 

Tharp and Gallimore (1988) articulate a theory of instruction based on 
Vygotskian theory that evolved from their research and collaboration with 
the Kamehameha Early Education Program (KEEP) in Hawaii. (For other 
views on Vygotskian perspectives related to literacy, see Chapters 3, 9, 10, 
and 13.) The instructional method that evolved in KEEP initially centered on 
the incorporation of a Hawaiian conversational form, the talk story, into pre­
reading activities. That modification allowed students to participate in liter­
acy activities in culturally appropriate ways and also changed the social re­
lations during instruction by equalizing conversational rights between the 
teacher and students (Au & Mason, 1981). More importantly, the talk-story 
structure equalized access to literacy, allowing Hawaiian students to achieve 
at levels commensurate with their ability. 

According to Tharp and Gallimore (1988), classrooms should be struc­
tured so that the interaction between teachers and students takes the form of 
instructional conversations where each can learn from the other in a recipro­
cal fashion as children proceed from socially mediated interaction to higher 
levels of independent work. It is important to note that in order for this ap­
proach to be effective, teachers must provide students with not only more 
open discourse structures for talk during learning but also assisted perform­
ance (similar to scaffolding) through verbal prompts to guide them as they 
learn. 

Traditional teacher-student interactions during whole-group instruction 
do not allow mediated learning to occur but rather establish social relations 
whereby the teacher is cast in the role of the transmitter of knowledge and 
the student is cast in the role of performer, signaling comprehension or learn­
ing by reciting correct responses in concert with the teachers' system of ques­
tioning and tum allocation. 
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In the following section, data from a comparative study of tum alloca­
tion in a traditional American classroom and a Puerto Rican classroom 
(McCollum, 1989) are compared to illustrate how literacy instruction is con­
structed among different social groups. Those differences emphasize the need 
for viewing children's abilities within a "multiple literacies" framework and 
attest to the need for modifying traditional classroom structures to admit a 
wider range of discourse styles. 

DIFFERENCES IN CLASSROOM DISCOURSE: 
A CASE IN POINT 

The examples of student-teacher interaction come from four half-hour 
videotapes of teacher-directed whole-group lessons in two third-grade class­
rooms-one in Chicago, Illinois, and the other in Rio Piedras, Puerto Rico. 
They form part of a larger data set of videotaped and observed classroom 
interaction that was gathered over several weeks. The Chicago classroom 
consisted of an English-speaking teacher and students and the Puerto Rican 
class was composed of a Spanish-speaking teacher and students. Both teach­
ers were recommended by their principals as superior teachers, and the stu­
dents in each class were at grade level or above. Microethnographic methods 
were used to analyze the tapes following Mehan's (1979) model of lesson 
structure and tum allocation. That framework of analysis was chosen because 
it employed microethnographic methods and viewed lessons as socially con­
structed by those participating in the interaction. 

A comparison of teacher-directed whole-group lessons in the American 
and Puerto Rican classrooms showed that the rules for tum allocation and the 
underlying social relations between teachers and students were very different. 
Those differences in lesson structure can be described best in broad terms as 
a contrast between "lessons as recitation" and "lessons as instructional con­
versations" (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). Recitation lessons are governed by 
strict tum-taking rules that are managed by the teacher who orchestrates who 
will speak to whom and at what times. Student participation generally hinges 
on following teacher cues and responding to them in appropriate ways. Vio­
lation of tum-taking rules can lead to students' being unable to get the floor 
to speak, failing to enter information into lessons, or being reprimanded for 
being out of sync with the tum-taking machinery in effect. Instructional con­
versations, on the other hand, are not bound by strict tum-taking rules and 
are characterized by assisted performance where the teacher's interactions 
with students provide different forms of modeling and feedback, expand ut­
terances , and provide purposeful questioning to guide and support students' 
learning. 
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Preferring more open structures, Mrs . Ortiz, the Puerto Rican teacher, 
frequently engaged her students as conversational partners. She most often 
framed questions with the invitation to reply tum-allocation device, which is 
the least controlling strategy and opens the floor to everyone by using wh­
questions, chorus elicitations , or sentence-completion forms. Mrs. Thomas, 
however, cast lessons in the recitation mode most frequently, using the most 
controlling strategies, individual nomination and invitation to bid, to elicit 
student responses during lessons. When individually nominating a student, 
the teacher simply selects and names the student who is to speak next in the 
lesson. Invitations to bid are two-stage procedures whereby students must 
raise their hands in response to the teacher's question and then be selected 
from the group of respondents before being given the floor to speak. The 
discourse in lessons in Mrs. Thomas's class was characteristic of traditional 
"lessons as recitation," whereas those in Mrs. Ortiz's more resembled "in­
structional conversations." 

A comparison of who initiated interactions during lessons showed that 
Mrs. Thomas initiated 91% of all interactions. In contrast, in the Puerto 
Rican class, the contributions of the teacher and students to talk during les­
sons were much more evenly balanced, with students initiating 38% of all 
student-teacher interactions. This more balanced level of teacher-student in­
teraction produced lessons that were more conversational in character. Fur­
ther indication of the conversational character of lessons in the Puerto Rican 
class was demonstrated by students ' frequent comments to the teacher during 
lessons. In Mrs. Thomas's room, the rare student-initiated interaction was 
restricted to questions on procedural matters related to lesson content, or 
assignments. 

Mrs. Thomas and Mrs. Ortiz differed greatly in their degree of openness 
to student initiation. Students initiated interaction with Mrs. Ortiz almost 
twice as often during lessons as did students in Mrs. Thomas's class. A fur­
ther indicator of Mrs. Ortiz's openness to student talk is demonstrated by 
contrasting her reactions to student initiations during lessons with those of 
Mrs. Thomas. Mrs. Ortiz never sanctioned (negatively evaluated) students 
for initiating interactions during lessons and only ignored them 8% of the 
time. She most frequently responded to student initiations by acknowledging 
them (44%) (briefly commenting on them) or incorporating their comments 
into lessons (33%). Mrs. Thomas, on the other hand, most frequently re­
sponded to students' comments during lessons by ignoring them (44%). She 
frequently acknowledged student initiations (27%) but rarely incorporated 
students' comments (2%) into lessons. Furthermore, as Mehan (1979) found, 
for student comments to be incorporated into lessons the following condi­
tions had to be met: (a) They had to be strategically placed before or after an 
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initiation-response-evaluation sequence; and (b) comments had to relate to 
the topic of the lesson. In Mrs. Ortiz's room, students were never sanctioned 
for trying to enter information into lessons, whereas in Mrs. Thomas' class, 
students who tried to initiate interaction during lessons were sanctioned 7% 
of the time. The Puerto Rican students also did not have to make initiations 
in certain parts of the stream of discourse to successfully get the floor to 
speak. 

The conversational character of lessons in Mrs. Ortiz's class was further 
highlighted by the topics that arose during lessons. Whereas students in Mrs. 
Thomas's room were strictly limited to talking about the topic of the lesson, 
talk during lessons in Mrs. Ortiz's room consisted of a mix of curricular, 
social, and personal topics. Students would often introduce a personal topic 
into the lesson and be allowed to expound upon it at great length. Many 
times, Mrs . Ortiz would introduce information from her personal life or 
childhood into the lessons as well. The following excerpts of lesson dis­
course from Mrs. Ortiz's room were taken from a social studies reading les­
son and demonstrate the conversational character of talk during lessons in 
her room and the incorporation of students' comments on social and personal 
topics into lessons . It should also be noted that Mrs. Ortiz contributed per­
sonal information about her childhood that related to the students' experi­
ences, resulting in the high "cultural load" of this particular passage, which 
is based on mutually shared knowledge. 

In this lesson, Mrs. Ortiz was conducting a review of a reading selection 
entitled "El Cangrejito de Oro" ("The Golden Crab") that told the story of a 
young Taino Indian boy, Cetf, who was learning to fish. After one of the 
students, Jose, told the teacher he had been fishing for crabs with his cousin 
the day before, a 9-minute segment of talk resulted where the teacher and 
students shared their experiences about fishing for crabs. 

JOSE: Misi, Misi, ayer yo estaba en Pinones y habian unas cuevitas 
asf por la playa y habian cangrejitos chiquitos. [Teacher, 
teacher, yesterday I was at Pinones Beach and there were little 
caves like this on the beach and there were little crabs there .] 

MRS. o: Estan llevando a cabo muy bien Ia pesca de cangrejitos. Bien. 
[Now is the time for fishing for crabs. Good.] 

JOSE: Saque un pez y un cangrejito y una buruquena (a Daniel). [I 
caught a fish, a crab and a () (to Daniel).] 

MRS. o: Yes buena porque uno le echa agua a los hoyitos de los can­
grejitos y entonces espera que venga saliendo un cangrejito 
... [And it's good because one pours water into the crab's 
holes and then waits for the crab to come out . . . ] 
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JOSE: (,Por que, Misi? [Why, teacher?] 
MRS. o: ... y le le pone el cuchillo asf por ellado y le tapa la cuevita 

y el cangrejito no le puede volver a meter y uno lo coge. [ ... 
and you put the knife like this on the side and cover up the hole 
and the crab can't go back and get inside and you catch him.] 

JOSE: (,Misi, por que, misi por que el agua, el agua, por que el agua 
no puede, no pueden vivir en agua? [Teacher why, teacher why 
is the water, the water, the water ... why can't it, why can't 
they live in the water?] 

MRS. o: Aha. Miren Ustedes ven una cuevita de un cangrejito, (, velda? 
(,Ustedes quieren que salga? Ustedes cogen agua ... [Ah huh. 
Look you see a little crab's cave, right? You want it to come 
out? You take take ... ] 

JOSE: Agua [Water] 
MRS. o: ... y le echen a la cuevita y tan pronto se llena la cuevita de 

agua el, el cangrejito sale. [ ... and you throw water in the 
little cave and as soon as it fills up with water, the little crab 
comes out.] 

This segment continued as Mrs. Ortiz explained in detail how she used to 
catch crabs at the beach when she was a little girl. She told how she used to 
pour water into the opening of the crab's hole in the sand and the crab would 
run out. Then she would place a machete over the opening so it would be 
unable to return inside. Jose was afraid that using a machete would kill the 
crab, and he explained how he and his cousin caught them by getting them 
to bite on to pieces of algae. He tried to get the floor several times unsuc­
cessfully, and Mrs. Ortiz finally gave him the floor by directing everyone's 
attention to him. 

JOSE: Misi, yo vine y puse ... Como yo estaba con mi primo le dije 
que pusiera el vaso. [Teacher, I came and put ... Since I was 
with my cousin I told him to put the glass down.] 

MRS. o.: Vamos a escuchar a Jose. [Let's listen to Jose.] 
JOSE: ... que pusiera el vaso le eche con una tacita como amarilla y 

como estaba, era bajito yo estaba en la arena. Yo cogf agua y 
le tiraba agua y le tiraba yael iba saliendo. Despues cogia con 
una alga y se lo ponfa y el la pinchaba. [ ... that he should 
put the glass down and I threw water down from a yellow glass 
and it was down low and I was on the sand. I took water and 
threw it on him again and again and he finally came out.] 

MRS. o: (nose oye) [inaudible] 
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JOSE: El venia y la pinchaba y parece que me veia con los ojos. [He 
came out and pinched it (the alga) and he seemed like he 
looked at me with his eyes .] 

Jose continued his story for another two turns and was followed by four 
other students who shared their experiences about fishing for crabs with the 
class . Their stories demonstrated that each had a rich store of knowledge and 
experiences to share . Mrs. Ortiz's manner of conducting lessons allowed 
those who may not have participated in lessons by contributing factual infor­
mation about the content of the story to interact with the teacher and to 
receive feedback on or recognition of their ideas. Jose shared another story 
about fishing for crabs with the class, and then Mrs. Ortiz closed this seg­
ment of talk by redirecting students to the story they were reviewing, saying, 
"Bien, vamos a seguir." (OK, let's continue.) The students, however, contin­
ued to engage her in conversation for another six turns of talk . She finally 
terminated the segment by saying the following: 

MRS. o: Bien vamos a terminar ya de resumir el cuentecito, i velda? 
Bien asi que tenemos que Cetf fue de pesca. Pesc6 con su 
papa. iPesc6 con que? [OK, let's finish reviewing the little 
story, OK? So we know that Cetf went fishing. He fished with 
his father. What did he fish with?] 

WANDA : Un cangrejo. [A crab.] 

These examples of student-teacher interaction were not presented to 
demonstrate assisted performance, mediated learning , or scaffolding but 
rather to show how a Puerto Rican teacher and her class constructed lessons 
using a discourse structure very different than that commonly used in Amer­
ican classrooms. The contrasts that arose when Mehan's (1979) model of 
lesson structure was applied to talk in both classes showed that different sets 
of rules, both verbal and interactional, were used to construct lessons. 

Posing a hypothetical situation, students from either class would be at a 
disadvantage trying to interact effectively in the other's environment. Perhaps 
the most severe mismatch would occur if a Puerto Rican student from this 
study were placed in one of Mrs . Thomas's whole-group lessons . The Puerto 
Rican student would likely be seen as socially inappropriate for speaking out 
of tum on topics that are not admissible to lessons. The rich store of knowl­
edge that was shared with the teacher would become meaningless , and the 
student's frequent initiations into lessons would generally be ignored or even 
reprimanded . Furthermore, not knowing the rules for getting the floor would 
make entering information into lessons difficult . In short , the highly interac-
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tive and collaborative learning environment the student was accustomed to 
would no longer exist. 

Analyzed from a multiple-literacies framework, the Puerto Rican stu­
dent might have problems rising to customary levels of performance because 
two components of the learning-task environment are different. First, the 
language (symbols) used for instruction, if it were English, might be incom­
prehensible to a Spanish-dominant student. If comprehending spoken En­
glish presented no problem, even more subtle issues such as language use 
(when and how language is used) might lead a student to be socially inappro­
priate, unsuccessful in clarifying questions, or unable to display what has 
been learned. The second and perhaps the greatest difference in the contexts 
of the two classes lies in the social relations between teacher and students. In 
the Puerto Rican classroom, students interact with the teacher as conversa­
tional partners who are free to explore topics of mutual interest with the 
teacher. The speaking rights between the teacher and students are more 
equalized, with each having the ability to discuss a variety of topics related 
to the lesson during whole-group lessons. Students thus become active par­
ticipants in lessons even though they may not possess specific academic in­
formation. Their participation is valued and they are reinforced for cultural 
information in addition to the school's curriculum. 

Differences in learning-task environments for culturally and linguisti­
cally different students can affect their ability to learn or to display knowl­
edge. Equally important is the consideration that, when participation struc­
tures are altered from customary patterns, children's usual ways of thinking 
and interacting are also altered. From this perspective, one can see how such 
a mismatch could affect academic performance. 

CLASSROOM DISCOURSE AND LITERACY: ISSUES 

At this point, two questions that generally arise in discussions of this 
sort receive attention: (a) Should culturally appropriate participation struc­
tures be adopted for all nonmainstream students? and (b) Does culturally 
congruent instruction have to be linked to achievement to be worthwhile? In 
response to the first question, ideally it would be best if all culturally and 
linguistically different students could receive initial instruction in a partici­
pation structure culturally congruent with their background. However, 
considering that language-minority students often tend to be members of 
very heterogeneous student bodies, such an approach is neither practical nor 
feasible. 

Furthermore, research documenting cross-cultural differences in in-
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structional discourse is not available for all the groups in schools. A feasible 
and recommended solution is eliminating the lesson as recitation format , 
replacing it with more open discourse structures that allow mediated learning 
to occur. Adopting instructional conversations for literacy instruction would 
give voice to all learners, mainstream and nonmainstream, and provide for a 
variety of social relations that are necessary for establishing equitable learn­
ing opportunities for the diverse populations of schools. The form of suc­
cessful instruction in KEEP essentially consisted of such a change; when the 
talk story was adopted, reading achievement scores improved dramatically. 

There are those who do not feel that culturally appropriate interactional 
styles should be adopted for instruction unless a link can be made between 
the adoption of those styles and improved student academic achievement. 
This position distorts how such links are established through research. Barn­
hardt's (1982) experimental study with Athabaskan Indians proved that stu­
dents who received culturally congruent instruction achieved at higher levels 
than those who did not. What preceded that study was a line of research that 
originated with Philips's (1972) ethnographic research on the Warm Springs 
Indian Reservation in Oregon, which compared how Athabaskan children 
learned and used language at home and in school. Based on that research, 
Erickson & Mohatt (1981, 1982) did a microethnographic analysis compar­
ing the teaching styles of a Native Athabaskan and an Anglo-Canadian 
teacher with Odawa and Objibwa students. Their results were congruent with 
Philips's data in that the native Canadian teachers taught in ways that were 
compatible with how native Canadian children were accustomed to learning. 
Viewed in this perspective, Barnhardt's (1 982) finding of a link between 
classroom discourse styles and academic achievement was based on 10 years 
of prior qualitative research . 

SUMMARY 

The comparative analysis of instructional discourse in a Puerto Rican 
and an Anglo-American classroom highlights the need for operating from a 
perspective of multiple literacies coupled with a theory of instruction based 
on Vygotskian principles. Both perspectives emphasize the importance of 
social interaction and talk between participants in learning and teaching. It is 
seen as an initial step in unraveling the complex system of social relations 
that surrounds learning in multicultural contexts. It is time to stop viewing 
literacy as merely decoding graphemes and learning facts through text. Lit­
eracy should be seen as learning to decode and accommodate multiple levels 
of meaning through a complex system of social relations. This redefinition 
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of literacy means a restructuring of instruction, including discourse patterns, 
instead of reusing old approaches that have never recognized or heard minor­
ity voices. 

REFERENCES 

Au, K. H., & Jordan, C. (1981). Teaching reading to Hawaiian children: Analysis 
of a culturally appropriate instructional event. Anthropology and Education 
Quarterly, 11, 91-115. 

Au, K. H., & Mason, J. (1981). Social organizational factors in learning to read: 
The balance of rights hypothesis. Reading Research Quarterly, 17(1), 115-
152. 

Barnhardt, C. (1982). Tuning-in: Athabaskan teachers and Athabaskan students. In 
R. Barnhardt (Ed.), Cross-cultural issues in Alaskan education (Vol. 2). Fair­
banks: Centers for Cross-Cultural Studies, University of Alaska. 

Beaton, A. E. (1986). National Assessment of Education Progress 1983-84: A tech­
nical report. Princeton, NJ: National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
ETS. 

Cardenas, J. A., Robledo, M. R., & Waggoner, D. W. (1988). The undereducation 
of American youth. San Antonio, TX: Intercultural Development Research As­
sociation. 

Childs, C. P., & Greenfield, P. M. (1980). Informal modes of learning and teaching: 
The case of Zinacanteco weaving. InN. Warren (Ed.), Studies in cross-cultural 
psychology (Vol. 2, pp. 269-316). London: Academic Press. 

Erickson, F. (1984). School literacy, reasoning and civility: An anthropologist's per­
spective. Review of Educational Research, 54(4), 525-544. 

Erickson, F., & Mohatt, G. (1981). Cultural differences in teaching styles in an 
Odawa school: A sociolinguistic approach. In H. T. Trueba, G. P. Gutherie, & 
K. H. Au (Eds.), Culture in the bilingual classroom: Studies in classroom eth­
nography (pp. 105-119). Rowley, MA: Newbury House. 

Erickson, F., & Mohatt, G. (1982). Cultural organization of participant structures in 
two classrooms of Indian students. In G. D. Spindler (Ed.), Doing the ethnog­
raphy of schooling: Educational anthropology in action (pp. 132-174). New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston. 

Gladwin, T. (1970). East is a big bird. Boston: Belknap Press. 
Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with words. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
Kennedy, M. M., Jung, R. K., & Orland, M. E. (1986). Poverty, achievement and 

the distribution of compensatory education services. Washington, DC: U.S. 
Department of Educational Research and Improvement. 

Lave, J. (1977). Tailor-made experiments and evaluating the intellectual conse­
quences of apprenticeship training. Quarterly Newsletter of the Institute for 
Comparative Human Development, 1(2), 1-5. 

Lave, J. L., Murtaugh, M., & de la Rocha, 0. (1984). The dialectic of arithmetic 



CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON CLASSROOM DISCOURSE AND LITERACY 121 

in grocery shopping. In B. Rogoff & J. Lave (Eds.), Everyday cognition: Its 
development in social context (pp. 67-94). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer­
sity Press. 

Lindfors, J. W. (1980). Children's language and learning. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice Hall. 

McCollum, P. (1989). A comparative study of tum-allocation during lessons with 
North American and Puerto Rican students. Anthropology and Education Quar­
terly, 20(2), 133-156. 

Mehan, H. (1979). Learning lessons. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Michaels, S. (1981). "Sharing time": Children's narrative styles and differential ac­

cess to literacy. Language in Society, 10, 423-442. 
Philips, S. U. (1972). Participant structures and communicative competence: Warm 

Springs children in community and classroom. In C. B. Cazden, V. P. John, & 
D. Hymes (Eds.), Functions of language in the classroom (pp. 370-394). New 
York: Teachers College Press. 

Philips, S. U. (1983). The invisible culture: Communication in the classroom and 
community on the Warm Springs Indian Reservation. New York & London: 
Longman. 

Rogoff, B., & Gamer, W. (1984). Adult guidance of cognitive development. In B. 
Rogoff & J. Lave (Eds.), Everyday cognition: Its development in social context 
(pp. 95-116). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Scribner, S., & Cole, M. (1981). The psychology of literacy. Cambridge, MA: Har­
vard University Press. 

Tharp, R., & Gallimore, R. (1988). Rousing minds to life: Teaching learning and 
schooling in social context. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Wertsch, J. (1979). From social interaction to higher psychological processes. Hu­
man Development, 22, 1-22. 

Wood, B., Bruner, J. S., & Ross, G. (1976). The role of tutoring in problem solv­
ing. Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 17, 89-100. 



9 Promoting Literacy 
Through Classroom Dialogue 
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One of the striking characteristics of dialogues surrounding literacy instruc­
tion for diverse groups of learners is how often these dialogues are fraught 
with tensions. In this chapter we consider three of these tensions: instruction 
in the basic skills versus high or critical literacy, natural versus taught liter­
acy, and reductionist versus holistic/constructivist instruction. We then de­
scribe and illustrate an instructional procedure-reciprocal teaching-de­
signed to teach heterogeneous groups of learners how to approach text in a 
thoughtful manner. Finally, we describe the outcomes of this instruction. 

BASIC SKILLS VERSUS CRITICAL LITERACY 

Fueled by concerns that American students have failed to maintain the 
competitive edge in a world economy, there is the argument that educators 
ought to return to basic skill instruction. Reports such as A Nation at Risk 
(National Commission of Excellence in Education, 1983) urge that teachers 
be held accountable for students' achieving minimal levels of competence. 
In juxtaposition to the "back to basics" movement is the call for "high liter­
acy" or literacy instruction in the pursuit of learning that is beyond that of 
adapting to the goals of the prevailing culture (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; 
Resnick & Resnick, 1977). There is also the call for "critical literacy," the 
ability to use reading and writing to go beyond the demands associated with 
minimal competency (McGinley & Tierney, 1989). Such a movement de­
mands the use of what Hilliard (1988) has referred to as "maximum­
competency criteria" (p. 199). One problem that arises when basic skills are 
contrasted with higher order skills in the reading domain is the faulty impres­
sion that not all students are entitled to instruction in both sets of skills. In 
fact, traditionally there has been the trend to target basic skill instruction for 
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younger and disadvantaged students while reserving the "higher order" or 
reasoning skills for older and more successful students. (See Chapters 7, 10, 
and 17 for fuller descriptions of the manner in which tasks differ across stu­
dents.) 

However, if one maintains that the goal of literacy instruction is to pre­
pare learners who are independent and able to assume responsibility for life­
long learning, then this "tension" between basic and higher order skills 
makes little sense. Children, regardless of age or level of achievement, 
should be taught effective reasoning and the skills to learn from text. 

One hallmark of the critical reader is a repertoire of strategies for gain­
ing knowledge from text and simultaneously monitoring levels of under­
standing (Brown, 1980; Paris, Wasik, & Turner, in press). Referred to as the 
"metacognitive skills of reading," these strategies enable students to: 

I . Clarify the purposes of reading 
2. Make use of relevant background knowledge 
3. Allocate attention to focus on major content at the expense of trivia 
4. Critically evaluate content for internal consistency and compatibility 

with prior knowledge and common sense 
5. Monitor to ensure that comprehension is occurring 
6. Draw and test inferences 

In this chapter, we examine how children can be taught to engage in the 
metacognitive skills of reading even before they have acquired the basic skills 
of reading. We will make the point that as important as identifying the skills 
to be taught is the choice of instructional context. 

NATURAL VERSUS TAUGHT LITERACY 

A second tension that figures in the dialogue is the tension between 
natural and taught literacy. The question raised by this tension is: To what 
extent should literacy instruction be represented as the transfer of literacy 
skill and knowledge from teacher to child? The natural literacy argument 
would suggest that, given a literate culture, young humans make sense of 
written language in much the same natural, effortless, and unconscious way 
that they learn spoken language (Phelps, 1988). Phelps suggests that, from 
this perspective, the culture supports this natural process by providing "the 
meaningful contexts and experiences of written language events that stimu­
late the learner's own construction of the symbol systems and strategies we 
call literacy" (p. 108). 



124 PRACTICES 

Indeed, cross-cultural research, particularly in the writing domain, 
shows that children exposed to written language begin reinventing and appro­
priating the literacy of their culture long before formal schooling. What 
emerges from the natural literacy tradition is a partial explanation regarding 
the diversity of practices and attitudes displayed by children from various 
ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds. However, the teacher is left dangling 
in the natural literacy argument. What is the place of conscious teaching of 
the means to deal with written text? Is the teacher merely the facilitator for 
the activities of rather autonomous learners? Or, should classrooms be the 
place where the teacher, by virtue of relative expertise, with deliberate inten­
tion, enables the learner to acquire knowledge and procedures? Del pit ( 1988) 
has argued that the tenets of the natural literacy tradition unwittingly serve to 
deny African-American students entry into the "culture of power." Delpit 
speculates that this occurs when students are denied access to teachers as 
sources of knowledge because of the teachers' fears that "exhibiting personal 
power as expert source" somehow serves to disempower one's students (p. 
288). We explore how it is possible for both teacher and students to assume 
active roles in instructional activity so that students can profit from the rela­
tive expertise of the teacher and from the expertise of one another. 

REDUCTIONIST VERSUS HOLISTIC/CONSTRUCTIVIST 
INSTRUCTION 

A final tension that reflects the spirit (and spirited nature) of contempo­
rary dialogue is the tension between reductionist and holistic/constructivist 
theories of learning and teaching. Central to this tension are issues regarding 
the content and purpose of instruction, the roles of teacher and learner in 
instruction. Poplin (1988) suggests that reductionist perspectives support 
segmenting the content to be learned into parts, each of which is taught to 
some level of mastery. The content of lessons from this perspective is deter­
mined through task analysis with little attention paid to the experiences stu­
dents have had with this content or the sense that they make of it. In the case 
of strategy instruction, there is segmentation of the strategy into steps and 
emphasis on students' following procedural steps in utilizing the strategies. 
Finally, little attention is paid to the social interactions among students and 
teachers or among students themselves in the learning process. Illustrative of 
a reductionist approach to strategy instruction (summarization) would be a 
lesson in which children are asked to underline an explicit main idea sentence 
in an abbreviated, simplistic piece of text. Poplin (1988) and Heshusius 
(1989) argue that this perspective has been particularly prevalent in the de-
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sign of "remedial," "compensatory," and "special" education for children at 
risk for academic difficulty or failure. 

The alternative holistic/social-constructivist perspective (Gavelek & 
Palincsar, 1988; Vygotsky, 1962, 1978; Wertsch, 1980) urges that tasks be 
presented in a goal-embedded context; for example, in strategy instruction, 
the goal would be to develop a strategic conception of reading rather than to 
master the steps of a strategy. This goal would be pursued through instruction 
conducted during meaningful reading activity. Additionally, from this per­
spective, social interactions have a prominent role to play in learning. 

In this chapter, we describe our investigations of an instructional pro­
cedure that was designed to teach young children, principally those consid­
ered at risk for academic difficulty, how to approach reading in a thoughtful 
manner. The instruction is designed to provide students practice in a coherent 
and meaningful way. Finally, the instruction occurs in the natural social con­
text of discussion. 

RECIPROCAL TEACHING 

Reciprocal teaching is a procedure featuring guided practice in the ap­
plication of four concrete strategies for the purpose of understanding text. 
Students and their teachers take turns leading discussions about shared text, 
which they have read silently or listened to (depending upon their reading 
skill). These are not, however, opened-ended discussions. The dialogue 
leader (adult or child) begins the discussion by asking questions about the 
content of the text. The group discusses these questions, raises additional 
ones, and, in the case of disagreement or misunderstanding, rereads the text. 
Although questions are used to stimulate discussion, summarizing is used to 
identify the gist of what has been read and discussed and to prepare the 
students to move on to the next portion of text. Once again , there is discus­
sion for the purpose of achieving consensus regarding the summary. The 
third strategy, clarification, is used opportunistically for the purpose of re­
storing meaning when a concept, word, or phrase has been misunderstood or 
is unfamiliar to someone. Finally, the discussion leader provides the oppor­
tunity for predictions regarding upcoming content. Group members generate 
their predictions based on their prior knowledge of the topic of the text as 
well as clues that are provided in the text itself. The following excerpt from 
a reciprocal teaching lesson conducted by a first-grade teacher illustrates the 
role of the strategies in supporting the dialogue. 

MRS. MACKEY: (reading the following text) "The pipefish change their 
color and movements to blend with their surroundings. 
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For example, pipefish that live among green plants 
change their color to a shade of green to match the 
plants." 

CLARE: (leading the discussion) One question that I had about 
this paragraph is: What is special about the way that the 
pipefish looks? 

KEITH: (clarifying) Do you mean the way that it is green? 
ANDY : (elaborating) It 's not just that it's green; it's that it's the 

same color as the plants around it, all around it . 
CLARE: (resuming) Yes. That's it. My summary is this part tells 

how the pipefish looks and that it looks like what is 
around it. My prediction is that this is about its enemies 
and how it protects itself and who the enemies are . 

MONTY: (adding to Clare's summary) They also talked about how 
the pipefish moves . . . 

KEITH: (rejoining) It sways back and forth. 
ANDY: (adding) Along with the other plants. 

MRS . MACKEY: (interjecting) What do we call it when something looks 
like and acts like something else? The way that the 
walkingstick was yesterday? We clarified this word 
when we talked about the walkingstick. 

ANGEL: "Mimic." 
MRS . MACKEY: That's right ! We said/ we would say/ that the pipefish 

mimics the __ 
STUDENTS: "Plants." 

MRS. MACKEY: OK! Let's see if Clare's predictions come true . 

The Role of Dialogue in Reciprocal Teaching 

To examine the use of dialogues in comprehension instruction, it is use­
ful to consider the tenets of a Vygotskian perspective on teaching and learn­
ing (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978; Wertsch , 1980). Vygotsky maintained that the 
inner speech that is used by humans to plan, as well as to regulate, their own 
activity is a consequence of earlier participation in social activity. Thus, the 
strategic patterns of reasoning exercised at an intrapsychological plane 
(within the individual) are a reflection of the strategies that the child was 
encouraged to follow earlier as a participant at an interpsychological plane 
(between or among individuals). Indeed, Vygotsky argued that through so­
cial dialogue it is possible for a child to participate in strategic activity with­
out understanding it completely, Through repeated and shared social dia­
logues, the child comes to discover the import of the more experienced 
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individual's utterances and his or her own responses. Having experienced this 
social dialogue, the child is then able to engage in private speech or speech 
that is spoken aloud but addressed to himself or herself for the purpose of 
directing cognitive activity. This private speech finally leads to inner, self­
guiding speech that, as the child matures and acquires expertise, is internal­
ized as verbal thought. 

In addition to the interesting instructional opportunities that dialogues 
can provide in classrooms, they can also serve as a window on the verbal 
thought in which children are engaged as they attempt to understand text, 
providing unique diagnostic opportunities. 

As McCollum shows in Chapter 8, research on classroom interaction 
illustrates how often dialogue among teachers and students is thwarted. 
Teacher-child interactions are dominated by adults in both amount and direc­
tion of the conversation. Most "discussion" that is held in classrooms is, in 
fact, recitation where there are recurring sequences of teacher questions and 
student responses, with most questions of the "known-answer" variety that 
offer little opportunity for the exchange of ideas and opinions (Gall, 1984). 
Impeding conversation are the asymmetry of power and knowledge between 
teacher and child (Bloome & Greene, 1984); sociocultural differences among 
children and teachers (Heath, 1981 ); and organizational constraints in class­
rooms (Cohen, 1986). 

These observations suggest that one important key to the successful use 
of dialogues in classrooms is to determine ways in which students can as­
sume and teachers can impart a voice to children in these dialogues. The 
discourse structure in reciprocal teaching, determined principally through the 
use of the four strategies, and the explicit instructional goal of turning these 
dialogues over to the children serve these very purposes. 

The Role of the Strategies in Reciprocal Teaching 

The four activities (question generating, summarizing, clarifying, and 
predicting) were selected on the basis of several features. First, they are 
examples of strategic activities that good readers routinely bring to bear when 
learning from text (Bereiter & Bird, 1985) but poor readers fail to use (Gar­
ner, 1987). Second, when employed intelligently, they both improve compre­
hension and provide the alert reader an opportunity to monitor for under­
standing. For example, if one attempts to paraphrase a section of text and 
fails, this may be a good indication that comprehension and retention have 
not been achieved and that remedial action, such as rereading, is required. 
Finally, as illustrated above, these particular strategies lend themselves well 
to supporting a discussion. 
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The Role of the Teacher in Reciprocal Teaching 

Although the strategies serve to structure and support the dialogue, it is 
the teacher who supports the children's participation in the dialogue. This 
support varies, naturally, according to such features as the ability of the stu­
dents and the difficulty of the text. In the course of reciprocal teaching in­
struction, the teacher assumes many roles by: 

1. Modeling competent use of the strategies for the purposes of con­
structing meaning and monitoring comprehension 

2. Engaging in on-line diagnosis of the students' emerging competence 
with the comprehension activity 

3. Supporting students' efforts to understand the text 
4. Pushing for deeper understanding 
5. Consciously releasing control of the dialogue to the students as they 

indicate the ability to assume responsibility for their own learning 

In describing a quite comparable role for the teacher of mathematics, Lam­
pert ( 1986) has characterized the teacher as "building a culture of sense­
making" (p. 340). 

Collaborating With Teachers on Implementation 
of Reciprocal Teaching 

Because many of the teachers with whom we have worked have not used 
dialogue for instructional purposes, a critical step in the implementation of 
reciprocal teaching has been the preparation of the teachers. Over the years, 
with our teachers' advice, we refined this process to include the following 
steps. 

First, the teachers were encouraged to reflect on and discuss their cur­
rent instructional goals and activities related to improving students' compre­
hension of text. Similarities between the processes and outcomes of their 
current programs and reciprocal teaching were highlighted. For example, 
most teachers with whom we worked already engaged in the teaching of 
strategies. The differences between teaching strategies as isolated skills and 
teaching strategies for the purpose of self-regulating one's learning activity 
were discussed and demonstrated. 

Second, the theory informing the design of reciprocal teaching was in­
troduced to the teachers. The following points were emphasized: 

I. The acquisition of the strategies employed in reciprocal teaching is a joint 
responsibility shared by the teacher and students. 
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2. The teacher initially assumes major responsibility for instructing these 
strategies (i.e., the teachers "think aloud" how they generate a summary, 
what cues they use to make predictions, how rereading or reading ahead 
is useful when encountering something unclear in the text), but gradually 
transfers responsibility to the students for demonstrating use of the strate­
gies. 

3. All students are expected to participate in this discussion; that is, all stu­
dents are to be given the opportunity to lead the discussion. The teacher 
will enable the students' successful participation by supporting the stu­
dents in a variety of ways. For example, the teacher might prompt the 
student, provide the student additional information, or alter the demand 
on the student. 

4. Throughout each day of instruction there is a conscious attempt to release 
control of the dialogue to the students. 

5. The aim of reciprocal teaching is to construct the meaning of the text and 
to monitor the success with which comprehension occurs. 

Following this explanation and description, the teachers were shown 
tapes in which reciprocal teaching was demonstrated with students of an age 
comparable to that of children with whom the teachers would work. Follow­
ing these introductory activities, the teachers participated in several sessions 
where the reciprocal teaching dialogues were role-played, simulating situa­
tions that had arisen in previous research. Transcripts of reciprocal teaching 
sessions were shared for the purpose of discussing some of the finer points 
of the dialogue; for example, how teachers adjusted the support given to 
individual members in the instructional group. Finally, there was a demon­
stration lesson in which the investigator and a teacher conducted a reciprocal 
teaching lesson followed by a debriefing with all of the teachers involved in 
the study. Following these formal sessions to prepare the teachers, additional 
coaching was provided to each of the teachers as they implemented the dia­
logues in their respective settings. 

Introducing Students to Reciprocal Teaching 

In the initial investigations of reciprocal teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 
1984), instruction started with the dialogues. When we began to investigate 
its use with larger instructional groups and younger children (Palincsar & 
Brown, 1989), we added a procedure to introduce the students to reciprocal 
teaching. The procedure included discussion regarding the purpose of recip­
rocal teaching, the features of reciprocal teaching, and a structured overview 
of each of the strategies that would be used in the discussion with the use of 
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teacher-led activities. For example, summarizing was introduced by discuss­
ing how summarizing is useful (e.g., in a quick telephone conversation). The 
students then generated summaries of familiar stories, movies, and television 
programs. This provided the teachers the opportunity to evaluate how well 
their students could frame summaries. The students were then introduced to 
basic guidelines useful in constructing summaries (e.g., think about what is 
important). These teacher-led activities were included principally to intro­
duce the students to the language of the reciprocal teaching dialogues and to 
provide the teacher with diagnostic information suggesting how much sup­
port the individual children in the group might need in the dialogue, based 
on their performance with these isolated activities. 

Evaluating the Effectiveness of Reciprocal Teaching 

The initial research on reciprocal teaching was conducted with junior 
high students who were adequate decoders but poor comprehenders (Palinc­
sar & Brown, 1984). Implementing the reciprocal teaching procedure on a 
small-group basis (the groups averaged five students) with remedial reading 
teachers, for a period of 20 days, we observed that 

(a) students' ability to summarize, generate questions, clarify, and pre­
dict improved markedly; 

(b) quantitative improvements on comprehension measures were large, 
reliable, and durable; 

(c) the benefits of the intervention generalized to classroom settings; 
and 

(d) there was transfer to tasks that were similar but distinct from the 
instructional tasks. 

Having determined that reciprocal teaching was an effective intervention 
for poor readers in junior high school, we began a series of comparative 
studies to determine the essential features of the practice. In the first of this 
series we compared reciprocal teaching with other interventions that included 
instruction regarding the same strategies but not conducted in a dialogic man­
ner. We compared reciprocal teaching with 

(a) modeling, in which the teacher modeled the four strategies as she 
read the text while the students observed and responded to her ques­
tions; 

(b) isolated skill practice, in which the students completed worksheet 
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activities on each of the four strategies and received extensive feed­
back from the teacher; and 

(c) reciprocal teaching/practice, during which the students received the 
reciprocal teaching intervention for the initial four days of instruc­
tion, followed by eight days of independently applying the strate­
gies, in writing, to segments of text. 

Only the traditional reciprocal teaching procedure resulted in large and reli­
able gains (Brown & Palincsar, 1989). 

In the second comparative study, we asked whether the four strategies 
were necessary to effect improvement on the comprehension measures or 
whether a subset of the strategies would suffice. Ten days of either reciprocal 
questioning or reciprocal summarizing alone did not result in the same gains 
as ten days of the full reciprocal teaching procedure (Brown & Palincsar, 
1989; Palincsar & Brown, 1989). 

Satisfied that this was not a procedure that could be streamlined readily 
and still maintain the same effectiveness, we implemented the reciprocal 
teaching procedure in a series of classroom studies in which all six middle­
school remedial reading teachers from an urban district, working in groups 
that ranged in number from seven to fifteen, compared reciprocal teaching 
with an individualized program of reading skill instruction. Although the 
results were not as dramatic as our earlier work, over 70% of students partic­
ipating in the experimental groups met our criterion as compared with 19% 
of the control students (Palincsar & Brown, 1989). 

Case Study 

In this chapter, we focus on the research conducted with first-grade stu­
dents. This research was motivated by our interest in determining what com­
prehension instruction might look like when conducted with students who 
were, as yet, nonreaders (in the sense that they were not yet decoding 
words). We chose to work with students who are often identified as at risk 
for academic difficulty (i.e., children from disadvantaged families, children 
referred for special education or remedial services). We were particularly 
interested in these children in light of the evidence that, although consider­
able educational efforts are spent on teaching them decoding skills, such 
instruction is often at the expense of comprehension instruction. In reporting 
the results of this research, we will first describe the activity that occurred 
between the children and teachers and then characterize the concomitant 
changes that were observed on the part of the children in these instructional 
groups. 
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The students were selected by asking each of 3 first-grade teachers to 
nominate at least 12 of their 27 to 30 students who might be at risk for 
academic difficulty, based on previous school histories, referrals for remedial 
education, and current classroom performance. The teachers were also asked 
to identify up to four students who were not experiencing any school-related 
difficulty who might serve as catalysts to the discussions. All nominated chil­
dren were then assessed using an array of procedures. The students were first 
administered the Stanford Early Assessment of School Achievement Test 
(SESAT). This test measures listening comprehension by asking the students 
to circle the picture that best represents the statement that has been read to 
them. The children were below the 50th percentile on the SESAT. To collect 
a measure of listening comprehension in a task more representative of learn­
ing from extended text, the teachers administered a series of comprehension 
assessments in the following manner. The children were told that they were 
going to hear a story and that, as the story was read, they would be asked to 
answer questions about what they were learning. The stories were read, para­
graph by paragraph. The mean length of each story was five paragraphs, each 
paragraph averaging 80 words. There were a total of 10 questions designed 
to assess recall as well as the ability to draw inferences from the text. These 
questions were interspersed so that the children generally answered two ques­
tions per paragraph. In addition, following the story, the students were asked 
one question that required them to identify the gist of the passage and one 
question that measured their ability and inclination to use information that 
had been presented in the story to solve a novel problem. For example, fol­
lowing a passage that described how camouflage is useful to deer, the chil­
dren were asked to suggest why an American Indian would dress in deerskins 
when hunting. Three of these comprehension assessments were administered 
to each child before the instruction began. On the recall and inference ques­
tions the children were averaging about 50% correct. On the gist questions, 
they averaged 27% correct and on the application questions, 25% correct. 

As an additional measure of listening comprehension activity, we asked 
the students to engage in the isolated use of the four strategies. First, we read 
the title of the passage to the children and asked them to tell three things they 
would expect or would like to hear about in a story with this title (predicting). 
Next, we asked the students to listen carefully as we read the first part of the 
story and to think of a question they might ask other children to make sure 
they understood the story (questioning). We then asked them to listen once 
again so that they could tell what the story was mainly about (summarizing). 
The students were told, with each reading, that they should ask for help if 
there were any words or ideas that they could not understand (clarifying). 
Each story was constructed to include one difficult vocabulary word for 



PROMOTING LITERACY THROUGH CLASSROOM DIALOGUE 133 

young children. There were two such assessments of strategy knowledge 
administered during pretesting. The students earned 26% of the total points 
possible for executing each of these strategies. 

To increase our understanding of these children's listening comprehen­
sion activity, we asked them what they did while listening to the stories to 
help them understand and remember what they were hearing. Typical re­
sponses for the majority of students included: "I don't know this. I'm only 7 
years old!" "I do nothing." "I stay still." These responses contrast with those 
of a few students selected by their teachers as potential catalysts to the dis­
cussion, who answered: "I keep thinking about it." "I keep running my mind 
over it." "I picture it in my head, I catch the picture." 

Following this evaluation, the 10 children whose individual composite 
scores suggested that they were most in need of comprehension instruction 
were matched and randomly assigned to either the experimental or control 
group for each of the three teachers. In addition, two students (generally 
from the four each teacher had nominated as possible catalysts to the discus­
sions) who fared well on the assessments were selected and randomly as­
signed to either the experimental or the control group. Each of the three 
instructional and control groups then consisted of five at-risk children and 
one child not experiencing difficulty. 

The three teachers in this replication had each taught for more than 15 
years in the primary grades and had successfully participated in two earlier 
studies of reciprocal teaching. Instruction took place in each teacher's class­
room during that time of day when the teachers generally met for small-group 
instruction. Prior to beginning the dialogues, children in experimental groups 
were introduced to reciprocal teaching using the activities described earlier. 
The introductory activities required five consecutive days of instruction, each 
lasting 20 to 30 minutes. 

The teachers then began the dialogues. Instruction was conducted for 
20 to 30 minutes a day for 30 consecutive school days. The teachers read 
expository and narrative passages derived from third-grade basal reading ma­
terials and covering a range of topics such as plants that glow, chimps that 
use sign language, and the production of cartoons. 

Examining the Dialogue 

Each day the teachers audio-recorded the reciprocal teaching dialogues. 
Days 1, 5, 10, 15, 20, 25, and 28 through 30 were transcribed for each 
teacher. In addition, the teachers were invited to indicate any tape they would 
like transcribed for their own interest. 

In previous research (Palincsar, 1986), we have asked such general 
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questions as: How does the dialogue change over time? What differences are 
observed among the groups engaged in the dialogue? We have also inquired 
into the kinds of opportunities that are created when instruction features 
structured discourse (Palincsar & Brown, 1989). For this chapter, we present 
excerpts from one reciprocal teaching lesson illustrating how the dialogue 
fosters reasoning about text, facilitates an active role for teachers and learn­
ers, and represents holistic/constructivist instruction. 

As illustrated in the following section of transcript, the teachers regu­
larly reviewed the strategies with children and reported that children enjoyed 
using these "big words." Labeling the activities assisted the children to use 
these strategies in contexts other than listening time; for example, teachers 
reported that the children would label predictions and tell the teacher that 
they had thought of a good question during reading time. Children requested 
clarifications during whole-class discussion times and when films were 
shown. In addition, when the dialogue began to stray, it was not uncommon 
for a child, frustrated that the direction of the discourse was unclear, to de­
mand, "What is it we're doing now? Is this our summary?" 

The children were listening to a story called "Living Lights." It was the 
15th day of reciprocal teaching. 

TEACHER: So, what are we learning to do as we listen to stories? 
KEISHA: Ask questions. 
TRAvis: About the important things that we learn in the story. 

RICHARD: Clarify. 
TEACHER: Anytime there is a word that you don't understand or some­

thing doesn't make sense in the story, give me a signal, so 
we'll stop and clarify. 

TRAVIS: We' 11 predict. 
TEACHER: You know that sometimes right in the middle of the story . 

I'll stop and say, "I think I can make a prediction . 
KEISHA: I think I know what is going to happen next. 

TEACHER: And the last thing that we have talked about . 
MISSY: We summarize what we have learned. How it was, was we 

ask question, summarize, and I think it was then predicting 
and then clarifying. 

TEACHER: Well, that's right; but we don't always need to do it in that 
order. We can use these strategies whenever they are needed. 

In the next segment, the group pools their assorted recollections about 
the opening paragraph introducing fireflies, which was read the previous day. 
They also discuss their personal experiences with fireflies. 
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TEACHER: Let's summarize what we learned yesterday. 
RODNEY: Fireflies. 

MISSY: They are beetles. 
TERRANCE: Lightning bugs. 

TEACHER: Yes, a firefly is a beetle and another name for it is a light­
ning bug. 

KEISHA: It has a chemical that can make it glow. 
TEACHER: Yes. When the chemical in the lightning bug mixes with air, 

the lightning bug can glow. OK Here we go! 
TERRANCE: This might be about how to catch a firefly. 

RICHARD: I used to catch some and I'd put em in a mayonnaise jar but 
my mom poked a hole in em. 

TEACHER: Why would your mom put holes in the lid? 
RICHARD: Because, so they can breathe. 

MISSY: They need air because they are called living lights. 
[The teacher begins reading when Rodney stops the reading 
for a clarification, provided not only by the teacher but by 
the students as well.] 

TEACHER: (reading) "People like to watch the winking lights of the 
fireflies in the summer nighttime sky. Did you know that 
fireflies really use their lights as signals? At twilight . . " 

RODNEY: Twilight. What's that? 
TRAVIS: It means night. 

TEACHER: When day turns to night. 
MISSY: When it's still kinda day but it's kinda night. 

TEACHER: (reading) "At twilight the male fireflies begin to fly and 
flash their lights. The females flash their lights as an an­
swer. The flashing lights are a signal that help the male and 
female fireflies find each other." 

TEACHER: Who will be our teacher and summarize? Keisha? 
KEISHA: It means that they are trying to find each other. 

RICHARD: By their lightnings. 
TERRANCE: Talking by their lightnings. 

MISSY: Communicating. 
TEACHER: They were communicating. Excellent. 
RICHARD: When they flash them things, kids see em and they try to 

get em. 
TEACHER: Did you ever stop to think that when you were seeing them 

flashing their lights, flashing their bottoms, that they were 
trying to find each other? Help me again, how do those 
lights happen? 
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TRAVIS: They got stuff inside of em. 
TEACHER: What was that special word for the stuff inside them? 

KEISHA: Chemicals. 
RODNEY: Chemicals mixing in the air. 

TEACHER: Let's see what happens. Any predictions? 
TERRANCE: Maybe they will talk about how the light turns on. 

[The children then generate a number of predictions regard­
ing the possible topics the author will discuss, including 
how fireflies fly, drink, read, and tell time.] 

TEACHER: You're being silly now, aren't you? Do you think a firefly 
can read? Is this a pretend story? 

CHILDREN: NO! 
MISSY: This is a real story, like maybe it will talk about how they 

sleep. 
TEACHER: Let's find out. 

The interaction continued, with the teacher reading from the text and students 
and teacher intermittently employing the strategies as they discussed the con­
tent of the text. 

Evaluating the Outcomes of Dialogic Instruction 

We have maintained that by participating in learning dialogues, children 
acquire a thoughtful approach to text. We have suggested that, from a so­
ciohistorical account of learning, what the child learns while participating in 
the dialogue is internalized over time. To examine this hypothesis, we will 
discuss data provided by the transcripts, anecdotes, and posttests for the chil­
dren in the three instructional groups involved in the research reported in this 
chapter. 

The transcripts for these three groups suggest that the discussions, over 
the course of the 30 days of instruction, became more spontaneous, less 
labored, and less teacher-directed. Furthermore, the children increasingly 
monitored their understanding nf the text (e.g., by requesting clarifications 
with greater frequency or asking the teacher to reread). Finally, the tran­
scripts indicate that the children began to make distinctions regarding the 
information that was provided in the text and information that either was 
derived from personal experience or would have to be sought elsewhere. 

This last observation requires some explanation. In contrast to the sev­
enth graders with whom we had done the earliest reciprocal teaching re­
search, one of the difficulties experienced by these first graders was distanc­
ing themselves from the text as a source of information (Mason, McCormick, 
& Bhavnagri, 1986). This difficulty manifested itself in two ways. First, the 
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children often would indicate that they could not answer a question (either in 
the discussion or in the assessment sessions) because of the relationship be­
tween this information and their personal experience. For example, after 
hearing a story about how manatees have cleared the Florida water canals, 
the children were asked several general questions about the story. It was not 
uncommon for children to indicate that they knew nothing about this because 
they had never seen a manatee, or to indicate that they ought to know some­
thing about this because they had just visited their grandmother in Florida. 
Second, when these first graders initially began to generate their questions, 
an unusual number of these questions (compared once again with those gen­
erated by seventh graders) could not be answered from the text but rather 
seemed to reflect general knowledge the children possessed related to the 
topic of the text. The teachers were careful to acknowledge these question 
types as "good and interesting questions" and then ask the children to indi­
cate whether this was a question that could be answered using the text or one 
dependent on the knowledge the children already possessed. Over time, the 
children began to distinguish between text and background knowledge; they 
asked more text-based questions. However, at the same time, they began 
using their background knowledge to make predictions about the text. 

Anecdotal evidence of internalization on the part of the students is in­
dicated in the teachers' reports, mentioned earlier in this chapter, that the 
children began to use the strategies employed in the dialogue, unprompted, 
in contexts other than the listening comprehension lessons. In addition to this 
collective evidence, individual students' responses to the intervention are re­
flected in the results of the comprehension assessments administered 
throughout the intervention. These were the assessments in which the chil­
dren listened to an expository passage and answered 10 questions that were 
interspersed throughout the story and one gist-and-application question fol­
lowing the story. These assessment materials were independent from the ma­
terials that were used during the instruction. The results of these assessments 
indicate that during baseline , on the three assessments that were administered 
prior to instruction, the mean for the three experimental groups was 51 % and 
for the three control groups, 49% . Following the first half of intervention, 
the experimental mean was 62% and the control was 49%. The experimental 
mean for the last phase was 72% and the second-phase mean for the control 
students was 55%. Multivariate analyses of variance, using a design on de­
pendent measures and decomposing the gains made from baseline to the first 
half of intervention and from the fi rst to the second half of intervention indi­
cated that there was a significant difference between the gains of the experi­
mental and control students following the first half of the intervention, F(l , 
33) = 4.75, p < 0.02 . Although there were no significant differences de­
tected on the gist questions as a function of the intervention (both the exper-
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imental and control groups showed gains on this measure, simply as a func­
tion of practice answering these questions), there were significant differences 
indicated on the analogy questions (i.e., those questions that required the 
students to use information in the text to solve a novel problem). The gains 
made by the experimental students between the first and second half of inter­
vention were significantly greater than those of the control students on these 
measures, F(l, 33) = 5.02, p < 0.02. 

Finally, we have suggested that, although mastering the strategies is not 
the principal goal of instruction, the ability to engage in independent use of 
the strategies is certainly a desirable by-product of instruction. Whereas both 
groups were earning about 26% of the total points possible on the strategy 
pretest measure, the experimental group earned 48% of the points possible 
on the posttest measure compared with 33 o/o by the control group. This represents 
a significant difference between experimental and control groups, F( l, 
33) = 4.16, p < 0.03. 

In summary, students participating in the reciprocal teaching dialogues 
outperformed matched, control children on measures of independent listen­
ing comprehension, strategy use, and ability to use the information in text to 
solve novel problems. 

SUMMARY 

Reciprocal teaching is a collaborative learning procedure, in which chil­
dren receive guided practice in the use of metacognitive skills of reading 
designed to improve their ability to understand text. The theoretical under­
pinnings of reciprocal teaching attribute learning to the process of internal­
izing cognitive activities that were originally experienced in a social context. 
The children use the strategies to generate their own questions about the text, 
to relate their own knowledge to the new knowledge posed in the text, to 
summarize what they have learned, and to identify what they found confus­
ing in the text and how they might proceed to render the text more meaning­
ful. The teacher's role in supporting the students' participation in the learning 
dialogues is, without question, a demanding one. The dialogue provides rich 
opportunities for the teacher to model the processes of successful compre­
hension and to conduct diagnoses of the impediments to comprehension. The 
teacher proceeds, with deliberate intention, to enable the children to acquire 
knowledge that will be useful to them. Because of the diversity of experi­
ences and knowledge the children bring to these texts, each participant can 
make a useful contribution to the emerging understanding of the content at 
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hand . In such a context, classrooms of diverse learners become communities 
of literate thinkers . 
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Reports of schools' failures to improve levels of literacy among America's 
youth are numerous. The most recent National Assessment of Educational 
Progress shows that many seventh and eleventh graders are unable to write 
an adequate summary of a short narrative passage (Applebee, Langer, & 
Mullis, 1988). When it comes to more complex tasks,like making inferences 
from text, performance by many students is also disturbingly poor (Apple­
bee, Langer, & Mullis, 1989). Moreover, failure of our schools to promote 
high levels of literacy, though by no means restricted to specific groups, 
occurs more frequently among students from some racial and cultural minor­
ities, economically disadvantaged students, and students for whom English 
is a second language. Because low levels of literacy, among other factors, 
reduce the range of educational and career opportunities for students, this 
issue continues to be a barrier to both social and economic progress. 

An increasing number of studies of classroom learning indicate that ac­
quisition of literacy can be improved by restructuring certain aspects of learn­
ing environments (see, e.g., Chapter 7). This chapter focuses on changes in 
two aspects of classroom life-task and talk structures. Together, task and 
talk structures regulate the quality and quantity of classroom learning oppor­
tunities. If not thoughtfully designed, these structures can create favorable 
learning environments for some students while restricting the participation of 
others. Appropriate changes in these structures can create more productive 
and equitable classrooms where literacy is the rule rather than the exception. 

TASK AND TALK STRUCTURES: 
A CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 

Although task and talk structures are conceptually distinct, they operate 
simultaneously in classrooms. Most teachers regularly set learning goals and 
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design sequences of activities to achieve these goals. That is, an agenda with 
children "doing" something such as listening to a story or completing a work­
sheet is typically on the table at all times . As a result, teacher decisions about 
tasks are more conscious than those about talk. Whereas talk is always per­
formed within the context of some task, talk structures are unlikely to be at 
the center of teacher planning. It would be a rare teacher, for example, who 
designs a class day around talk structures such as student-led large-group or 
dyadic discussions . Talk structures , however, are critical to accomplishing 
the goals of schooling . Task and talk structures, when taken together, provide 
insights into why and how classroom literacy experiences are productive. 

Structures of Tasks 

The task perspective, that is, viewing schooling as an extended se­
quence of tasks , draws heavily on the work of the ecological psychologists 
(Barker, 1963) and more recently on work by Doyle (1983) (see, e.g., Mer­
gendoller, 1988) . A task, according to Doyle, involves a goal, resources for 
accomplishing the goal , and a set of cognitive operations that are adequate 
to reach the goal. Academic tasks in schools are defined by the products 
students are requested to produce and the routes that can be used to attain 
these products. Task goals may be very concrete, as in completing a sum­
mary of a passage , or somewhat more ephemeral , as in listening to the 
teacher read a story. Tasks influence learners by directing their attention to 
particular aspects of content and by specifying ways of processing informa­
tion. From this perspective, tasks form the basic treatment unit in class­
rooms; students learn what tasks lead them to do. 

Blumenfeld, Mergendoller, and Swarthout (1 987) have extended 
Doyle's notions about tasks by stressing task form as well as task content. 
Academic content is embedded in tasks whose forms vary in terms of types 
of activities, products, and social organization. These forms can be as critical 
to learning as the cognitive operations and goals of tasks. The form of the 
task (e.g . , collaboration with peers or collaboration explicitly outlawed) re­
stricts the range of what students are to do, and when, where, how, and with 
whom they are to do it. Empirical work by Blumenfeld and her colleagues 
has focused on explicating the manner in which motivational dimensions of 
tasks influence student engagement and achievement (e.g. , Blumenfeld & 
Meece, 1988) . 

Fisher and Hiebert (l990a; 1990b) examined both the content and form 
of task structures in elementary classrooms over full days of schoolwork. In 
comparing task structures in two approaches to literacy instruction, they ex­
plored several aspects of task form . By describing the function of each com-
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ponent of schoolwork tasks, explicit opportunities for students to structure 
and restructure knowledge were identified. In addition, dimensions of task 
content, including cognitive complexity and the "function-infrastructure" di­
mension (Valencia, McGinley, & Pearson, 1990) were considered. This latter 
term refers to the specificity of content, that is, the extent to which the task 
relates to the overall functions of a discipline. For example, literacy tasks 
could address story composition on the one hand or specific exercises related 
to writing mechanics on the other. Levels of function-infrastructure constitute 
one way of describing the authenticity of school tasks (Brown, Collins, & 
Duguid, 1989). Task structures, especially when viewed over weeks and 
years of students ' school careers , act as powerful treatments on acquisition 
of content knowledge and development of dispositions toward learning, 
school , and work. 

Structures of Talk 

All classroom events are embedded in oral language. At one level, oral 
language is the means for conveying the parameters of literacy tasks (e.g., 
"You've got 15 minutes to finish writing your summaries."). At a more pro­
found level, as meaning is negotiated through classroom discourse , oral lan­
guage provides the medium for structuring and restructuring meaning. Be­
cause the latter function may be overlooked during teacher planning, it is 
considered more extensively. 

An early and powerful argument for the effects of social interaction on 
children's literacy development comes from the work of Vygotsky (1962) 
and its extensions (Edwards & Mercer, 1987; Wertsch, 1985). Vygotsky saw 
social interaction as the primary mechanism for acquiring the symbol sys­
tems and practices of a culture. In his view, the distinctive properties of 
human knowledge and thought are derived from various aspects of social 
activity. While thought is not considered to be equivalent to language, chil­
dren's internal thought processes are profoundly shaped through social inter­
action . 

Children 's thought processes are initially shaped through interactions 
with parents. When children attend school , their thinking , especially think­
ing about the academic content of school, is further influenced by interac­
tions with teachers. Ideally, conversations between teachers and students in­
clude support or "scaffolding" that allows children to engage new ideas and 
construct appropriate meanings from their experiences. With this support, 
children perform near the upper boundaries of their capabilities. Without this 
support, learning , at best, will occur more slowly. At worst, children may 
develop misconceptions about both the content of instruction and methods of 
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meaning-making. Through regulation of the amount of structural support or 
scaffolding in conversations, students function in their "zone of proximal 
development," resulting in productive learning. 

When reading is viewed as active participation in the construction of a 
text's meaning, and when writing is viewed as a means for individuals to 
convey meanings, opportunities for interaction become essential ingredients 
in classroom reading and writing experiences. In classrooms, modification 
of support structures in conversations becomes problematic because the level 
of support that is appropriate for one student may not be appropriate for 
others. When teacher-student and student-student talk contexts are consid­
ered, in addition to substantial differences in students' linguistic and cultural 
experiences, the situation is extremely complex. 

When participation in social interaction is viewed as crucial to chil­
dren's learning, as it is from a Vygotskian perspective, studies of classroom 
participant structures provide insight into children's opportunities to learn. 
Rules for interaction among participants in classrooms have been identified 
in a number of studies (e.g., Au & Mason, 1981; Michaels, 1981). Verbal 
interaction in classrooms is often dominated by repeated recitation-like 
triads, each consisting of a "teacher initiation" followed by a "student re­
sponse" and concluded by a "teacher evaluation." For some children more 
than others, participation structures in classrooms mirror interactions at 
home (Heath, 1983). For children who have not had frequent experiences 
with the dominant participant structures, life at school may seem alien and 
portray children as inarticulate. From a Vygotskian perspective, differences 
in participation structures represent more and less effective opportunities for 
students to structure and restructure meaning. 

THE NATURE OF TASK AND TALK STRUCTURES 
IN CLASSROOMS 

As diversity among students within a classroom increases, thoughtful 
design of task and talk structures becomes essential for providing productive 
and equitable instructional opportunities. The relationship between task and 
talk structures is remarkably complex. At times, talk structures appear to be 
subordinate to tasks, but at other times, these appear to drive classroom 
tasks. An understanding of task and talk structures is very useful in chang­
ing, as well as explaining, classroom learning experiences. 

Within a given classroom, both task and talk structures appear to follow 
reasonably stable daily and weekly patterns. When talk and task structures 
are examined across classrooms, two fundamentally different scenarios can 
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be identified. The first, or traditional, scenario typifies the experiences of 
most children who have attended American schools in the last several dec­
ades. This scenario emanates from a reductionist or skills-oriented perspec­
tive in which learning is viewed as the transmission of static objective knowl­
edge from one person to another in incremental steps. The second, or 
transformative, scenario has its philosophical basis in constructivism, where 
learning is viewed as the construction of knowledge through dynamic inter­
action among learners about ideas and experiences. 

In describing literacy instruction in the two scenarios, we emphasize 
task and talk structures rather than the standardized achievement scores that 
are typically taken as evidence of learning in American schools. The inade­
quacy of standardized tests as the exclusive indicators of students' literacy 
accomplishments is well-documented (see Chapter 18). Although a few tests 
require students to write responses to passages or grapple with multiple in­
terpretations of text (Valencia & Pearson, 1987), there are neither sufficient 
examples of paper-and-pencil tests that move beyond a single multiple­
choice answer nor adequate reports on alternative assessments such as port­
folios. When literacy acquisition, as measured by conventional tests, is com­
pared between classrooms implementing the traditional and transformative 
approaches, there is some evidence that outcomes are similar (Hagerty, Hie­
bert, & Owens, 1989). However, in this chapter, task and talk structures per 
se are taken to be important short-term outcomes of schooling. 

Tasks and Talk: A Traditional Scenario 

A typical scene in a sixth-grade classroom studied by Fisher and Hiebert 
( 1990a) illustrates task and talk structures in traditional skills-oriented class­
rooms. The teacher announced the beginning of reading period and directed 
students to work on their weekly assignments. Although the assigned pages 
were different for students in each of three ability groups, all students were 
responsible for reading a passage or two in the textbook, completing related 
workbook pages, and responding to questions in the textbook. By week's 
end, students were to have the teacher's verification of correct responses on 
these workbook pages and questions. This requirement for teacher grading 
meant that most students stood in line by the teacher's desk for 10 to 15 
minutes of the reading period, waiting to have their work evaluated or to ask 
questions about assignments. 

The structures in this classroom were common to other skills-oriented 
classrooms in the study, regardless of achievement or grade level. Students 
spent long periods of time completing low-level cognitive tasks that had been 
highly specified by their teachers. Talk before tasks consisted primarily of 
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directions from the teacher on how to perform them. Occasions for teachers 
and students to talk about knowledge and perceptions of curriculum topics 
before either reading or writing were rare. Opportunities for restructuring 
knowledge by talking with the teacher or other students after reading or writ­
ing were even less frequent. Oral interaction following reading and writing 
typically evaluated "right" and "wrong" answers as opposed to discussion of 
alternative interpretations of text. 

In the traditional scenario, literacy tasks direct student's attention to 
small pieces of text. For students who are proficient readers and writers, most 
tasks are small, cognitively simple, and highly specified by someone other 
than the student. However, for those who are not proficient readers and writ­
ers, the entire diet consists of low-level tasks. 

Regardless of the reason for limited proficiency (e.g., age, learning En­
glish as a second language), the traditional skills-oriented view mandates 
low-level, incremental tasks. Students are required to master individual let­
ters before words and individual words before sentences in stories. Analysis 
of kindergarten and readiness materials in textbook programs confirms this 
task sequence for beginning readers (Hiebert & Papierz, 1990). Hiebert and 
Papierz conclude that children could go through their entire first year of 
"reading" instruction without encountering words in text. When children fi­
nally face text, after months of struggling through letter-sound matching ex­
ercises, a typical page might contain only two small words. Ironically, a 
fairly sophisticated literacy schema is required to recognize that "It is"­
perhaps the only symbols on a preprimer page-is text. 

Some children, as preschoolers, have logged hundreds of hours listen­
ing to an adult read and playing with print-related toys. For these children, 
the traditional task sequence may delay additional literacy acquisition. How­
ever, their engagement in these tasks can be sustained by drawing on previ­
ous home experiences and ongoing parental encouragement. For other chil­
dren, home literacy experiences may have consisted of watching family 
members read magazines or marquees (see Anderson & Stokes, 1984) or 
being read advertisements and cartoons (Pellegrini, Perlmutter, Gaida, & 
Brophy, 1990). For children with such alternative literacy experiences, their 
initial inability to succeed in the unfamiliar tasks of traditional school literacy 
programs can quickly mark them for special reading programs or, at mini­
mum, assignment to low-ability groups. 

Once in a low-ability group, children receive an endless string of letter­
sound matching activities, sight word-recognition activities, and other low­
level tasks that emphasize decoding and literal comprehension, whereas stu­
dents who know how to read engage in higher level tasks like discussions 
about stories (Allington, 1983; Cazden, 1986; Hiebert, 1983). Those who 
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are least successful receive special attention, often in the form of pullout 
programs, where a philosophy of "more of the same is better" reigns. For 
example, children in Chapter 1 and special education programs often receive 
additional drill on low-level tasks, while their peers in the classroom read 
books (Rowan & Guthrie, 1989). 

Opportunities for participation in higher level reading and writing tasks 
may be reduced even more if children attend school in a low-income neigh­
borhood (Anyon, 1981 ; Fraatz, 1987) or if children are proficient in a lan­
guage other than English. Moll, Estrada, Diaz, and Lopes (1 980) found that 
bilingual children, like children who are proficient in dialects other than stan­
dard American English, participate almost exclusively in low-level tasks dur­
ing English reading periods. 

Judgments about children 's reading proficiency and reading-group 
placement are often based on dialect (Burke, Pflaum, & Krafte, 1982; Den­
iston & Hiebert, 1983). Subsequent reading instruction frequently becomes 
a context for correction of pronunciation rather than reading and talking 
about text (Piestrup, 1973). When there are large numbers of minority chil­
dren in a school, the entire program of the school may focus on low-level 
reading and writing skills. In addition, reading programs in schools with high 
numbers of African-American students are paced more slowly than those in 
schools with white students (Dreeben, 1987). 

Talk in traditional skills-oriented classrooms often pertains to proce­
dures rather than to concepts. Several analyses of oral discourse in class­
rooms (e.g., Heap, 1985; Wells, 1986; Edwards & Mercer, 1987) suggest 
that students develop many misconceptions rather than shared understandings 
in these circumstances. In reading groups, oral discourse most often con­
forms to the teacher-initiation/student-response/teacher-evaluation pattern 
described earlier (Cazden, 1986). Research on both tasks and talk in the 
traditional approach to instruction reveals that teachers do most of the talking 
while children watch, listen , and work on tasks that are highly specified by 
the teacher or textbook. 

Tasks and Talk: A Transformative Scenario 

According to Jackson (1986), the transformative tradition of teaching 
attempts "a transformation of one kind or another in the person being 
taught- a qualitative change often of dramatic proportion, a metamorphosis, 
so to speak" (pp. 120-121). The term "transformative" seems appropriate 
for describing the development of true literacy in students, that is , where 
students avidly use reading and writing as vehicles for thinking and living. 

The transformative tradition is distinguished from the traditional ap-
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proach by a particular conceptualization of the change process. In the trans­
formative tradition, change is viewed as an internal process that, to a consid­
erable degree, is initiated and controlled by the Ieamer, thereby making the 
learner primarily responsible for his or her own learning. In contrast, the 
traditional view places responsibility for initiation and control of the change 
process primarily with external agents. 

Transformative and traditional approaches are also differentiated in 
terms of the role played by social learning. In the transformative scenario, 
social interaction among classroom participants and between the class and 
the community of which it is a part are viewed to be critical factors determin­
ing what and how much is learned. In this scenario, knowledge is acquired 
through interactions with a relatively large number of knowledge sources. In 
the traditional scenario, the relationship between the teacher and individual 
students is viewed as the primary mechanism for knowledge transmission. In 
this sense, the teacher is the single most important source of knowledge. 
Consequently, interaction among students, and the relation between the class­
room and the broader community of the school, is viewed as relatively un­
important to knowledge acquisition. 

These fundamentally different views have implications for how teach­
ing, learning, and knowledge itself are construed within each of the scena­
rios. Almost all learning in complex environments contains elements from 
both traditions; however, substantially different "mixes" can be identified rel­
atively easily. These mixes show up in the task and talk structures that char­
acterize particular environments. Moreover, change within a learning envi­
ronment can be indexed by shifts in distributions of talk and task structures. 

Classrooms in the literature-based approach to literacy instruction stud­
ied by Fisher and Hiebert (1990a) manifest some characteristics of the trans­
formative scenario. For example, a reading period in a sixth-grade classroom 
began with a discussion among students and teacher about the ways in which 
authors create settings for their stories. After listening to the teacher read 
from two of her favorite authors, students identified mechanisms used by 
these authors to create specific settings. Following the discussion, students 
began (or continued) independent reading of self-selected books with an eye 
out for ways in which their authors created settings. The last portion of the 
reading period consisted of discussions of students' findings about creation 
of setting, first in groups of twos or threes and subsequently as a whole class. 
Later in the morning, students implemented their ideas about setting while 
writing stories of their own. 

Generally, occasions for reading and writing in the literature-based 
classrooms were interspersed with talk among teacher and peers about what 
was to be read or written or what had been read or written. Approximately a 
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quarter of all literacy periods was devoted to oral language activities that 
provided opportunities for students to speak about the meaning of their 
schoolwork . Occasions for structuring and restructuring understandings 
through talk were abundant after, as well as prior to , reading and writing of 
text. Sometimes, especially in writing tasks, students led the discussion of 
the whole group , whereas at other times students met in small groups. 

Changes described in the task and talk structures studied by Fisher and 
Hiebert were restricted to a relatively small number of classrooms in one 
district. In this case , changes were initiated by the teachers themselves and 
local administrators. Elements of the transformative scenario can also be 
seen in larger change efforts and with diverse student populations . A prime 
example of system-wide change is that of the Kamehameha Early Education 
Program (KEEP) (Au & Jordan, 1981). The KEEP example is especially 
important because it represents a concerted study of the task and talk struc­
tures of a culture and the translation of this information into classroom prac­
tices . The KEEP efforts are described elsewhere (see Chapters 3 and 8) . 

Approximations of the transformative scenario through changes in task 
and talk structures have also been successful with native Spanish-speaking 
children in American schools (Moll, 1988; Moll & Diaz, 1987). Moll and 
colleagues have shown that deft alterations to these classroom structures can 
increase the quality and quantity of both participation and learning by 
Spanish-speaking children . In these case studies, talk structures provided 
opportunities for students to be proficient in two languages and task struc­
tures provided opportunities to exchange ideas about issues that were relevant 
to the students , school, and community. Moll 's work also illustrates that 
changes in task and talk structures can be made by small groups of people in 
a manner that makes substantial differences to many students . 

One case study describes shifts in reading instruction (Moll & Diaz, 
1987) . Initially, reading lessons in English consisted of large amounts of 
decoding but limited comprehension activities, as described in the traditional 
scenario. Subsequently, members of a bilingual research team changed the 
task and talk structures dramatically. The grade-level textbook was substi­
tuted for material that was several levels below grade , and the focus of in­
struction shifted from word-by-word reading to discussions of story content. 
New passages were read to students to facilitate story comprehension. In 
discussions, students and teachers switched to Spanish when needed to clar­
ify the meaning of the text. By the third lesson, students were reading pas­
sages by themselves and answering comprehension questions at a compa­
rable level to English monolingual readers at grade level. 

In a case study of writing (Moll & Diaz, 1987), a similarly composed 
research team worked with teachers from several junior high schools in the 

I 
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same community. Researchers and teachers focused on writing instruction in 
bi-weekly sessions. When the project started, students were not doing any 
extended writing; rather, their writing consisted of copying and paraphrasing 
activities similar to those described by Bridge and Hiebert (1985). 

From a study of writing in the community, researchers knew that writing 
in students' homes included functional tasks such as taking telephone mes­
sages, completing various forms, and responding to homework assignments. 
Parents valued education highly and viewed proficiency in writing as an es­
sential part of literacy. Parental and community interests became the basis for 
a switch in the content and process of writing. Consequently, writing activi­
ties centered around information on community views that was collected 
through homework assignments. In one instance, widespread adoption of 
bilingualism was identified through class discussion as a significant commu­
nity issue. Students created a questionnaire on the topic that they used to 
interview parents, peers, siblings, neighbors, and adults in the school. When 
data had been gathered, students compiled the information and described 
their findings in articles. There were differences in levels of involvement by 
teachers and peers in drafting, revising, and editing articles. Articles also 
differed as a function of students' fluency. However, all students, regardless 
of English fluency, took part in demanding and meaningful intellectual 
activities. 

An increasing number of studies report growth in children's learning as 
a function of changes in task and talk structures. In each case, these studies 
involve an adjustment toward the transformative tradition by increasing di­
versity of the task diet, student generation of oral and written language, use 
of students' prior knowledge, or authenticity of school tasks. Goldenberg 
( 1990) reports that changing the tasks of beginning literacy instruction for 
Spanish-speaking students involves them in participating as readers much 
more effectively than Spanish literacy programs that emphasize only the 
code. Feitelson, Kita, and Goldstein (1986) show that integrating a task like 
teacher read-aloud on a regular basis can increase low-income students' in­
volvement as readers and writers. Elley and Mangubhai (1983) report in­
creased participation of English-as-a-second-language students in reading 
trade books, resulting in reading and listening comprehension at twice the 
previous rate. Allen and Mason (1989) present a series of projects that doc­
ument the effects of increases in generative writing and shared reading tasks. 
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990), in their review of studies involving 
teachers-as-researchers, point to shifts in the task and talk structures of read­
ing and writing experiences. In Chapter 2, Langer provides additional ex­
amples of classrooms where task and talk structures have been restructured 
to draw on students' communication strengths in the context of authentic 
tasks. 
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RESTRUCTURING TASKS AND TALK: 
CHALLENGES AND ISSUES 

In a broad array of studies, task and talk structures have been shown to 
influence the effects of literacy instruction. In presenting evidence for this 
statement, instruction was examined from two distinctly different view­
points. A traditional scenario , representing the lion's share of literacy in­
struction in American schools, was contrasted with a transformative sce­
nario. In its essential form, the latter approach occurs infrequently in 
practice, and therefore several studies were described as moving toward the 
transformative scenario. Neither of these scenarios is considered ideal, 
though each serves a heuristic purpose in representing complex instructional 
environments . If neither scenario is to be aimed for, then what is the appro­
priate architecture of task and talk structures to foster literacy acquisition? 

Distributions of Tasks and Talk 

Task and talk structures can be productively addressed in terms of the 
teaching and learning "diet" that students experience in schools . It may be 
tempting to view particular task and talk structures as always preferable (at 
this point in time , structures that give precedence to meaning over form) and 
other structures as less preferable (such as tasks that focus on decontextual­
ized skills) . The crux of the issue lies not in determining which single task 
and talk configuration is universally superior. Because specific task and talk 
structures tend to "pull for" or enhance some educational outcomes more 
than others, choice of literacy goals must drive instructional architecture . 
Furthermore, achievement of multiple goals demands successful experiences 
in multiple task and talk structures. The situation is further complicated be­
cause the fi t between task and talk structures, on the one hand, and educa­
tional outcomes, on the other, is not necessarily similar for students from 
different gender, racial, or sociocultural groups. Although it may never be 
possible to prescribe precise relationships between task and talk structures 
and outcomes for specific groups of students, the effects of dist:riputions of 
these structures should be the focus of inquiry. 

The authenticity of task and talk structures for particular groups of stu­
dents presents another challenge. Although it may be desirable to have 
authentic task and talk structures operating in the classroom as often as 
possible, what constitutes authenticity in one context may be rendered 
unauthentic by marginal changes in the context. That is to say, authenticity 
pertains not to the task itself but to an interaction between task and context. 
This interaction effect was dramatically illustrated in the attempt to extrapo­
late the KEEP model to Navajo children (Vogt, Jordan, & Tharp, 1987). The 
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talk structures that had worked with native Hawaiian children did not work 
with Navajo children. Both talk structures and forms of tasks needed to be 
changed, especially for contexts involving group cooperation. Reyes in 
Chapter 11 and Delpit (1986) raise analogous questions about use of certain 
whole-language and process-writing task and talk structures, such as use of 
dialogue journals in response to literature books and use of peer writing con­
ferences, for students who do not bring particular strategies and experiences 
to the classroom. 

By conceptualizing literacy instruction in terms of distributions of task 
and talk structures, the long-standing debate over skills-oriented versus 
meaningful-use-oriented strategies can be placed in a larger context. With 
this shift in perspective, the debate may become less oppositional as strands 
from both instructional approaches are woven together. In the classrooms 
studied by Fisher and Hiebert (1990a), activities that focused on skills gen­
erally were embedded within larger tasks. For example, students in both the 
skills-oriented and literature-based classrooms spent part of each day on 
spelling tasks (practicing spellings of words) that, on the surface, appeared 
to be similar. However, in the literature-based classrooms, most of the words 
were identified and selected by students after they had had difficulty with 
them in their reading or story writing. Practicing spelling of these words 
represents a learning task quite different from practicing words from a list 
that may have little or no relation to other current classroom learning activi­
ties. This embedding of skills within larger tasks grounded the acquisition 
and application of skills in a somewhat broader and more meaningful con­
text. In the literature-based approach, students acquired skills in the context 
of one or more of the outcomes that constitute the reason for acquiring the 
skills in the first place. In the skills-oriented approach, acquisition of skills 
was the end point of instruction. The absence of scaffolding to support con­
nections between skills and applications subsequently results in generally 
poor performance when skills are indirectly called for in problem-solving 
situations. 

The distribution of task and talk structures is critical for all learners but 
may be particularly so for novices. It may be that appropriate distributions 
of task and talk structures are a function of unit of language or level of 
teacher guidance. Recent reviews of what works in beginning reading in­
struction by Adams (1990) and Stahl and Miller (1989) continue to recom­
mend explicit guidance for beginning readers. This is not to suggest that 
instruction for young children should be didactic and unauthentic but rather 
that distributions of task and talk structures of effective beginning literacy 
experiences need to be examined in a variety of contexts and with a variety 
of student populations. 
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SUMMARY 

Low levels of performance on literacy measures, rapid changes in the 
demography of the school population, and increasing differences in out-of­
school literacy experiences among students have contributed to a pedagogical 
crisis. As the student population becomes more diverse, on several levels, 
traditional practices of literacy instruction are proving inappropriate for 
larger and larger numbers of children. The situation demands a significant 
shift in many practices of literacy instruction. This chapter has reviewed 
recent research that offers substantial guidance for restructuring literacy pro­
grams. Current literacy practices, as well as restructured practices for a more 
diverse student population, are framed in terms of schoolwork task and talk 
structures. The required shift in literacy instruction is outlined by contrasting 
task and talk structures in a traditional and a transformative scenario. Rather 
than attempting to identify a single best approach to literacy instruction, we 
argue for attending to the distributions of task and talk structures and for 
tuning these distributions to local pedagogical contexts. 
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11 A Process Approach 
to Literacy Instruction 
for Spanish-Speaking Students: 
In Search of a Best Fit 

MARIA DE LA LUZ REYES 
University of Colorado, Boulder 

The current constructivist view of learning and knowledge has contributed to 
a shift in literacy practices. There are numerous characterizations of a con­
structivist philosophy in literacy instruction, but among the most prominent 
are the writing-process model of Graves (1983, 1985) and the whole­
language view of literacy (Goodman, 1986, 1989; Harste, 1989; Smith, 
1986). Many teachers implement activities that emanate from writing­
process and whole-language views through literature-based instruction. 
Reading and writing are integrated as students write responses to literature 
that they have read and as they use topics, genres, and techniques from lit­
erature in compositions. In the eyes of many teachers, the writing process 
and whole language combine to form a holistic process approach to literacy. 

A process approach to literacy has been advocated and implemented on 
a large scale in language-arts frameworks of states like California and Penn­
sylvania. In particular, a process approach to literacy has been suggested as 
a solution in school districts where large numbers of their students are not 
performing at adequate levels of reading and writing proficiency. The stu­
dents who have failed most are those with linguistic and cultural backgrounds 
that differ from the mainstream (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 1988; Apple­
bee, Langer, & Mullis, 1986). 

This chapter examines issues related to the use of process approaches in 
literacy with bilingual Hispanic students. In particular, it considers the use of 
dialogue journals for writing and literature logs for written responses to trade 
books. Following a review of literature on the use of dialogue journals and 
literature logs, the results from a study of Hispanic students using these 
genres will be presented. Findings of the study suggest problems in extrapo­
lating, in exact form, practices designed for mainstream classrooms to ones 
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with second-language learners. The chapter concludes with a discussion of 
considerations in restructuring process approaches to literacy with second­
language learners. 

PROCESS APPROACHES TO LITERACY: 
EXAMPLES AND EXTENSIONS 

In a growing number of American classrooms, teachers are integrating 
reading and writing activities through a process approach (see, e.g., Chapter 
10). Classroom-based research indicates that a process approach to literacy 
assists students in controlling the writing task and communicating their ideas 
more effectively (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; Giacobbe, 1984; Graves, 
1983). This literature also suggests that immersion in writing activities that 
emphasize process rather than product increases students' control over writ­
ing conventions like grammar and spelling and helps them develop a sense 
of audience, voice, and fluency (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1985; 
Hansen, 1987). Two popular methods that exemplify process approaches are 
dialogue journals and literature logs. 

Examples of Process Approaches 

Dialogue journals. The use of interactive or dialogue journals to ini­
tiate and sustain ongoing written communication between student and teacher 
has been reported as effective, particularly in middle school settings (Atwell, 
1987; Staton, Shuy, Payton, & Reed, 1988). Dialogue journals are said to be 
useful because they allow students and teachers to construct a mutually inter­
esting text (Staton, 1980). Students initiate topics of interest and determine 
the length of entries. As they write, students can shift topics, ask questions, 
and seek help. Teachers respond to students' comments but not evaluatively. 

Although most research on dialogue journals has been conducted with 
native English speakers, research with second-language writers is beginning 
to appear (Groves, 1980; Flores & Garcia, 1984; Hayes & Bahruth, 1985; 
McGettigan, 1987; Staton eta!., 1988). This literature shows that second­
language learners are also gaining fluency in writing through dialogue jour­
nals. That is, students write longer passages. The journal format seems to 
offer second-language learners a nonthreatening, nongraded medium for 
communicating without the heavy emphasis on writing mechanics that can 
discourage novice writers. The informal conversationlike nature of this me­
dium allows students to be "experts" in their own topics and to set the pace 
and tone of the communication while they are developing fluency. Although 
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these are all positive outcomes, the literature on dialogue journals with 
second-language learners does not provide strong evidence that this writing 
improves writing form, a benefit that many claim with mainstream students . 

Literature logs . Literature logs are direct manifestations of the 
reading-writing connection in that the writing of literature logs derives from 
the books that students have read. Often, students' writing is based on books 
that they have selected themselves, whereas in other instances, students re­
spond to books from a recommended reading list or ones that teachers have 
presented in book talks or read-alouds. This task permits "written talk" about 
what students read and assists students in thinking through content, raising 
questions about its veracity, and comparing the text with their own experi­
ences. The source of writing is not solely dependent on personal experiences , 
as is the case with dialogue journals, but relies on comprehension of reading 
content. Writing in literature logs, then , requires completion of several tasks: 
reading a book, comprehending its content, and selecting key ideas from the 
book to use in the written response . 

Unlike dialogue journals, literature logs do not necessarily require a 
written response from teachers, although some teachers choose to comment 
on what students have read and written and to share their own interests in 
books (Atwell , 1987). Another uniqueness of literature logs relative to dia­
logue journals is that they are frequently viewed as measures of performance 
in literacy and may be evaluated as fulfilling an academic requirement and 
may even be assigned a grade. 

Process Approaches with Diverse Learners 

Claims of positive benefits resulting from the implementation of process 
approaches to literacy through dialogue journals and literature logs have been 
reported with mainstream students at virtually every level (Atwell , 1987; 
Calkins, 1986; Emig, 1983; Graves, 1985; Staton et al., 1988). Although 
whole-language advocates argue strongly that there is abundant research sup­
porting its efficacy (Goodman, 1989), questions abound on the research evi­
dence for the superiority of process approaches (see, e. g., McKenna, Rob­
inson, & Miller, 1990). For instance, the literature is silent on the efficacy of 
these instructional innovations with nonmainstream students in general and 
with second-language learners in particular. 

Delpit (1 986 , 1988) suggests that a process approach to literacy may be 
a drawback for African-American children because they do not possess the 
appropriate discourse styles valued and used in the classroom. Differences in 
discourse styles may lead to misunderstandings of both teacher and student 
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roles and expectations in learning. Minority groups who hold teachers in high 
regard, for example, may rely on and expect some direct guidance from 
teachers- a feature not so evident in process classrooms where teachers 
function more as facilitators than as intervenors (Pearson , 1989). Macias 's 
(1989) work with Hispanic students and Siddle's (1986) work with African­
American students indicate that these minority pupils expected that, if they 
needed to learn something , teachers would point it out. Instruction based on 
process approaches that emphasize student choice in writing topics , book 
selection, and communicating ideas without concern with form may lead to 
misunderstanding about tasks . Students may regard teachers ' failure to cor­
rect errors as approval of their work and, as a consequence, fail to show 
improvement. 

Recent work in writing-process classrooms (Reyes, 1990a) extends Del­
pit's examination of process approaches with students of diverse cultural 
backgrounds to students who are proficient in Spanish but have limited or no 
English skills when entering school. The emerging evidence from this work 
calls for an examination of the ways in which such approaches are imple­
mented with nonmainstream students , particularly second-language learners 
who must deal with different language-processing demands . 

A CASE STUDY OF A PROCESS APPROACH 
TO LITERACY WITH SECOND-LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

Over the course of an academic year, the dialogue journals and literature 
logs of 10 Hispanic, bilingual sixth-grade students were examined . The stu­
dents all came from a bilingual classroom in a metropolitan school district 
where the official policy was "whole language" in bilingual education. Mrs . 
Sands, the teacher, reported that she was organizing literacy experiences 
around the whole-language philosophy, including process-writing activities . 
In brief, the study explored how the construction of meaning differed in first 
and second language and how implementation of the process approach af­
fected outcomes for second-language learners. Weekly observations of class­
room language arts periods focused on the social context of writing, includ­
ing the medium of instruction, student-teacher interactions, organization of 
literacy events , assignment of tasks, and use of materials . Detailed informa­
tion on data gathering and analysis can be found in Reyes (1990a). Three 
aspects of students ' writing in the two genres (literature logs and dialogue 
journals) are considered here. 

Themes 

Some recurring topics and themes emerged in the dialogue journals (in 
order of importance): fami ly, culturally specific objects, events or places , 
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personal interaction with the teacher, and school-related incidents. More 
complex ideas and greater writing fluency occurred when students initiated 
topics around their families or culturally specific events. Familiarity with the 
topic allowed students to write with a confident voice as "experts." In con­
trast, writing entries that related to school were often shorter (rarely more 
than two or three sentences) and, for the most part, purely functional, as in 
"Where can I buy another notebook?" or "I lost my library book." 

Another salient feature of these bilingual students' journal writing was 
their close bond with the teacher and their dependence on her guidance. The 
teacher's promptings, encouragement, interest, or disinterest affected the 
length and elaboration of a topic. Students expressed an emotional bond with 
the teacher and depended heavily on her responses, to the point that they felt 
personally slighted when she missed writing in their journals. Some typical 
comments included, "You're the best teacher." "How come some times you 
don't write back?" "You forgot to write!" Sometimes, students approached 
interactions with the teacher seriously and respectfully, even taking the teach­
er's attempts at humor literally. The following exchange took place when the 
teacher wrote to a student explaining that she had not written in his journal 
because of her heavy work load. (All examples of students' writings are 
unedited. Pseudonyms are used throughout.) 

Dear Mrs. S. 
Why don't yuo tell me about your probles. 

The teacher wrote the following tongue-in-cheek response: 

Dear Miguel, 
Where should I start? I'm just kidding. I do have a problem with 

my work. To you students it probably seems we teachers don't do 
much, but the truth is that we work all day and all night and never get 
through. I think that's my biggest problem right now. Do you think I 
shouldn't work as hard? 

Mrs. S. 

Accepting the challenge, Miguel provided the following advice: 

Mrs. S. you should tried harder with your work, like that you could 
finish your work. And you should tried to solve your problems. I all 
wes work harder with my work. And I allwes tried to solve my prob­
lems [extra space left here] you should tried what I do. 

Contrary to popular perception that many Hispanic students suffer from 
poor self-concepts, the journal entries reflected both positive and negative 
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self-concepts and attitudes toward school. In come cases, students expressed 
concern about academic tasks, for example, "Mrs. I really don't like reading 
I try but I never get the hang of the book or I don't read far enough ... " In 
other cases, students wrote positively about school: 

Yes I do like this school, its great. Well I miss my old school. I liked it 
to, like I like this school ... I had shost [just] one best friend, his 
name was Jose. We were the best students in the classroom. We were 
the best on math, science, reading, art, story, and going speling test. 

In the literature logs, there were few discernible themes. The typical 
literature-log entry was a one- or two-line summary of the story, for example, 
''I'm reading (book title). It is about (character) who does (XYZ)." Students 
did not elaborate on the contents of their books. Some other responses cen­
tered around the teacher's questions about their books, "Yes, I'm finished 
and that's sad because she got sick and died." In general, the literature logs 
contained little substance or evidence of reflective thinking on their readings, 
suggesting little control over the task. 

Language Use 

The students used Spanish and English freely in their dialogue journals, 
and the teacher generally matched the students' language. By using the stu­
dents' primary language, the teacher validated Spanish for school tasks and 
all<:1wed them to develop fluency at a good comfort level. However, when the 
teacher imposed English before the student him- or herself initiated it, con­
struction of meaning was affected negatively. The task of writing in their 
weaker language constrained students' control of the task, and their focus 
shifted to form rather than development of ideas. In one case, the teacher 
suggested that the student write in English and she would respond in Spanish 
so that both could practice their second language. The result was devastating, 
as indicated by the student's journal response: "I don't now very good the 
English. If I don't now how to write sating in English I will write in Espan­
ish." Although the student eventually complied with the teacher's request to 
write, she stopped writing in her journal for a time, and, when she resumed, 
she wrote shorter, less complex ideas. This pattern confirms Moll and Diaz's 
( 1987) finding that, when students are overly concerned with English pro­
duction, higher order skills in literacy suffer. 

Although English and Spanish were generally permitted in oral com­
munication and dialogue journals, there was an unspoken rule that the 
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literature-log entries were to be in English_ The teacher responded only in 
English, even when students initiated their writing in Spanish. 

Code switching, the alteration of Spanish and English in the same entry, 
appeared infrequently in either dialogue journals or literature logs. This find­
ing is consistent with Edelsky's (1986) research with other bilingual writers. 
In oral communication, code switching was common for students, but in 
their written communication it occurred less frequently. 

Skills 

A notable finding from both dialogue journals and literature logs was 
that, even over time, the students did not attend to correct form in their 
writing. The classroom-based research of Atwell (1987) and Graves (1985) , 
among others, implies that exposure to correct models of conventional form 
in journals, literature logs, and other writing genres helps students learn and 
apply correct form. This was not the case with these bilingual students. The 
teacher conducted daily writing conferences with individuals, peer confer­
ences, and mini-lessons to focus on specific writing problems of students, 
but the students did not make any lasting improvement in using these con­
ventions in their writing. 

There was a high incidence of inventive spelling in the writing of these 
second-language learners. The errors were by no means arbitrary; the inven­
tive spelling in Spanish and in English and the use of Spanish phonemes for 
English words and vice versa demonstrated that students were using their 
phonemic and orthographic knowledge of Spanish and English to construct 
meaning. This high frequency of inventive spelling may be symptomatic of 
students' juggling of two linguistic systems and the transition from Spanish 
to English writing. It may also be that, although oral Spanish was permitted 
in the classroom and many students chose to write in Spanish, they did so 
without the benefit of formal writing instruction in Spanish. 

PROBLEMS IN IMPLEMENTING A PROCESS APPROACH 
WITH SECOND-LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

The process approach for these bilingual students certainly had positive 
effects. Children were writing extensively and were exposed to good litera­
ture. The teacher was doing many exemplary things: sharing her love for 
books, modeling reflective writing, and matching language use in dialogue 
journals. However, despite extensive opportunities to write, students did not 
achieve the high levels of writing that Atwell (1987) and others describe of 
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mainstream students in process classrooms. Students were not filling pages 
with their responses about books. Their writing in dialogue journals, while 
more abundant than that in literature logs, did not grow more sophisticated 
in the conventions of language. 

Even though there were positive results and potential for even more 
impressive results, there were clearly problems. Determining what these 
problems are and how they can be alleviated is critical if optimal gains are to 
be obtained from constructivist approaches with an increasingly diverse stu­
dent population. 

An immediate explanation by advocates of process approaches may be 
that this teacher's efforts were not "real" whole language or writing process. 
The manner in which teachers transform philosophy into practice is an issue 
with process approaches, as it is with any instructional philosophy. However, 
an examination of this teacher's implementation indicates that a search for 
explanations must move to more deep-seated factors that are not idiosyn­
cratic to this teacher. 

The Nature of the Teacher's Implementation 

The school district in which Mrs. Sands taught had adopted a process 
approach for bilingual instruction. Educators central to the conceptualization 
and dissemination of the whole-language and writing-process philosophies 
had provided training for the teachers in the school district over a period of 
time. Mrs. Sands had been part of this training and continued to attend 
classes and workshops. She designed her classroom literacy program around 
recommendations from workshops on process approaches. 

In implementing these activities, Mrs. Sands encouraged students to 
write dialogue journals in their first or second languages. Though not His­
panic, the teacher was fluent in Spanish and English, informed about His­
panic culture, and sensitive to the backgrounds and needs of her students. By 
asking informed questions such as "Sabes hacer pan dulce?'' (Do you know 
how to make [Mexican] sweet bread?), she validated students' language and 
culture and responded sensitively to linguistic and cultural needs when stu­
dents felt unsure or embarrassed. More importantly for these bilingual stu­
dents, Mrs. Sands responded affectionately and respectfully to their feelings 
as in statements "I'm sorry I didn't write back" or "I missed you, too." At all 
times, the teacher projected genuine interest in individuals as evident in her 
comments to students in the dialogue journals, like "I do wish you good luck 
on your green belt in karate" or "You seemed very tired today. Are you get­
ting enough sleep?" She inquired about family members as in asking a stu­
dent about her sister ("How does Maria like Lincoln High?''). She often in-
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teracted with students in a way that reminded them that she, too, was a 
learner, as in "You will have to explain what kata is. I'm not very informed ." 
She nudged, motivated, and encouraged students to write and read more . In 
all respects , she was an above-average teacher. 

So why were students ' contributions to the literature logs weak and why 
did students fail to grow in conventions of language in their writing in the 
dialogue journals? Several underlying assumptions about literacy and lan­
guage contributed to the less than optimal growth of students, the most basic 
of which was a view of the primacy of English as the language of academic 
tasks. In addition, an emphasis on several basic assumptions of whole lan­
guage may act against the needs of second-language learners. 

The Role of English for Academic Tasks in Bilingual Classrooms 

Although the theory of bilingual learning supports opportunities for 
second-language learners to acquire concepts in their native languages while 
learning English, the use of primary language is minimal in practice (Halc6n, 
1983). Even in bilingual programs where native-language instruction is per­
mitted, there is a deeply rooted fear that students will not learn English well 
enough or fast enough , a sentiment heard in the comments of the teachers 
studied by Miramontes and Commins in Chapter 6. The operating assump­
tion is that if the task is academic , then it should be conducted in English. In 
traditional and bilingual programs, English is treated as though it were syn­
onymous with literacy (Reyes, 1990b) . Although this assumption is not part 
of underlying whole-language or writing-process philosophies, it has a great 
deal to do with the policies and practices of schools for minority students 
(see Chapters 6 and 15) and impacts the nature of minority students ' experi­
ences and performances . 

This assumption was very evident in the school district in which the 
case-study classroom was located. District policy called for all language arts 
classes in the bilingual program to be treated as "English to speakers of other 
languages," thus establishing English as the official medium of instruction. 
This mandate undermined the true spirit of bilingual education and process 
approaches . Not only were students unable to develop proficiency in aca­
demic tasks through using their native languages, they had to struggle in 
academic tasks in a language in which they were not entirely fluent. For 
example, students' lack of proficiency in the literature logs illustrates the 
consequences of this assumption . The literature logs clearly fell under the 
purview of "formal literacy" instruction and were therefore conducted solely 
in English. Questions of cultural relevance , authenticity of tasks, language 
proficiency, and teacher guidance were ignored. 
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Assumptions of Teachers, Tasks, and Skill Instruction in 
Process Approaches 

PRACTICES 

In theory, whole language allows the use of native language in literacy 
activities, as is evident in Goodman's (1986) statement, "Whole language 
programs get it all together: the language, the culture, the community, the 
learner, and the teacher" (p. 8). An emphasis on several fundamental as­
sumptions within process approaches related to teachers' roles, children's 
knowledge of school tasks, and proportion of time spent in explicit instruc­
tion can act to the disadvantage of second-language learners. Educators with 
a whole-language perspective tend to emphasize these assumptions and to 
exclude ideas that relate to adaptations for second-language learners. The 
nature of these assumptions underlying process approaches and how they can 
act against linguistically different students are illustrated in this case study. 

A fundamental assumption of process approaches is that teachers func­
tion primarily as creators of contexts and as facilitators of learning, not as 
the source and transmitter of knowledge. This role may create dissonance 
with a cultural group's expectations of teachers. The Hispanic second­
language learners in the case study sought the teacher's help in selecting 
books, but Mrs. Sands chose not to impose her "expertise"; instead, she 
exhorted students to keep trying to find books to their liking. A mere invita­
tion to keep looking for an appropriate book without explicit assistance led 
to some students' failure to complete the task. The teacher was left with the 
impression that students lacked motivation to learn. The assumption that all 
students flourish in classrooms where there is ample freedom to choose activ­
ities and where the teacher's role is that of facilitator raises some doubts 
relative to these second-language learners. 

There was also evidence that students were often confused with the 
goals of different tasks. Most students perceived the literature logs and dia­
logue journals to be informal means of communicating with the teacher. 
They got in trouble for trying to socialize with the teacher by expressing 
affection, interjecting personal topics, and failing to view the literature log 
as a businesslike diary, which was the teacher's view of the task. 

A third feature of process approaches that relates to the nature, focus, 
and relative emphasis of skill instruction also acts against second-language 
learners. Following the directions of leading process-approach educators, 
Mrs. Sands presented information about language conventions in mini­
lessons and conferences. Neither context made the what, how, and when of 
language usage sufficiently clear to most students. The amount of time for 
these lessons was brief relative to that spent in process activities. Students 
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failed to see a connection between the lessons and their writing in dialogue 
journals and literature logs and so continued to make the same mistakes. The 
teacher's attempts at indirect mediation are contrary to the explicit guidance 
that children from nonmainstream backgrounds may expect (Delpit, 1988). 

Many whole-language educators see these assumptions to be the crux 
of process approaches (Goodman, 1986), and little attention is given to ex­
amining the fit of these assumptions with different groups of students. This 
failure for reflection was evident in the staff development that was provided 
by prominent whole-language and writing-process educators to the bilingual 
teachers in this district. These sessions paid little, if any, heed to adjustments 
that might need to be made for children as a function of language fluency 
and cultural background. The failure of these leaders to point out the need 
for linguistic and cultural modification when using these practices with 
second-language learners encouraged the notion that process instruction 
works equally well with all students regardless of backgrounds. Through 
sustained training that deemphasized the accommodations for linguistically 
different students, even outstanding teachers like Mrs. Sands began to dis­
trust their own best judgments. The result was that teachers did not provide 
the needed mediation and scaffolding of tasks for students. The program 
director in the district had gone so far as to issue the directive that "no more 
than 10 minutes should be devoted to teaching skills in whole-language class­
rooms." Teachers like Mrs. Sands were left with the impression that "things 
take time" and that the processes would work eventually-if only they al­
lowed the process to take its natural course. 

ISSUES IN RESTRUCTURING PROCESS APPROACHES 
FOR SECOND-LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

This preceding discussion of problems with process approaches for 
second-language learners should not be taken as advocating a return to a 
skills-oriented perspective or a departure from a constructivist view of learn­
ing. Many positive things were occurring in the case-study classroom that 
need to be continued. If an understanding of students' cultural and linguistic 
backgrounds can be gained, some shifts in the tasks and instruction of a 
process approach may mean more productive literacy-learning contexts for 
students. In redesigning process classrooms for second-language learners, a 
number of factors need to be considered, including a balancing of tasks, 
creation of culturally relevant tasks, and scaffolding of tasks. 

For some students, mere exposure to correct form may be sufficient for 
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proficient application. For many culturally different students who do not 
belong to the "culture of power" (Delpit, 1988), more explicit instruction 
and culturally relevant tasks may be necessary to apply particular strategies 
and skills consistently, in addition to abundant opportunities for writing and 
reading. 

This need for guidance in conventions of language is especially critical, 
given the evidence on how language-minority students are measured on 
large-scale writing assessments (Reyes, 1990c). The use of student writing 
samples on such assessments does not advantage language-minority students, 
as Garda and Pearson suggest in Chapter 18. Indeed, nonmainstream stu­
dents in process classrooms who have been encouraged to express themselves 
without regard for mechanics may be even more at a disadvantage (Delpit, 
1988; Reyes, 1990c). A recent study by Reyes (1990c) shows that nonnative 
English speakers' writing may be judged even more harshly on the basis of 
mechanics because their limited English proficiency makes the errors more 
obvious as they struggle to control the writing task in their weaker language. 

In the case study, it was evident that students did not find cultural rele­
vance in the literature-log activities. The assumption of process approaches 
that the use of trade books constitutes "authentic" tasks fails to consider that 
authenticity is highly subjective and relative to individual interest, as well as 
social, cultural, and linguistic appropriateness. The lack of available books 
in Spanish, the lack of opportunity to write in their native language, the 
teacher's hesitance in assisting students in finding books, and the lack of 
culturally relevant books contributed to tasks that were far from authentic. 
Furthermore, other dimensions that would make tasks authentic for students 
with diverse backgrounds were not cultivated. Rarely was a topic extrapo­
lated from the journals or literature logs for public consumption or sharing 
with the whole class. There were few opportunities for students to write for 
different audiences, learn other genres, or revise compositions for sharing 
with others. Moll and colleagues (Moll, 1989; Moll & Diaz, 1987) illustrate 
the manner in which authentic writing tasks can be created, where students 
interact extensively with one another on topics of cultural interest that extend 
into the community (see Chapters 2 and 10 for further discussions of such 
tasks). 

Process approaches to literacy for second-language learners should also 
consider the importance of scaffolding of tasks, not just the scaffolding of 
interactions that Palincsar and David describe in Chapter 9. Scaffolding of 
tasks calls for guidance from teachers as students participate in new tasks. 
Only an array of instructional contexts that include small-group teacher-led 
conferences, peer groups, and whole-class instruction will ensure that a di­
versity of learners will be accommodated in classrooms. 
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SUMMARY 

Through the use of literature, process approaches in reading and writing 
have converged. Although such approaches offer the potential for many pos­
itive benefits for all students, to date they have not yielded satisfactory results 
for culturally or linguistically different learners. Many implementations of 
process approaches, and the training of teachers to use these approaches, 
have assumed that the same activities can be implemented with all students 
regardless of social, cultural, or linguistic uniquenesses. The case study in 
this project suggests that this assumption cannot be made. When this as­
sumption is coupled with the idea that English is the language of academic 
tasks, students with diverse backgrounds are at a disadvantage in process 
approaches and fail to get the full benefit. With adjustments in process ap­
proaches that attend to the balancing, authenticity, and scaffolding of tasks, 
students of diverse backgrounds may be able to attain the literacy levels nec­
essary for full participation in a technological society. 

The continued depressed performance of minorities on literacy assess­
ments (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 1988; Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 
1986) offers a compelling argument for these adjustments in process ap­
proaches for students with diverse backgrounds. If any instructional ap­
proach is to yield optimal benefits, it must be tailored to the academic needs 
of learners. To do less is to exacerbate existing problems for subgroups 
within a "nation (already) at risk." 
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12 Enhancing Literacy Through 
Cooperative Learning 
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Ruddell and Sperling ( 1988) recently voiced a concern of many educators 
when they observed that research findings rarely appear to have any direct 
impact on practice. Periodically, however, a method comes along that seems 
particularly appealing to educators and its adoption becomes widespread. A 
case in point is cooperative learning. The attention cooperative learning has 
received from the educational community has prompted Slavin ( 1987) to 
state that "the age of cooperation is approaching" (p. 7). Perhaps it is true. 
In contrast to teacher-centered instruction, cooperative learning encourages 
students to become actively involved with their learning by working together, 
sharing their ideas, and providing assistance to their peers. Cooperative 
learning also seems an equitable method because its goal is to provide all 
learners with access to important information about comprehension. In doing 
so, the detrimental effects of homogeneous ability grouping and gender and 
cultural stereotyping are reduced or eliminated. This method also appears 
theoretically sound in that it fits nicely within the social constructivist view 
of teaching and learning found throughout this volume (e.g., Chapters 9, 10, 
and 13). 

More cynical educators, however, might caution that Slavin's optimism 
is a bit premature. In the past, other highly regarded instructional methods 
also viewed students as more than passive recipients of teacher talk, sought 
to make access to information more equitable, and were based on then cur­
rent theories of teaching and learning. One obvious example is mastery 
learning, which posited that virtually all students, regardless of ability or 
background, could master essential information when opportunity to learn 
and quality of instruction were maximized (Bloom, 1985). Today, only pock­
ets of mastery learning programs survive, although some of its basic ele­
ments, like criterion-referenced testing, remain in many schools. 

Hindsight offers numerous reasons why highly regarded methods like 
mastery learning failed (Stallings & Stipek, 1986). One explanation is that it 

172 



ENHANCING LITERACY THROUGH COOPERATIVE LEARNING 173 

relied on comparative studies conducted under highly controlled conditions 
to establish its viability and therefore failed to address the realities of day-to­
day instruction. As a result, teachers had little information to guide its imple­
mentation. At the present time, cooperative-learning research is proceeding 
down the same path; virtually every study is an experimental one, yet few 
data are available to inform educators about how this approach fits within the 
many competing goals, tensions, and constraints of daily classroom life. 
Without such information, successful implementation is likely to be difficult 
and the high expectations for this method may go unrealized. 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine three instructional variables 
that can have a marked impact on how cooperative learning is used in class­
rooms and, ultimately, what students learn through collaboration: teachers' 
belief systems about cooperative learning, cooperative tasks used to promote 
comprehension, and ways in which instructional talk orients students' dis­
cussions in collaborative groups. Although these three variables are not ex­
haustive, they serve as a partial template for examining cooperative learning 
and other instructional practices. 

The definition of cooperative learning that guides this chapter deserves 
attention. The practice goes by many names, such as collaborative learning, 
peer-group interactions, small-group discussions, and so on. Additionally, it 
can take many forms, although the best known to teachers are those advo­
cated by Slavin (1989a), Johnson and Johnson (1987), and Palincsar and 
David (Chapter 9). This chapter is not concerned with any particular coop­
erative-learning approach. Therefore, the term cooperative learning is used 
in a generic sense to refer to all forms of peer-group instruction. 

THE ROLE OF BELIEFS SYSTEMS IN 
COOPERATIVE LEARNING 

Belief systems go by a variety of terms, including implicit or folk theo­
ries and concepts of instruction (Clark & Peterson, 1986). Whatever the 
term, they refer to teachers' knowledge about the purpose of schooling, ap­
propriate roles for themselves and students, and the nature of knowledge 
acquisition. These beliefs, in turn, influence the ways teachers plan, orga­
nize, and deliver instruction. The foundations of belief systems are formed 
through years of observation as students (Buchmann, 1989). Through these 
observations, beliefs about teaching and learning become firmly ingrained 
and highly resistant to change (Zeichner & Liston, 1987). 

Belief systems affect teachers' ability and willingness to adopt newer 
instructional methods (Richardson, in press) as well as determine the orga-
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nization and delivery of daily instruction. For example, Rich (1990) found 
that teachers who received staff development training in cooperative learning 
often failed to implement it. This was attributed to a lack of congruence 
between teachers' ideologies (i.e., beliefs) about schooling and their percep­
tions of cooperative learning. Most teachers, according to Rich, believed the 
primary purpose of schooling is to ensure that students acquire academic 
skills; children's social and personal development are less important or even 
inappropriate goals of education. Cooperative learning was viewed as pri­
marily a means to improve social skills and self-esteem. Rich concludes that 
the incongruence between teachers' beliefs about the purpose of schooling 
(academic) and the goals of collaboration (social) is deeply ingrained. As a 
result, teachers not only resist making changes but may actually engage in 
passive (and not so passive) acts that "sabotage" the implementation of co­
operative learning. 

Palincsar, Stevens, & Gavelek's (1989) concerns about teacher beliefs 
are similar to Rich's (1990). In trying to understand why an established co­
operative-learning program (in this case, reciprocal teaching) did not result 
in any appreciable achievement gains, Palincsar et al. interviewed 25 teach­
ers about the value of collaborative activities. Teachers mentioned that col­
laboration was beneficial because it helped students become more actively 
involved in their learning and provided opportunities to build confidence, 
obtain peer approval, and improve social skills. Rarely mentioned were the 
cognitive benefits of collaboration. When probed, these teachers surprisingly 
mentioned that collaborative groups were most useful for drill and practice. 
In effect, teachers held a "knowledge transmission" view of teaching and 
learning, that is, learning is best accomplished when actively transmitted 
from expert teachers to novice learners. First-grade teachers especially ex­
pressed skepticism about whether young children possessed academic knowl­
edge that could be shared with other students. This mismatch between teach­
ers' beliefs and the theory behind reciprocal teaching was identified by 
Palincsar et al. as a major factor likely to lead to unsuccessful implemen­
tation. 

Two recent studies by Meloth and Deering (1990a, 1990b) suggest that, 
even when teachers report having changed in their instructional beliefs and 
practice substantially for several years, the academic orientation of coopera­
tive learning may be weak. Over two studies, 12 third- through sixth-grade 
teachers were asked about the purposes and goals of their reading instruction. 
All teachers had taken at least one course each in whole-language and coop­
erative learning through district-sponsored staff development programs or 
from local universities. In addition, each reported using these methods on a 
consistent basis (i.e., three times per week) for a minimum of 2 years. Infor-
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mal observations indicated that teachers did, indeed, use collaborative­
learning methods that fit within a whole-language or literature-based frame­
work. Further, instruction did provide students with the opportunity for 
collaborative discussions about literacy. Teachers reported that cooperative 
activities were the preferred form of instruction because they provided stu­
dents with access to important information about literacy processes and a 
richer understanding and appreciation of literacy. When asked to describe 
how specific cooperative-reading activities would improve learning, teachers 
responded in a fashion similar to Palincsar et al.'s teachers by emphasizing 
social skills but rarely mentioning cognitive benefits. 

Me loth and Deering ( 1990a, 1990b) also found support for a dilemma 
posed by Slavin (1989b). According to Slavin, cooperative learning appeals 
mainly to humanistic teachers who are uncomfortable with high levels of 
structure and extrinsic incentives, two of the factors that have explained 
achievement in cooperative learning. Only 2 of the 12 teachers studied by 
Meloth and Deering used grades or other forms of extrinsic rewards during 
cooperative learning, and these uses did not conform to the highly structured 
systems associated with achievement gains in cooperative-learning experi­
ments. The remaining teachers, although aware of the emphasis on incentive 
systems in cooperative-learning models, used positive praise and encourage­
ment and perceived grades to affect motivation and self-esteem detrimentally. 

An implicit assumption underlying the work of Rich (1990), Palincsar 
et al. ( 1989), and Meloth and Deering ( 1990a, 1990b) is that teachers' failure 
to modify their beliefs to those of theorists may result in the ineffective use 
of cooperative learning. This assumption requires careful consideration. On 
the one hand, it seems appropriate for teachers to modify beliefs, if in so 
doing the likelihood is increased that students will engage in higher order 
thinking because of cooperative learning. On the other hand, it seems pre­
sumptuous and short-sighted to require changes if they may actually deter 
learning and motivation. The debate about motivation and extrinsic incen­
tives is by no means resolved theoretically or empirically. For example, some 
forms of cooperation like reciprocal teaching (see Chapter 9) do not use 
incentive systems and yet report positive achievement gains. Thus, staff­
development and teacher-education programs need to move cautiously in 
what they advocate. 

COOPERATIVE-LITERACY TASKS 

The tasks of cooperative-literacy activities, just as with other instruc­
tional modes, direct students' thinking and action (Doyle, 1983). Classroom 
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tasks go through transformations as teachers and students define them, with 
participants' definitions not necessarily the same (Marx & Walsh, 1988). In 
other words, what a student gets from a task may be quite different from 
what a teacher intended. 

Most classroom tasks have been characterized as requiring the reproduc­
tion of knowledge, that is, the rote memorization and recall of facts or skills. 
These tasks do little to promote the acquisition of cognitive and metacogni­
tive processes necessary for independent learning skills nor do they help 
students make connections between the task and reading. The consequences 
of continuous exposure to and evaluation of reproduction tasks are that stu­
dents are often left with the impression that learning may be less pressing 
than accomplishing work on time with a minimum of errors (Anderson, 
1990). 

However, not all good tasks are "higher order" ones; it is the context 
within which these tasks are accomplished that is important. When the con­
text allows students to make connections between the task at hand and liter­
acy use in general, the task is considered authentic (Chapter 10). For ex­
ample, simply identifying "who, what, when, where, and why" involves 
routine "right there" text reinspection strategies (Raphael & Pearson, 1985). 
However, when students work together to discuss how strategies can provide 
readers with a schema for understanding stories in general, the task becomes 
more authentic. 

A strength of the work of Palincsar (see Chapter 9) relates to the role of 
authenticity; only interesting and informative tasks that involve essential 
comprehension strategies are part of reciprocal teaching. These tasks ensure 
that focused discussions of text go beyond literal content to a richer under­
standing of the text and strategies that support meaning-making. Strategies 
that are critical to make meaning of a text form the starting point for group 
discussions. The discussion is then oriented toward acquiring the critical 
meanings of a text. 

Other cooperative-learning programs take a quite different approach. 
For example, the fundamental issue for Slavin (1989a) and Johnson and 
Johnson (1987) centers on inducing collaboration by teaching students co­
operative skills, manipulating reward structures, and/or constructing activi­
ties that require collaboration (Bossert, 1988). The nature of the task is of 
secondary importance in these programs; Johnson and Johnson (1987) sug­
gest that learning will occur regardless of whether the task is an authentic 
one, if cooperative skills are engaged. 

The differences in orientation between Palincsar and Slavin and Johnson 
and Johnson have a profound influence on how teachers and students define 
cooperative tasks. Selecting a task from a "what are they going to learn" 
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perspective as opposed to a "how are they going to learn it" approach com­
municates to teachers and students that understanding is valued above doing. 
Although Slavin (1986) has begun to identify cooperative group structures 
that are appropriate for different cognitive objectives, it is still unclear how 
these structures ensure that the task begins, and remains, an authentic one. 

One caveat to the above discussion is warranted. Just because a method 
like reciprocal teaching encourages authentic tasks does not mean that teach­
ers will always be able to create the conditions for authenticity. Palincsar et 
al. (1989) note that this is not always the case. Nor is it being suggested that 
those electing to use, for example, Slavin's Student Teams Achievement Di­
visions (STAD) approach will do so without concern for authenticity. How­
ever, research on teacher thinking (Clark & Peterson, 1986) has long shown 
that teachers typically plan and implement lessons around activities and con­
tent, rarely cognitive objectives. The organization and activities in many co­
operative-learning programs may pull for them to be even more activity­
oriented, rather than process-oriented, encouraging teachers to select on the 
basis of "cooperation" rather than authentic literacy use. 

Even when tasks allow for authentic literacy use, students may trans­
form the character of the tasks based on their past experiences with cooper­
ative learning and concerns with accountability. For example, when Meloth 
and Deering (1990a) asked students to define the task of their cooperative 
literacy group, they consistently described the procedural dimensions of 
tasks, such as what was required to "get it done." Few students reported that 
the task would help them improve their ability to collaborate effectively. 
These responses were in sharp contrast to teachers' reports that the primary 
goal of the task was the improvement of students' cooperative skills. Addi­
tionally, although most students expressed little concern about whether they 
would receive good grades on the task, some expressed concern for peer 
reactions. In one classroom, where the cooperative activity was to create a 
play from a fable, students were concerned about failing in front of their 
peers, even though their teacher was not formally evaluating the play's qual­
ity. Teachers, however, indicated no awareness of students' concerns about 
public failure but believed that by eliminating grades or other formal ac­
countability forms, students would pursue tasks for their intrinsic value. 

A study by Ross and Raphael (1990) supports the role of task structure 
in student discussions and performance. They studied two teachers who were 
using a version of Slavin's (1986) STAD format in science. Whereas one 
teacher faithfully adhered to the guidelines for using STAD, the other inter­
preted these guidelines loosely. For example, in the structured STAD class­
room, the teacher assigned each student in a group a specific role such as 
recorder or manager and required groups to follow a specified sequence of 
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activities. In the other classroom, no roles were identified or assigned, and 
students determined the procedure that they would use to accomplish their 
task. Students in the classroom where STAD guidelines were faithfully fol­
lowed learned less than peers in the classroom that permitted greater leeway 
in determining organization of discussions. Ross and Raphael hypothesized 
that the different task structures in the two classrooms affected the form and 
content of discussions and that these different communication patterns, in 
turn, affected student achievement. 

Two additional issues surround cooperative tasks: level of ambiguity and 
risk associated with accomplishing a task. Ambiguity reflects the extent to 
which the product (i.e., the knowledge of reading to be acquired from the 
task) and the strategies that can be used to produce the product are familiar 
or easily identifiable. Risk is closely associated with accountability and refers 
to the consequences of failure on a particular task. Tasks that figure into end­
of-semester grades, for example, are high in risk, whereas those that go un­
evaluated are usually low. As ambiguity and risk increase, students often 
simplify the task so that it can be "successfully'' accomplished (Doyle, 
1987). In doing so, they often transform it into little more than routine "tried­
and-true" procedures that require little cognitive effort and result in little 
cognitive improvement (Marx & Walsh, 1988). Implicit in this simplification 
is the notion that completing work on time will be accepted as evidence of 
learning, as often it is (Doyle, 1987). 

This simplification was evident in the comments of students interviewed 
by Meloth and Deering (1990a). Although the collaborative activities ap­
peared to provide the opportunity for discussions of comprehension, students 
reported that the goal of the task was to produce a document and described 
procedural routines to accomplish the goal. This simplification did not appear 
to help them understand how the task would benefit them as readers. In ad­
dition, their teachers did not formally evaluate students' strategies gained 
from the tasks, perhaps reinforcing students' perceptions that task accom­
plishment is sufficient evidence for learning. 

The paradox here is that cooperative tasks are, by their very nature, high 
in ambiguity and risk. For example, the product of discussions of texts and 
strategies for attaining the goal of this activity may not be easily identifiable. 
If goals and strategies are obvious, collaboration may not be necessary be­
cause students can easily accomplish the task independently. On the other 
hand, overly complex tasks make it difficult for the group to recognize what 
they must do to accomplish the task. When this occurs, the likelihood of task 
simplification increases. Even with tasks of sufficient complexity to encour­
age collaboration and discourage simplification, some group members may 
be uncomfortable with any ambiguity, and some students may try to reorient 
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the groups' discussion to a comfortable level. Thus, effective cooperative 
tasks are constantly in danger of being transformed into low-level procedural 
ones that may not help students improve their comprehension. 

INSTRUCTIONAL TALK AND COOPERATIVE LEARNING 

Even though the discourse patterns of classrooms are critical (see Chap­
ter 8) and a strong association between teacher talk and learning has been 
found (Brophy & Good, 1986) , cooperative-learning research has been rela­
tively silent about the relationship between the information that teachers 
communicate to students and how this information affects group discussions . 

What should teachers say to prepare students to work effectively in 
groups? For the most part, there are only general guidelines. For example, 
Slavin (1989b) has noted that cooperative learning is not a substitute for 
direct instruction. Merely placing students into groups does not ensure that 
they will learn. Palincsar and David in Chapter 9 echo this concern; students 
must receive some form of instruction prior to collaboration . If they do not, 
students may be unprepared to activate the knowledge and skills that are 
required by the task. Despite the importance of instruction in cooperative 
learning , Slavin (1 989b) continues to find that some teachers believe that 
instruction plays an unnecessary or, at best, a minor role. Although Slavin 
expresses dismay about this interpretation of cooperative learning, one rea­
son may be that articles and books directed at practitioners seem to place an 
emphasis on group organizations, team building, social skills, and incentive 
systems but provide only passing reference to the nature of concomitant in­
struction. This emphasis is somewhat understandable, because promotion of 
social strategies is not commonly part of a teacher 's instructional repertoire. 
Unfortunately, this emphasis seems to have been interpreted, rightly or 
wrongly, as a suggestion that the organization of cooperation takes prece­
dence over the information that teachers communicate about content and lit­
eracy strategies. 

Some teachers also seem to believe that direct instruction may actually 
undermine the goals of cooperative learning. Evidence for this interpretation 
is anecdotal and stems from staff development efforts in school districts . In 
these discussions, some teachers express the idea that providing information 
prior to group work may "give away too much," thereby reducing the amount 
of information to be gained through collaboration. This "discovery" as op­
posed to "telling" dichotomy is not new (Greene, 1986) and reflects a belief 
that the less information provided (within reason) increases the quality of 
"real learning" or, in this case, "real learning through cooperation." Concerns 
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about the balance between providing too much and too little information 
during instruction are not exclusive to cooperative learning nor are they ex­
pressed solely by practitioners (see, e.g., Tierney & Cunningham, 1984). 
Conversely, there is strong evidence that the explicit communication of what 
is to be learned, how it is to be learned, why it is important to learn, and how 
to orchestrate knowledge and skills for learning increases the acquisition of 
essential cognitive and metacognitive abilities (Duffy & Roehler, 1990), 
which in turn increases reading comprehension (Meloth, in press). 

Teachers also create the conditions for productive cooperative discus­
sions through the feedback they give to students while monitoring groups. 
Again, much of the literature on cooperative learning has been silent regard­
ing this issue. Certainly, it is important to monitor groups to ensure that they 
stay on task. However, just because students are working together does not 
mean that they are on task and does not decrease the need for the close 
monitoring of collaborative discussions. As Bloome and Argumedo ( 1983) 
point out, students can become very sophisticated in "mock participation" or 
"procedural display," appearing to be engaged when actually they are not. In 
addition, engagement is more than simply thinking about, or talking about, 
the task; students may participate in lively discussions, but these discussions 
may be oriented toward goals that are not intended by the teacher. Thus, 
teachers need continually to orient student talk toward the cognitive goals of 
the task. Doing so, however, can be extremely difficult. Teachers must si­
multaneously monitor the activities of several groups at a time, help resolve 
problems or disputes, keep conversations going, recognize that the dynamics 
of groups differ, and adjust feedback accordingly, while making sure that 
each group makes sufficient progress. 

Researchers are only beginning to link the form and quality of instruc­
tion and monitoring with the content of student discussions. In Meloth and 
Deering's (1990a) observations of discourse in cooperative reading-writing 
groups, 69% of all teacher feedback statements to groups were procedural in 
nature (i.e., focusing on task completion rather than task understanding), 
whereas cognitively oriented feedback comprised 20% of teacher statements. 
Only one teacher engaged in any substantial cognitive talk (39%). Student 
discussions mirrored teacher feedback: 53% of discussions were procedural 
in nature, whereas 20% were cognitive talk. These student discussions were 
closely tied to teacher feedback: Where teachers provided cognitively ori­
ented feedback, students engaged in more cognitive-oriented discussions. 

The follow-up study (Meloth & Deering, 1990b) examined teacher and 
student talk in six additional classrooms to verify discourse patterns prior to 
group discussions with tasks that were similar across classrooms. Patterns 
were similar to those of the initial study. Teachers varied in the cognitive 
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nature of the information communicated prior to group work. Half the teach­
ers engaged in typical recitation exchanges with little reference to the cogni­
tive goals of the task. These teachers then asked students to begin working 
but provided little information about how group work could be oriented so 
that the cognitive goals of the task could be accomplished. The remaining 
teachers engaged in greater cognitive talk prior to group work, but only one 
included information about how to discuss the cognitive and metacognitive 
aspects of the tasks when working in groups. 

Teacher feedback and student talk during the cooperative-learning phase 
followed a similar pattern in that procedural information comprised the bulk 
of teacher talk in all but two classrooms. Students followed the lead of their 
teachers; higher levels of cognitive discussions were found only in the two 
classrooms where teachers provided cognitively oriented feedback. This cog­
nitive talk continued even after the teacher moved to another group. Al­
though Meloth and Deering correctly caution that other, uncontrolled vari­
ables may have contributed to the content of group discussions, this study 
offers further credence to the idea that teachers play a critical role in improv­
ing the quality of group discussions in cooperative learning through their 
comments before and during cooperative activities. 

SUMMARY 

Cooperative learning is one solution that has been proposed to promote 
the discussion and interchange that contribute to a literacy for a diverse so­
ciety. It has also been proposed as a means for engaging students with diverse 
backgrounds in common contexts. A variety of factors impact whether, in­
deed, cooperative settings achieve these goals. 

Teachers' belief systems dictate whether cooperative learning is ever 
adopted and how it is translated into practice. The manner in which tasks are 
constructed and the nature of interaction among students and between teacher 
and students also impact its efficacy as a context for meaning-making. 
Simply placing students in groups and asking them to work together is un­
satisfactory, because students may have little idea exactly what they should 
talk about or what they should learn. Similarly, teachers need to monitor the 
content of these discussions continually to ensure that they are oriented to­
ward the cognitive goals of the task. Failure to do so does not eliminate the 
possibility of lively discussions. However, meaning-making in cooperative 
settings that fosters higher level literacy and allows students with diverse 
backgrounds to contribute to one another depends on teachers who are active 
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through creating appropriate tasks, modeling discussion, and monitoring 
group interaction. 
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Time and elements have conspired to form the richly layered landscape 
of the Badlands in South Dakota. The red, rust, and cream bands of 
oxide and ash contrast with one another and with the horizon in which 
they are embedded. Yet, the uneven-edged layers fit like interlocking 
pieces of a puzzle. The awesome beauty of the Badlands emanates 
from the contrast of parts with the symmetry of the whole. Likewise, 
as we peel away individual tiers of the teaching-learning process for 
examination, visualize the criss-crossed, complex landscape from 
which each slice is drawn. 

The metaphor of "scaffolding" has been used to describe the support 
that enables a learner to complete a task or achieve a goal that would have 
been unattainable without assistance (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976). The 
concept of scaffolding is implicit in Vygotsky's (1978) notion of the "zone 
of proximal development." The width of this zone "is the distance between 
the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solv­
ing and the level of potential development as determined through problem 
solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers" 
(p. 86). Inherent in this definition of the zone of proximal development is the 
feature of social interaction between a learner and an individual with exper­
tise. Although this interaction may be verbal, nonverbal, or a combination, 
Palincsar (1986) and Stone (1989) have emphasized the critical role of dia­
logue in scaffolded instruction. 

What we are calling the "first tier" of scaffolding is a teacher, or some­
one else who qualifies as a more capable other, providing support for a stu­
dent. Regulating the amount and nature of scaffolding requires a high degree 
of craftsmanship from the teacher. From the Vygotskian perspective, a high-
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craft teacher provides the minimal support necessary to assist a learner to 
operate at the upper limits of competence. Adjustable scaffolds are temporar­
ily used to help extend the range of work and accomplish tasks not otherwise 
possible (Greenfield, 1984). 

Several instructional methods have been developed with varying degrees 
of emphasis on scaffolding, zone of proximal development, social inter­
action, and dialogue. These concepts have been described as features of 
reciprocal teaching (A. L. Brown, 1985; Palincsar, 1986; Palincsar & A. L. 
Brown, 1984), guided participation (Rogoff, 1984), Experience-Text­
Relationship method (Au & Kawakami, 1984), language acquisition and 
weaving skills (Greenfield, 1984), explicit explanation (Duffy eta!., 1987), 
proleptic instruction (Stone, 1989; Wertsch, 1979), and assisted performance 
(Tharp & Gallimore, 1988). 

We wish to extend the scaffolding metaphor by building a second tier 
on the model. The second level depicts the support necessary to assist an 
adult in supporting a child in a manner consistent with the method located on 
the first tier. In other words, this second level encompasses teacher educa­
tion. The construction of a connected, upper tier rather than a separate scaf­
fold is crucial to understanding the proposed model. The two-tiered scaffold 
illustrates the integral, interactive relationship between the processes used to 
prepare experts (whether parents, educators, or peers) and the methods they 
use to teach novices. 

Thus, our purpose is to extend the Vygotskian conceptual framework. 
Wertsch (1984) acknowledged Vygotsky's lack of discussion of development 
of the adult's role in providing the novice with assistance. Wertsch (1984) 
cautioned that poor definition of these functions could render the construct 
of the zone of proximal development too broad to be useful. 

It is said that there's nothing so practical as good theory. It may also be 
said that there's nothing so theoretically interesting as good practice. We will 
highlight the critical features of our proposed extension of Vygotskian theory 
using examples from Reading Recovery, a program with demonstrated suc­
cess with young children who are at risk for reading failure. Although Read­
ing Recovery was not developed on the basis of Vygotsky's theory, features 
of the program may be interpreted in Vygotskian terms (Clay & Cazden, 
1990). The stories from Reading Recovery reveal some perhaps generaliza­
ble truths about the interactive processes of learning and instruction. 

AN INSTANTIATION OF VYGOTSKIAN THEORY 

Reading Recovery is a supplemental reading and writing program for 
first-grade children who are at risk of reading failure. Reading Recovery was 
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developed in New Zealand by Clay and her associates (1979, 1982, 1985) 
and has been successfully implemented in Ohio since 1984 (Pinnell, DeFord, 
& Lyons, 1988). The immediate goal of Reading Recovery is to assist the 
children who are most at risk of failure to read at or above the average levels 
of their first-grade peers in the least amount of time possible. Evaluations 
have indicated that children typically meet this goal after 12 to 16 weeks of 
intensive, one-to-one instruction for 30 minutes daily with a Reading Recov­
ery teacher (Pinnell et a!., 1988). This phenomenal rate of success of Read­
ing Recovery children is described as accelerated progress. 

The goal is for children to continue to improve their reading and writing 
performance after they have completed Reading Recovery. In Clay's (1985) 
words, teachers must "encourage a self-improving system" (p. 57). In Slavin 
and Madden's ( 1989) synthesis of effective reading programs for at-risk stu­
dents by grade levels, Reading Recovery was the only first-grade program 
for which evidence was found of positive effects that are sustained for 2 years 
following discontinuation of the intervention. 

Reading Recovery is not packaged in a kit of materials. Nor could one 
implement it by following a predetermined, instructional sequence. In other 
words, Reading Recovery is not a "teacher-proof" program; in fact, it is a 
"teacher-dependent" program. The success of the instruction appears to 
hinge upon the teacher's ability to make and execute the most "powerful 
decisions" throughout each lesson. 

In a typical Reading Recovery lesson, the child rereads several familiar 
books; independently reads a book read for the first time the previous day; if 
necessary, studies letters or words; creates and writes a story; reassembles 
the story after the teacher has cut it up; and reads a new book. 

A child usually has the opportunity to read five or more texts during a 
half-hour Reading Recovery lesson. This is vastly more than a first grader 
typically reads, especially one in the low group. The texts may be described 
as authentic, in the sense that such features as vocabulary and sentence struc­
ture are not closely controlled as in basal reading programs. When authentic 
materials are used, the probability increases that children will acquire strate­
gies that are broadly adaptive, rather than strategies that are skewed to ac­
commodate an artificially constrained range of features. 

Reading Recovery engages children in reading whole books and stories. 
One of the instructional premises is that the teacher should focus the child's 
attention on the largest chunk of information that will contribute to learning. 
Thus, the teacher is disposed to draw the child's attention to the overall story 
line of a book rather than to a sentence, to a sentence rather than a word, and 
to a word rather than a letter. Learning to read cannot be reduced to accretion 
of discrete items of knowledge-such as letters, letter clusters, or words. An 
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overemphasis on discrete items is inefficient at best and self-defeating at 
worst_ 

Scaffolding 

At the heart of Reading Recovery instruction is the scaffolding the 
teacher provides to keep the child within his or her zone of proximal devel­
opment_ An important scaffold is selecting a book of just the right level of 
difficulty. Too difficult a book and a child may flounder. Too easy a book and 
the child will not have enough productive "reading work." 

The difficulty of a book is affected by such factors as whether it has a 
predictable pattern, the extent to which the pictures illustrate the concepts, 
and the familiarity of the words. However, a book is not easy or difficult in 
and of itself. For a child having trouble learning to read, the difficulty of a 
book can be intelligibly discussed only in relationship to this particular child. 
Because Reading Recovery is implemented as a one-to-one program, the 
teacher does not have to compromise in making decisions about books. 

Moreover, whether a particular child will find a particular book easy or 
difficult depends upon the context in which the book is read and the condi­
tions surrounding its use. Specifically, the difficulty of a book is influenced 
by the teacher's orientation, or introduction, to the book. An orientation may 
include looking through the book with the child, commenting on what is 
significant in the pictures, and discussing the plot. The teacher may use new 
and important words in his or her oral orientation and may ask the child to 
locate one or two of these words in the text. For example, if terrible is 
important for grasping the plot, the teacher may ask, "What letter would you 
expect to see at the beginning of terrible?" And then, "Can you find terrible 
on this page?" 

Or, depending upon the child, his or her level of reading development, 
and the book, the teacher's orientation to a book may include none of these 
elements. Reading Recovery operates on the principle that each child's de­
velopmental trajectory as a reader may be at least somewhat different from 
every other child's. Just as expedition leaders decide what route to take up a 
mountain based on features of that mountain, strengths of the climbers, and 
the weather, so, too, do Reading Recovery teachers create an individual pro­
gram for each child. It is part of the lore of Reading Recovery that, among 
the thousands of children who have received the program, no two have ever 
read exactly the same books in exactly the same order. 

Reading Recovery reinforces the idea that the zone of proximal devel­
opment is instructionally sensitive, that it must be recalibrated constantly to 
take account of new learnings of the child. Thus, a teacher is always sup-
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porting a child at the "cutting edge of the child's competencies" (Clay & 
Cazden, 1990). This means that a child's program cannot be fixed in advance 
but must be adjusted from lesson to lesson and even from minute to minute 
within lessons. 

Within the zone of proximal development, Reading Recovery teachers 
operate using an "implicit theory of steps" (Stone, 1989, p. 37). The teacher 
tries to anticipate and support the child's next steps. In mountain climbing, a 
piton is wedged into the mountain to help the climber stretch to a higher 
plane. The child-climber is able to stretch to reach the next piton because of 
the support provided by the scaffold. The teacher's role is to secure the next 
piton for the learner. Consistent with the Vygotskian perspective, in Reading 
Recovery, "instruction leads development rather than waiting for it" (Clay & 
Cazden, 1990). 

In an alternative image, the scaffolding Reading Recovery teachers pro­
vide can be thought of as serving as a safety net. Because of the scaffolding, 
the child is enabled to take new risks at a higher level and, therefore, inde­
pendence in reading is promoted. Scaffolding must be adjusted over time so 
that there is a shift in responsibility from the teacher to the child. The child 
must come to accept the responsibility for all aspects of reading. Whereas 
the teacher initially adjusted the scaffold relative to the learner's skill as it 
interacted with task difficulty, the responsibility for flexible adjustment be­
comes the learner's responsibility. 

For example, a Reading Recovery teacher may, if needed, direct a child 
just beginning to read to point to the words as the child reads them. This 
helps the child keep his or her place and promotes one-to-one correspon­
dence between spoken words and printed words. Later in the child's program 
the teacher will ask the child to read a familiar book "with your eyes" and 
comment approvingly if the child is able to read it with greater fluency with­
out pointing. Then, for a period of time the teacher will occasionally ask 
questions prompting the child to evaluate whether or not it is necessary to 
keep pointing to the word. Finally, a stage will be reached where the child is 
in complete control of pointing. At this stage, the child will read without 
pointing most of the time but may point when the text is difficult or when in 
danger of losing his or her place. 

One speaks of scaffolding as something that is provided or constructed 
by the teacher. From another perspective, the scaffold is built by the child in 
the form of emerging skills and knowledge. Sometimes the child has built 
the scaffold but doesn't use it for support. The teacher's role is to enlist the 
child's nascent abilities to support whatever is currently difficult (Clay, 1987; 
Greenfield, 1984). 
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Emphasis on Strategies 

To become self-improving readers, children must consistently and in­
dependently solve problems on the fly while reading text. The premise of 
Reading Recovery is that for this to happen, children must learn to be stra­
tegic in their use of semantic, syntactic, orthographic, and phonological 
cues. They must learn to monitor their reading performance and correct er­
rors on their own. 

The emphasis in Reading Recovery on strategies is entirely consistent 
with Soviet developmental psychology. Drawing on this perspective, Stone 
( 1989) suggests that an overriding goal is for children to adopt more strategic 
conceptions of tasks. Thus, in the case of reading, whereas the ostensible 
task is to construct meaning for a specific text, the goal is for the child to 
learn how to construct meaning for any text. 

In some reading programs, strategy instruction has become decontex­
tualized. Means have become confused with ends; the task has become learn­
ing a recipe that describes a strategy rather than acquiring functional control 
over a strategy. However, a child who is able to recall a five-step procedure 
for summarizing a story, for instance, may or may not be able to use the 
procedure. Presenting strategies in a "front-loaded" (Duffy et al., 1987), de­
contextualized manner radically changes the task and may circumscribe 
maintenance and generalization (Stone, 1989). 

Reading Recovery teachers support the child's development and use of 
strategies as a means for facilitating independent learning. Teaching for strat­
egies, self-monitoring, and cross-checking is always done in the context of 
reading and writing authentic texts, as is illustrated in the following vignette. 
Nancy, a first grader, was reading My Grandpa (Mitchell, 1986) for the first 
time following an orientation to the text by the teacher. Among other points, 
the teacher mentioned during her orientation that people in some countries 
call cookies "biscuits," while referring to a picture in the text. Nancy read: 

NANCY: Hi likes eating berries I SC IR 
TEXT: He likes eating biscuits. 

Note that she read "berries" for "biscuits." The codes SC and R mean, re­
spectively, that she self-corrected and reread the sentence from the begin­
ning. When Nancy completed the sentence, which continued on the facing 
page, the following conversation ensued. 

TEACHER: You read "berries" for "biscuits." Then, you fixed it. How 
did you know it was "biscuits"? 
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NANCY: Because it began with a "b." 
TEACHER: Yes, "biscuits" begins with a "b" but so does "berries." 

NANCY: They both have "s"s too. 
TEACHER: So, how did you know? 

NANCY: The picture! They don't look like berries. 

In this segment of dialogue, the teacher is trying to help the child gain 
conscious realization and self-regulation of strategies for word analysis. 
When the emphasis is on strategies rather than discrete items of knowledge, 
progress may occur in leaps rather than small, cumulative steps. Leaps are 
promoted when the teacher is able to capitalize on examples that are "pow­
erful," or informative and convincing, for a particular child (Clay, 1979). 
Within the social-interactive framework, the teacher may easily respond to 
leaps by the child. 

EDUCATION OF READING RECOVERY TEACHERS 

The second tier of scaffolding in our proposed extension of Vygotsky is 
the education of teachers. In the context of Reading Recovery, the first tier 
drives the second tier. By this we mean that teacher-child interactions form 
the essential content of teacher training. Without the concurrent teaching of 
children, there would be no fabric to weave into the in-service sessions. 

Teacher education has often been criticized for the discontinuity be­
tween university course work and field experience (Joyce & Clift, 1984). 
The teacher education component of Reading Recovery is intended to narrow 
the gap between theory and practice. Trainees, who are experienced primary 
grade teachers, immediately begin teaching Reading Recovery to a minimum 
of four children on a daily basis. During an academic year, trainees work 
with a range of children. When children are "discontinued" from Reading 
Recovery, because they are now reading at the average level of their peers, 
other children enter the program. Over the year, the teachers usually teach 
two cycles of children. A teacher in training teaches over 600 Reading Re­
covery lessons in her first year. 

In addition, the teachers have the opportunity to observe two lessons at 
each Reading Recovery in-service session. Each week, two of the teachers 
conduct 30-minute lessons with children whom they are currently teaching. 
The other trainees observe the lessons through a one-way mirror. The 
Teacher Leader, as the teacher trainer is called in Reading Recovery, engages 
the remaining trainees in vigorous discussion of each lesson while it is oc­
curring. Over an academic year, teachers in training observe and discuss 40 
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to 50 lessons. The discussions of "behind-the-glass" lessons are intense, 
challenging, and synergistic. 

The teacher-observers participating in behind-the-glass sessions discuss 
the child's behavior, teacher-child interactions, and the teacher's implemen­
tation of procedures. They are challenged to form hypotheses about the 
child's performance, to present evidence from the lesson unfolding in front 
of them that supports or disconfirms their hypotheses, to provide rationales 
for the teacher's decisions, and to suggest alternative instructional proce­
dures. 

Here's an example of a behind-the-glass session_ As it was early in the 
training year, only the second in-service session, the Teacher Leader was 
intent on eliciting accurate descriptions of the child's performance from the 
teachers. Notice that the teachers are asked to support their statements with 
evidence from this lesson or other reasoning. 

TEACHER LEADER: We are observing familiar reading, the first compo­
nent of a lesson. What are some of the purposes of 
familiar reading? 

TEACHER 4: To let the child practice what he knows. 
TEACHER 1: So that the child can read fluently books he's had 

before. 
TEACHER LEADER: Is this child reading fluently? 

TEACHER 1: Yes, I think so. 
TEACHER 6: I do too (two other teachers nod in agreement). 

TEACHER LEADER: Think of the children you're working with in Read­
ing Recovery. How does his reading fluency com­
pare to theirs? 

TEACHER 3: Mine read like him. 
TEACHER 2: Mine, too (all other teachers nod in agreement). 

TEACHER LEADER: You're all experienced teachers of Grade 1 children. 
Think of the average and above average readers in 
first grade. Does this child read this book as fluently 
as they would? 

TEACHERS ALL: NO! (emphatically with head-shaking) 
TEACHER LEADER: Is this child reading fluently? 

ALL: No! (in unison) 
TEACHER LEADER: It is important for you to keep in mind your purpose. 

Your goal is to have this child read as well as average 
readers in his class ... that's your standard. Now, 
is fluency the only thing that's important ... that he 
goes fast? 
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TEACHER 8: He should read with expression ... meaning. 
TEACHER 5: In phrases. 

TEACHER LEADER: Why is it important that the child read with both 
phrasing and fluency? 

The Teacher Leader is relentless in her pursuit of an accurate character­
ization of the child's reading. Interestingly, during the second lesson, taught 
by a different teacher, that immediately followed the lesson excerpted above, 
the observers quickly reached a consensus about the fluency with which the 
child read familiar books. The Teacher Leader then was able to move to a 
different level of questioning: She challenged the teachers to talk about why 
phrased and fluent reading are important and asked them to suggest proce­
dures from The Early Detection of Reading Difficulties (Clay, 1985) that they 
could use to teach for fluency. 

Compare the foregoing discussion with the one following a session in 
the spring, when the teachers were about 7 5% of the way through their train­
ing. They are observing the phase of the lesson in which the child writes a 
story she has composed with the support of the teacher. 

TEACHER LEADER: The teacher just praised the child for getting the "ch" 
down in "chair." Why did she praise her? 

TEACHER 9: Because that's a hard one to learn. 
TEACHER 5: It's important. 

TEACHER LEADER: And she isn't doing it in pieces ... 
TEACHER 7: Chunks. 

TEACHER LEADER: Is getting chunks down important at this level? The 
teacher said she wanted to work for transfer. Why 
would chunks be helpful for that? 

TEACHER 1: They might start . . . they might start to see pat­
terns. 

TEACHER LEADER: Why is it more important to see patterns than to talk 
about individual letters? 

TEACHER 4: She's got a way to get to unknown words. When she 
goes to another word that contains the same sound 
cluster she's able to write more of the word. 

TEACHER 1: Another suggestion I have is that I don't think she 
needs to look back at the practice page. She did just 
look back up at "chair" but I would fold the book 
under and have her write, or cover it or something. 

TEACHER LEADER: Why would you choose to do that? 
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TEACHER I: Because if she can write that many words she ought 
to be able to do it from memory without an example. 

TEACHER 6: Seeing and retaining visual patterns. 
TEACHER LEADER: And how does that help her? Why would it be ben­

eficial for her to be doing it from memory rather 
than just copying it? 

TEACHER 7: It indicates a certain knowledge of what she's work­
ing on and also the idea of being able to not only 
hear, but how to utilize the chunks-the clusters­
of letters. I think the book talks about the more 
fluent readers are those that are able to use those 
chunks, at specific times and transfer them to other 
areas in that particular practice time. 

In both lessons, the Teacher Leader was supporting as well as stretching 
the group. Comparing the transcripts that were recorded at different points in 
the training year, one notices shifts in the role of the Teacher Leader and the 
teachers. In the latter transcript, the Teacher Leader just states what's oc­
curred, e.g., "The teacher just praised the child." The Teacher Leader 
chooses to focus her questions at a higher level of thinking requiring the 
teachers to reflect about the value of working with larger chunks of material. 
Notice the teachers have runs of sequential responses. The Teacher Leader 
comes in to challenge the teachers to think about the purpose of the task. 
Also, the teachers' comments are now longer and demonstrate that they have 
an increased understanding of processes and strategies, the relationship be­
tween reading and writing, and the procedures used in Reading Recovery 
(Clay, 1985). All of this discussion ensued because the child could chunk 
two letters in a writing task! 

The number and diversity of lessons teachers observe over a year 
broaden instructional horizons. The diversity of lessons observed and dis­
cussed, as well as lessons taught, expands both breadth and depth of the 
teacher's experiential knowledge. This in-service process forestalls oversim­
plification (Spiro, 1988). That icy spots continue to be encountered by the 
teachers increases their cognitive agility (Burton, Brown, & Fischer, 1984). 

AWARENESS OF DISCREPANCIES AND 
THE SELF-IMPROVING SYSTEM 

The difficulty of tasks can be calibrated in terms of the nature and fre­
quency of discrepancies, or mismatches, between the learner's performance 
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and some currently appropriate standard of performance. The concept of 
discrepancies is integral to stretching the zone of proximal development. The 
high-craft teacher searches for ways to engage the learner in performing tasks 
that are at the outer limits of the learner's potential, where the learner is 
working at the edge of his or her competency. 

The learner's becoming aware of mismatches is a precursor to new 
learning. For example, a prerequisite for self-correction is awareness that an 
error has been made. Initially, with easy texts, self-monitoring may dawn as 
a result of a mismatch in the number of words read to the number of words 
on a page of text. 

A six-year-old child just entering Reading Recovery read the book I 
Can Read (Malcolm, 1983). 

CHILD: ! can read !.!_ to my sister. 
TEXT: I can read - to my sister. 

The child appeared to be unaware that he had added a word to the text. The 
role of the teacher was to encourage his awareness of a mismatch. 

Reading Recovery includes several suggestions for promoting aware­
ness of mismatches arising from violations of one-to-one correspondence 
(Clay, 1985). The teacher may ask the child, simply, "Were you right?" This 
general prompt may be sufficient to encourage the child to reread and notice 
the insertion. A more specific prompt would be to ask, "Were there enough 
words?" or "Did you run out?" What is important is that the child learns to 
monitor his or her own reading, even if unsure at this point of how to correct 
an error. 

Once the child shows evidence of awareness of errors-revealed by 
tentativeness, balking, or uncertainty-the teacher may ask, "What did you 
notice?" or "Why did you stop?" These questions further encourage the child 
to monitor his or her reading. 

A child who is aware of mismatches of a certain kind is on the road to 
conquering them. When the child consistently exhibits awareness of mis­
matches without prompting from the teacher, then the child's zone of proxi­
mal development has expanded. And then the teacher must select the next 
process over which this child needs to gain control in order to be a successful 
reader. The teacher enthusiastically accepts attempts to resolve mismatches 
("I liked the way you tried to work that out."). At the same times, he or she 
probes successful performance ("How did you know?"), because the real task 
is learning the process, or how to self-correct, not simply responding cor­
rectly to any particular item. 

As soon as possible, the child must begin to correct mismatches inde-
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pendently. Only when the child initiates the action may it be called self­
correction. In other words, the weight of the responsibility for noticing and 
handling discrepancies gradually shifts from the teacher to the child on in­
creasingly difficult and complex texts. The child is afforded opportunities to 
solve problems with minimal assistance. Again the outer limit of the zone of 
proximal development is being stretched. The child is becoming a self­
improving reader. 

Resolving discrepancies between performance and currently appropriate 
standards is also integral to Reading Recovery teacher training. The lessons 
observed behind the glass, discussions with peers, and the procedures sug­
gested in the Early Detection of Reading Difficulties (Clay, 1985) all provide 
standards with which teachers can compare their own understanding and per­
formance. These comparisons allow for multiple mismatches, thereby creat­
ing tension, whose resolution results in new learning. 

In observing a lesson behind the one-way mirror, discrepancies may 
arise between what the teachers observe during this lesson and what they are 
doing in their own tutoring. For example, in the first 2 weeks that they are in 
Reading Recovery, the children explore and gain control over what they al­
ready know. The teachers are instructed to use meaningful texts in reading 
and writing and to ensure that the tasks are easy for the children. The teachers 
are cautioned not to teach! As the new group of teachers observed an expe­
rienced Reading Recovery teacher work with a child during her initial period, 
cries arose, "But she's teaching!" "I thought that was teaching!" "Is that 
teaching?" The mismatch generated a rich discussion about the role of the 
teacher during this initial period and about the participants' understanding of 
what "teaching" is. 

The mismatch created tension that led the group to generate hypotheses 
about the teaching going on in the lesson they were watching and about their 
own teaching. Whether the teachers' ideas were sound or not is not so im­
portant as that the teachers were engaged in the process of tension resolution 
that could lead to new learning. 

The Teacher Leader sometimes confronts teacher trainees with questions 
or statements that contradict their present understandings or current activi­
ties. A Teacher Leader might say, "One time in Tasmania I saw a teacher 
who said that she had the same lesson focus for each one of her children. 
You wouldn't say that, would you?" Or, "Although she's having the child 
draw a picture to help remember the story, most of your children aren't using 
pictures any more. Are they?" 

Thus, Reading Recovery teacher training creates many and varied mis­
matches. The articulation and subsequent discussion are central to teacher 
trainees' becoming self-improving teachers. 
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SUMMARY 

Vygotsky (1981) contended that higher mental functions are developed 
first on an interpsychological plane through social interactions and second on 
an intrapsychological plane. An individual's potential level is not limited by 
that individual's endowed ability but is raised exponentially by the quality of 
the social interaction in which the individual participates. The social inter­
action not only precedes an individual's development of higher mental func­
tions, but the organizational features of the social context are also internal­
ized and reflected in the individual's performance (Wertsch & Rogoff, 1984). 

In our two-tiered conceptualization, the conditions within which the 
teacher's learning is embedded not only affect the teacher but, in addition, 
impact upon the child. To an observer who is naive to Reading Recovery, the 
social interaction in a lesson may appear to be teacher driven. In reality, the 
expert teacher is responding to the evidence and information provided by 
the child; the teaching "can be likened to a conversation in which you listen to 
the speaker carefully before you reply" (Clay, 1985, p. 6). Thus, despite 
appearances, the instruction is really child driven. Not only is the child the 
catalyst for interactions occurring on the first tier (teacher-child), the child is 
the driving force for the interactions occurring on the second tier (Teacher 
Leader -teacher). 

The focus at both tiers is on the use of strategies. One cannot directly 
prepare a child or a teacher for each of the infinite array of difficulties that 
they may confront. However, one can help another to use strategies that are 
effective in problem solving. At both tiers, responsibility for independent 
action gradually shifts from expert to novice, that is, from teacher to child 
and, likewise, from Teacher Leader to teacher. The goal is for both the 
teacher and child to function independently at increasingly higher levels on 
more and more difficult tasks. 
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Over the last few years, researchers have focused attention on parent-child 
book-reading interactions in nonmainstream families (Farron, 1982; Heath 
& Thomas, 1984; McCormick & Mason, 1986; Ninio, 1980). One of the 
shortcomings of this body of research is that it describes only the nonmain .. 
stream parents' inability to participate successfully during book reading. It 
does not go to the next step of describing strategies for improving parental 
participation in book reading. 

As demonstrated by Edwards (1989), successful models can be built for 
book reading from existing research. Although most of these models are 
derived from mainstream populations, much can be learned from these 
parent-child interactions to enhance the literacy development of nonmain­
stream families. For example, we already know that mainstream mothers 
focus their child's attention by pointing to and naming items on the printed 
page. They then ask questions about the names of items, their features, and 
location in the book; the child watches, listens, waits, and responds (Flood, 
1977; Snow & Ferguson, 1977). 

Research also shows that children whose parents read to them before 
they entered school tend to do better in reading than children whose parents 
did not (Durkin, 1966, 1984; Lartz & Mason, 1988). Teale (1981) noted that 
"one issue the various 'camps' in the field of [reading] are in virtually unan­
imous agreement: reading to preschool children is a good thing; it is an activ­
ity through which children may develop interest and skill in literacy" (p. 
902). On a contrary note, Anderson and Stokes (1984) argue that book read­
ing is not the only way of becoming literate and that nonmainstream children 
participate in literacy experiences that are unrelated to books. Despite this 
argument, they quickly agree that experiences with books are strongly con­
sidered in evaluating children's readiness for school and that nonmainstream 
children's lack of experience with books could be a contributing source to 
poor school performance. Gallimore and Goldenberg (1987) take the view 
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one step further when they state, "If reading books and talking with children 
helps them succeed in school this information should be available to every 
parent, no matter their social, economic, or cultural circumstances" (p. 22). 

Recognizing that nonmainstream children often have limited experi­
ences with books, a number of researchers have asked aides, volunteers, and 
older children to read to young children or integrate storybook reading into 
classroom settings (Dickerson, 1989; Mason, Peterman, & Kerr, 1988; 
Teale, Martinez, & Glass, 1988). Although classroom storybook reading 
provides nonmainstream children with an excellent opportunity to have ex­
periences with books, Teale (1987) questioned whether classroom storybook 
reading experience substitutes for the more intimate one-to-one interactions 
of homes. And Meek (1982) describes the unique role of parents as compared 
with teachers: "It is to encourage the child to believe that reading is within 
his grasp, and to provide the means for his enjoyment and success" (p. 26). 
According to Mason (1986), parents with marginal literacy skills can serve 
this critical role of reading storybooks with their children. 

The thesis underlying this chapter is that parent-directed book-reading 
interactions will allow children to acquire literacy skills that will help them 
become better readers at school, a position supported by numerous scholars 
(e.g., Gallimore & Goldenberg, 1989; Mason, 1986; Sledge, 1987; Teale, 
1981, 1987). This chapter reports on a program (Parents as Partners in Read­
ing) developed to give nonmainstream parents the strategies to read to their 
children successfully. Several theoretical principles undergirded the devel­
opment of the book-reading program, including the zone of proximal devel­
opment, scaffolding, reciprocal teaching, guided participation, social inter­
action, and dialogue concepts, all of which have been discussed by others 
(Au & Kawakami, 1984; Rogoff, 1984; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1979), 
including several researchers in this volume (see Chapters 9 and 13). This 
chapter presents the book-reading program, with focus on its strategies and 
theoretical principles. 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE PROGRAM 

The participants in the book-reading program were 25 lower socioeco­
nomic-status (SES) mothers (18 African-American, 7 white) and their chil­
dren. Mothers had been recommended by kindergarten and first-grade teach­
ers on the basis of their children's performances in kindergarten and grade 1. 
The children's teachers were also an integral part of the project in that they 
created the training materials and interacted extensively with parents. 

The intervention fell into three phases: Coaching, Peer Modeling, and 
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Parent-Child Interaction. Each phase was of approximately the same length 
(6 or 7 weeks). Sessions were held weekly beginning in October 1987 and 
ending in May 1988, and each session lasted for 2 hours. There were 23 
book-reading sessions, although not all mothers attended every session. 

Development of Materials 

The university and school-based teams collaborated on the development 
of the parent-training materials, which were four videotapes on two sets of 
book-reading strategies. One set was derived from the mother-child obser­
vational checklist of Resnick, Roth, Aaron, Scott, Wolking, Laren, and 
Packer (1987). This checklist pertains to four dimensions of parent-child 
interaction: body management (e.g., sitting opposite child), management of 
book (e.g., encouraging child to hold book and to tum pages), varying one's 
voice, language interactions (e.g., labeling and describing pictures), and af­
fect (e.g., pausing for child's responses, making approving gestures). The 
second set, although overlapping with the first set in some cases, gives par­
ents a general progression of steps to follow with a story: attention getting, 
questioning, labeling, and providing feedback (Ninio & Bruner, 1978). 
Teachers became familiar with both sets of strategies and selected particular 
dimensions to highlight in the particular videotapes. 

Coaching 

Coaching sessions consisted of the university leader modeling book­
reading behaviors and introducing the videotapes. In a manner similar to that 
described by Gaffney and Anderson in Chapter 13, the leader-parent sessions 
used the model of "scaffolded dialogue." This model was also used to guide 
the teacher-child interaction on the videotape and was intended to be emu­
lated by parents in their interactions with children. That is, when there was a 
breakdown in parents' understanding or use of a strategy, the leader would 
prompt and support them to use strategies that would have been otherwise 
unattainable. 

The parents met with the university leader as a group. The group setting 
was not as threatening as a one-to-one meeting would have been. Throughout 
the coaching phase, parents were seen as conversational informants and part­
ners in the interactions. In the initial sessions, the university leader accepted 
any parent's decision not to respond to questions or make comments, but as 
time passed each parent was encouraged to respond and make comments. As 
this occurred, the dialogue between the mothers and the university leader 
increased in complexity. Many parents frequently stayed on after sessions to 
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review tapes and interact with the leader. Parents could come back to the 
school during the week and view tapes at their leisure. Parents were encour­
aged to become part of their children's classrooms, and several accepted the 
invitation. Throughout this phase (as with all other phases of the project), 
the leader and teachers encouraged a sense of community among the parents 
and between the school and the parents. 

For each strategy, a videotape was presented in which a teacher ex­
plained the strategy and then demonstrated it in a videotaped lesson with one 
of the target children. For example, the objective of one tape was for children 
to engage in story reading through labeling and describing pictures. Using 
Ziefert's (1985) Baby Ben Gets Dressed, the tape began with the teacher 
providing a rationale for why this book was particularly appropriate for ac­
complishing the objective of labeling and describing pictures. Then, with one 
of the target children, the teacher modeled book reading with labeling and 
description. Throughout these interactions, teachers participated in the scaf­
folded dialogue that was the focus for parents' interactions as well. After 
parents viewed the videotape, the university leader involved them in a guided 
discussion on the application of the strategy. This discussion was aimed at 
promoting parents' ability to talk about content and strategies of book read­
ing and to make text-to-life and life-to-text connections. 

An example from an interaction from the third book-reading session 
illustrates the nature of the dialogue between the university leader (referred 
to as Pat) and the parents. The university leader selected one parent (Mari­
netta) to be the focus of the discussion but was intent on eliciting responses 
from other parents, as well. Notice that the parents were asked to describe 
concepts, define words, provide support for their answers, and evaluate what 
they had learned in this session. 

PAT: What we're going to do this morning is have a group dis­
cussion about some of the books I brought this morning. 
Marinetta, I want you to choose a book. (She selects The 
Counting Carnival by Ziner and Galdone, 1962.) 

PAT: You could have the child call out the number clustered in 
the balloons on the book's cover. (The parents were en­
couraged to count 1 through 10 as a group). Then you 
could ask your child how many fingers are on each hand; 
how many toes are on each foot. Then open the book. 

MARINETTA: I would have child say The Counting Carnival. (Using her 
fingers, she underscores the title. Opening the book, she 
holds a double spread of a neighborhood scene for all the 
parents to see). I would call this man the grandfather, and 
this is the little boy. 
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PAT: Okay. What else? 
JEANETTE: There are ladies and a cat. 

MARY: Pigeons gathered in the street. 
PAT: You might want to relate this to the theme. All these 

people seem to be doing what? 
PARENTS: Talking. 

PAT: Perhaps this is a typical neighborhood scene-talking in 
the street. Anytime you see something in a picture you 
can't explain, say: Let's read to find out. Keep in mind 
that your children are young and lack the same level of 
knowledge that you may have about certain concepts. 
(Marinetta has just finished reading page 10. On this page 
is the word carnival). Now, we need to talk about what 
the word carnival means. What is a carnival? 

JEANETTE: A place where you have fun. 
PAT: What happens? 

CHARLENE: Games and activities. 
PAT: In our state (Louisiana), we have a lot of carnivals. You 

can relate the word to Mardi Gras. Most of your children 
have heard of Mardi Gras because we live so close to New 
Orleans. 

The conversation proceeded in a similar dialogic fashion until Marinetta 
came to the end of the book. At that point, the university leader asked parents 
to reflect on what they had enjoyed and learned about the book. 

JEANETTE: It was a counting book and I'm trying to help my daughter 
with counting right now. Our discussion today gave me 
some ideas for discussing this book and other books like it 
with Erica. 

CHARLENE: I learned from our discussion of this book that I have to 
move beyond just providing a label or name of an item in 
the text. I need to ask my child more questions to check his 
understanding of the concept I'm trying to get him to 
understand. This book helped me to really understand this. 

MARY: I realized from our discussion of this book the importance 
of involving my child in the book. 

PAT: You are all really catching on to what I'm trying to get you 
to understand about the interactive nature of parent-child 
book-reading interactions. 

By the end ofthe 6-week coaching phase, the parents had begun to view 
book-reading as a routinized and formatted language event between them-
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selves and their children. They also had begun to adjust their language to 
their child's level of understanding. Furthermore, the parents were develop­
ing an interest and sophistication in book reading. For example, they were 
able to label and describe pictures more easily, link text to life and life to 
text, ask and answer questions about words and pictures, vary their voices, 
and make motions while interacting with the texts during the sessions. More 
importantly, parents in their individual ways seemed to be acquiring an inter­
nal understanding of what it meant to share books with their children. 

Peer Modeling 

The second phase of instruction, peer modeling, focused on promoting 
parents' control of the book-reading sessions and strategies. The rationale for 
this stage was based upon the work of Vygotsky (1978), who described the 
zone of proximal development as defining "those functions that have not yet 
matured but are in the process of maturation" (p. 86). As Palincsar and David 
in Chapter 9 note, Vygotsky's work suggests that the acquisition of skills 
progresses from a stage in which the teacher and learner jointly collaborate 
to perform a cognitive task (interpsychological plane) to a state in which the 
learner has internalized and can regulate the process him- or herself (intra­
psychological plane). 

Although the parents had matured in their book-reading interactions 
with their children, the peer-modeling stage was instituted to promote par­
ents' further internalization and regulation of the book-reading strategies. In 
this stage, parents began to direct the book-reading sessions themselves, fo­
cusing on modeling particular book-reading strategies for the group and prac­
ticing the targeted strategies with one another. More specifically, one or two 
parents each week would model how they would read a book to their child 
for the entire group, and the other parents would provide feedback and coach 
one another in the use of the strategies. The university leader's role in this 
stage was supportive and served to 

(a) guide parents' participation in book-reading interactions with each 
other, 

(b) find connections between what the parents already knew and what 
they needed to know, 

(c) model effective book-reading behaviors for the parents when such 
assistance was needed, 

(d) encourage them to review teacher tapes, and 
(e) provide praise and support for their attempts. 
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The process of internalization for the parents was gradual, but they be­
gan to assume more and more control of the book-reading sessions them­
selves. The following are examples of two parents' initial attempts at mod­
eling for their peers what they would do in book-reading interactions with 
their children at home. 

Displaying the book Over and Under by Matthias (1984), Charlene ex­
plains to the group that she thinks this is a good book for young children 
because the pictures are "explanatory." She begins by reading the title and 
the author's name. She reads each page and talks about the pictures, empha­
sizing that she would ask her child to tell what is in each picture so that she 
knows he understands. As Charlene reads, she rephrases the written language 
"for Kyle's understanding," she says. 

Charlene illustrates how a parent can expand, extend, clarify, and even 
disregard the written language forms chosen by the author in favor of a more 
appropriate text for her child (Altwerger, Diehl-Faxon, & Dockstader­
Anderson, 1985). Furthermore, she is continually adjusting her [and the au­
thor's] demands to the developing abilities of her son as she focuses on mean­
ing rather than form (Snow & Ninio, 1986). 

After Charlene finishes modeling for her peers how she would share this 
book with her son, she asks the mothers for suggestions for improvement. 
One mother asks Charlene if she allowed Kyle to hold the book. She replies 
"yes." Another mother comments that it was good that Charlene rephrased 
things in the book because she thought her son would not understand. The 
other parents show their approval nonverbally. 

Patricia, another mother, is shy and withdrawn, and talks softly. She 
reads the title of her book, Bigger and Smaller, by Manley (1981). As she 
reads, she turns the pages and holds the book so the other parents may see. 
Her tone is so soft that it is difficult to understand what she is saying. Turning 
the page, she cautiously reads, "One candle on baby's cake." She then stops 
for a long pause. The parents and the university leader watch to see what she 
intends to do. Finally, in order to help Patricia move forward, the university 
leader suggests the need to relate the story to the child's life, "You might 
want to say: Remember when you were one?" The parents, including Patri­
cia, see the humor in this statement as they realize its improbability. Laugh­
ing with them, the leader suggests that Patricia might want to ask: "Do you 
remember when you went to a birthday party, and the person was one?" 
The university leader glances at Patricia and says, "He had one candle 
because .... " And Patricia enthusiastically responds, "Because he is one 
year old!" 

Patricia, like Charlene, asks her peers for suggestions. They praise her 
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for her initial attempts and encourage her to be more relaxed when sharing 
books with her son. One mother comments that, with practice, Patricia will 
learn to relax. Another mother replies, "You read the title of the book and 
you held the book so that all of us could see it, which indicates that you have 
learned the importance of letting your child see the book when you are read­
ing to him at home." 

In the unfolding weeks, the parents continued to learn and mature. They 
jointly shared in the book-reading sessions and verbally and nonverbally cor­
rected and guided each other. They provided each other with the same in­
structional scaffolding the university leader had provided for them earlier. 
Their story talk increased in complexity and their shyness about participating 
in the peer group decreased. They learned to approach the book-reading ses­
sions with confidence. 

Parent-Child Interaction 

During the final phase, the university leader ceded total control to the 
parents and functioned primarily as a supportive and sympathetic audience: 
offering suggestions to the mothers as to what books to use in reading inter­
actions with their children; evaluating the parent-child book-reading interac­
tions; and providing feedback or modeling. In this final phase, parents actu­
ally brought their own children to the sessions and used the strategies directly 
with them. The examples below provide some evidence of the parents' de­
veloping knowledge of book-reading. 

Jeanette shares with her four-year-old daughter, Erica, the book Some­
times Things Change, by Patricia Eastman (1983). 

JEANETTE: And the title of our book is . . . "Sometimes Things 
Change" by Patricia Eastman. (Erica nods yes.) 

JEANETTE: Let's look at the picture. What do you see in the picture? 
ERICA: A little girl. 

JEANETTE: What is she doing? Look at the picture. What is she doing? 
She's ... is she pointing at what? She's doing what? What 
is this on this? A worm. Have you ever seen a worm like 
that before? (Erica nods no.) OK. Let's find out about this 
worm. OK. (Erica and Jeanette turn to the first page of the 
book.) 

JEANETTE: OK. Sometimes things change. Once upon a time a butterfly 
... You ever seen a butterfly before? (Erica nods yes.) You 
know what a butterfly was before he was a butterfly? (Jean-
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ette looks at Erica and points to the book. Erica nods yes 
then no.) 

JEANETTE: Yeah? Yeah. Let's look quick at the pictures. OK. This is 
what a butterfly was . . . 

ERICA: A worm. 
JEANETTE: A worm! . . . or a caterpillar . . OK? Let's see. (Erica nods 

yes.) 
JEANETTE: See? He was a caterpillar. (Jeanette points to page.) 

The dialogue between Jeanette and Erica continues, following the "com­
pletion" routine observed by Doake (1986). The completion structure, to­
gether with mumble, cooperative, and echo reading, comprised the forms of 
participation that Doake observed in parent-child interaction as children be­
come increasingly familiar with certain stories. The completion form is char­
acterized by the reader's pausing at various points in a story, inviting the child 
to complete the sentence. After Jeanette does this, she requests a further 
explanation from Erica about the sentence. She accepts Erica's response and 
praises her efforts. Jeanette frequently repeats and extends her child's vocal­
ization. She also defines words, clarifies text, and relates the text to Erica's 
background of experience. For example, she asks Erica at one point in the 
story, "What do you think you were before you were a baby?" Erica answers, 
"A little girl." Throughout the interaction, Jeanette directs Erica's attention 
to the text and to the details and story events within the text. Over the 7 
weeks, Erica begins to ask her mother more questions and to read along as 
Jeanette reads to her. 

Patricia, a second mother, chose to read Ziefert's (1985) Baby Ben Gets 
Dressed, a book featured in a first-grade teacher's sample given earlier in this 
chapter. Patricia sits in an overstuffed chair, holding Walter in her lap and 
positioning the book so that both can see. 

WALTER: I'm ready to read (bouncing into his mother's lap)! 
PATRICIA: Baby Ben Gets (pointing to title) ... 
wALTER: Baby Ben Gets Dressed (taking control of the book)! 

PATRICIA: It's time for Baby Ben to get dressed. What's he wearing? 
WALTER: A shirt! 

PATRICIA: Where's the word shirt (trying to assist Walter)? (Negating 
any help, Walter hurriedly finds the words himself.) 

PATRICIA: He's wearing socks and sneakers too (pointing to the words). 
"You look funny, Teddy," said Baby Ben. Do you know 
what's funny? 

WALTER: Yeah, they're the wrong colors. 
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PATRICIA: What colors are they? 
WALTER: Purple and yellow. 

PATRICIA: Now, look at the pictures. Shirt, socks, sneakers, and over­
alls. (She points to each word.) Now, read the pictures to me. 

WALTER: (And he does.) Shirt, socks, sneakers ... 

Patricia and Walter continue the reading of the story following the first­
grade teacher's pattern of labeling and describing pictures. Upon completion 
of Baby Ben Gets Dressed, Walter again takes the book away from his 
mother. Rapidly flipping the pages, Walter exclaims, "I 'swimming' [skim­
ming] through this book"; and using his index finger, just as his mother and 
the first-grade teacher had done, he designates each item of apparel and calls 
out the words. 

From the above dialogue, it is evident that Walter is internalizing the 
strategies and language for talking about the pictures and story that he had 
heard his own parent use in the initial reading of the book. Walter's situation­
specific use of language follows the pattern that Snow and Goldfield (1983) 
describe of children becoming more facile with language and concomitant 
cognitive processing. 

The most important result of the book-reading program was the manner 
in which parents guided their children's participation in the book-reading 
interactions. Their actions indicated an ever-increasing awareness of what 
their children knew and, even more importantly, what they needed to know. 
As the parents finely tuned and structured their book-reading interactions, 
their children became more active as readers and participants. The parents' 
facility meant that children extended their active participation beyond what 
children would have been able to accomplish independently. 

EFFECTS OF THE BOOK-READING PROGRAM 

Observational data showed that the children increased in their knowl­
edge and ability to participate in book-reading interactions with their parents. 
More importantly, they became active conversational partners, and they 
learned to ask and answer questions. Even though the university leader did 
not observe children in their classroom reading interactions, the children's 
teachers as a group reported that they had observed a difference in the chil­
dren's ability to participate in classroom reading interactions. The teachers 
also reported that the children's knowledge of written language, directional­
ity, and story grammar had improved since they had become a part of the 
book-reading program. Further, the teachers noted achievement in grade-
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appropriate subjects, like the alphabet, colors, locations, sequences, compar­
isons, and so forth. The university leader's observations of the children as 
well as the teachers' observations revealed that the book-reading program did 
indeed have a positive effect on the children's literacy development. 

SUCCESSFUL ELEMENTS IN 
THE BOOK-READING PROGRAM 

A major component contributing to the success of this program that 
should not be overlooked was the community. Initially, the university leader 
asked for community support in recruiting parents for participation in the 
book-reading program from the Ministerial Alliance, business leaders, and 
ordinary townspeople (e.g., grandmothers, bus drivers, and people sitting on 
street comers). Overwhelming support was received from all groups, includ­
ing the school superintendent. Two community leaders, in particular, sur­
faced as strong advocates of the program. One was a local bar owner, Ray 
Jacobs, who attended all of the book-reading sessions. He brought mothers 
to school to participate in the program and took them back home. He worked 
successfully with the Social Services Department to secure baby-sitters for 
those parents who otherwise would not come and thus not benefit from the 
program. Mr. Jacobs's support was echoed by Father Hogan, the priest of a 
predominantly African-American Catholic Church. He urged parents to par­
ticipate in the book-reading program, noting in a sermon that literacy was a 
"tool of faith" and that children needed to be able to read the confirmation 
requirements. 

This outpouring of support from the community was duplicated in the 
local school where school administrators, teachers, and the librarian 
staunchly supported the program. Teachers, as well as the school administra­
tors and the librarian, enrolled in a family literacy course taught by the uni­
versity leader to broaden their knowledge of literacy development in different 
family structures. Teachers also assisted in the development of training ma­
terials designed to show parents effective book-reading behaviors, and they 
also agreed to observe the participating children's classroom performance in 
reading. The principal and assistant principal helped to publicize the program 
in the community, driving parents to the program each week and creating a 
friendly and warm environment at the school for the parents. The librarian 
designed a computer program that listed the names of each child whose par­
ent was participating in the book-reading program. For the first time in the 
school's history, parents were able to check out up to five books under their 
child's name. The librarian also kept a computerized list of types of books 
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the parents were checking out. This information was shared with the univer­
sity leader and the child's teacher. More importantly, the teachers, school 
administrators, and the librarian began to accept the parents as a useful and 
reliable resource. 

Initially, the participating parents had feared coming to school because 
of their own past experiences. However, they soon began to enjoy coming 
and could actually laugh about the experiences they were encountering. The 
general consensus among parents was that "for the first time . . . they were 
being invited to school not because there was a problem with their child, but 
to learn how to share books with their child and to support their child's 
growth toward literacy" (Edwards, in review). In the past the parents noted 
that they were invited to school only when their children were failing or had 
already failed. The parents also stated that the teachers talked to them in 
generalities about reading to their children, and that they did not understand 
what the teachers meant when they were told to "read to their children" or 
"be a good literate model." These parents were echoing the sentiments of 
Lareau (1986) and Ogbu (1974) who argue that nonmainstream parents who 
lack knowledge do not necessarily lack interest in the schools their children 
attend nor in knowing how to help their children. What schools and districts 
lack, as McLaughlin and Shields ( 1987) put it, are appropriate strategies or 
structures for involving nonmainstream parents. 

The Parents as Partners in Reading Program provided such a structure 
for parents to participate in book-reading interactions with their children. The 
obvious success of the program is evident in the comments of one parent: 

I had a lot doubts about myself and it was hard for me to make up my 
mind about coming. With some encouragement from another mother 
who was attending the program, I decided to come. She told me that 
"the program would help me help my kids in school." I said to her, 
"OK, I'll come one time," but I ended coming all year. By coming to 
this program, I found out that there was a lot that I didn't know and a 
lot of things that I wasn't doing, but I didn't know what to do. I really 
didn't know bookreading was so important. I wish I had known that 
sooner, because I would have been able to help my other children in 
school. 

SUMMARY 

Nearly 20 years ago, Swift (1970) found that "as time passed, [the non­
mainstream mothers he assisted to participate in book-reading interactions] 



FOSTERING EARLY LITERACY THROUGH PARENT COACHING 211 

began to illustrate not only their enhanced story telling ability but their in­
creased perception of their role in the life, education, and [literacy support] 
of their children, as well as of the children's dependence upon them for cop­
ing with situations they encounter" (p. 366). Similarly, this chapter serves to 
demonstrate that nonmainstream parents can profit from learning to engage 
in book-reading interactions with their young children. 

Although "read to your child" is the most frequently requested parent­
involvement activity in the schools (Vukelich, 1984), this directive cannot 
be effective until we shift from "telling" to "showing" nonmainstream parents 
how to read to their children (Edwards, 1989). For many nonmainstream 
parents, reading is not a literacy event in their home and books are not a 
literacy artifact. If nonmainstream parents are shown how to share books 
with their young children and are provided with successful models of book­
reading, we will help these parents help their children grow toward literacy. 
Nonmainstream parents have the right to know that sharing books with their 
children is the most powerful and significant predicator of school achieve­
ment. Not only do they have the right to know, they have the right to receive 
assistance in how to participate in book-reading interactions with their young 
children. 
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Part III 
POLICIES 

Literacy in schools is influenced by a complex, and sometimes contra­
dictory, array of policies. Most policies are interpreted and reinter­
preted several times before students, teachers, and curricula interact in 
instructional activities. For this and other reasons, the size and direc­
tion of the effect of a given policy, whether initiated from the district, 
state, or federal level, is not always obvious from its rationale. In cre­
ating learning conditions that foster literacy for diverse groups of stu­
dents, it is especially important that the intended effects of policies be 
compared with the everyday experiences of students in schools. The 
chapters in Part III trace the effects of selected policies for several par­
ticularly important aspects of literacy instruction. 

In Chapter 15, Brown presents a broad-ranging study of variations 
in policy implementation in several large school districts. In Chapter 
16, in an analysis of high school literature curricula, Applebee demon­
strates that relatively rapid growth of diversity in the student popula­
tion has far exceeded the rate of change in curriculum content. Alling­
ton in Chapter 17 examines influences of various meanings given to 
literacy and learning by classroom teachers, special reading teachers, 
and administrators of Chapter 1 and other special reading programs. 
Although federal guidelines set some parameters fer these programs, 
views of literacy and learning at local levels are shown to penalize 
some children. 

In Chapter 18 Garcia and Pearson review assessment practices as­
sociated with literacy programs. They argue that emphasis on stand­
ardized multiple-choice testing procedures has worked against literacy 
acquisition for large numbers of students, especially students for whom 
English is a second language and children of the poor. In place of these 
measures, Garcia and Pearson suggest embedding assessment in class­
room practices that provide students with a range of, and more diverse, 
contexts for authentic performance. 

In Chapter 19, Shepard traces the effects of certain tracking, re­
tention, and special education policies that, in fact, act against the very 
groups the policies are intended to benefit. These policies are often 
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based on reductionist views of learning. Shepard suggests that policies 
driven by a constructivist view of learning and literacy acquisition are 
more likely to support higher levels of literacy for all students. 

Advocacy of a constructivist perspective and its consequent 
changes in literacy policies and practices have been evident throughout 
this volume. This consensus is part of a larger phenomenon through 
which a "new" vision of literacy for a diverse society is being created. 
To achieve the goals of the higher literacies for all in a diverse society 
depends on extension of this vision and its enactment in classrooms, 
school board offices, and legislatures around the country. 



15 Policy and the Rationalization 
of Schooling 

REXFORD BROWN 
Education Commission of the States 

In 1987, with a generous grant from the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur 
Foundation , some colleagues and I began an intensive study of the effects of 
policy on efforts to develop a much higher level of literacy for a much 
broader range of students. We were studying a literacy of thoughtfulness , a 
literacy that included critical and creative thinking and problem solving, 
skills in analysis, synthesis, interpretation, evaluation, dispositions to apply 
these skills , and knowledge about how and when to do so. Much in demand 
as a literacy for the 21st century, thoughtfulness involves students in con­
structing systems of meaning and negotiating them with others collabora­
tively. Where we found this literacy in schools, we wanted to know how 
policy helped bring it about or sustain it; where we did not find it , we wanted 
to know what role policy played in discouraging it or preventing its prolifer­
ation throughout the system. 

Webster's Third New International Dictionary (Gove, 1976) says that 
policy is "a definite course or method of action selected from among alter­
natives and in the light of given conditions to guide and usually determine 
present and future conditions" (p. 1754). Our first-level commonsense defi­
nition was simply an extension of that: Policy is a social agreement that has 
been expressed through formal public pronouncements, laws, and the rules 
and regulations that interpret and apply them. Official policy has to be for­
mal, which means that certain elected and appointed officials have considered 
it in some public forum and ultimately written it down. To say that it is an 
agreement does not mean that everyone agrees with it; the opposition party 
may not agree with the administration's foreign policy, for instance . But once 
it is written down, it becomes the guiding rationale for how the administra­
tion is going to conduct itself and explain its actions. 

At this first level of understanding , then , there are executive, legislative, 
and judicial policymakers , all of whom derive certain policy-making prerog­
atives from the United States Constitution or state constitutions or city char-
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ters and all of whom can delegate certain other policy-making prerogatives 
to other legally constituted bodies. Education policymakers are then gover­
nors, legislators, chief state school officers, state school board members, 
local school board members, and others to whom they delegate policy au­
thority. Judges have increasingly become education policymakers through 
desegregation rulings and detailed school district guidelines respecting equi­
table financing of education, civil rights, and equality of opportunity. 

Besides these duly constituted policymakers, other people powerfully 
affect policy through their official roles as interpreters and appliers of policy. 
These are the rule makers and program makers: state department of education 
officials, for instance, or centrally housed administrators in a school district, 
who write regulations that are supposed to follow logically from the policies 
and develop programs that are supposed to carry out the intentions of poli­
cymakers. These rules and regulations and programs often touch people's 
lives more directly than the policies that spawned them. It is often the case 
that the regulations and programs developed by rule makers and program 
makers do not uncontroversially embody the spirit or follow the letter of the 
policy. Many's the slip 'twixt cup and lip. 

Policymakers, rule makers, and program makers create important sym­
bolic and practical elements of the work environments within which teachers 
and administrators understand and carry out their jobs. Policy does not fully 
constitute that environment by any means. Professional norms, beliefs, and 
community influences are very powerful, as are the situational imperatives to 
which people in the system must react every day (Wilson, 1990). But policies 
do contribute to the organizational cultures, if you will, that establish norms 
of behavior, create motivational climates, and reinforce, explicitly or implic­
itly, certain value systems. Administrators can sweeten or sour the environ­
ments, depending upon their management and leadership philosophies and 
styles. 

It was at this general level of understanding that we began our studies 
of how people in different parts of the education system react to different 
policies and how those policies affect what happens in classrooms. We were 
particularly interested in knowing how policies in curriculum, instruction, 
and evaluation affected efforts to offer students far more opportunities for 
critical and creative thinking, problem solving, and active learning. How 
powerful are curricular mandates once the classroom door closes? How do 
mandated teacher evaluations of various kinds constrain or liberate educators' 
capacities to cultivate a literacy of thoughtfulness? To what degree do man­
dated tests drive curriculum and instruction away from or closer to the con­
ditions necessary for broad cultivation of a literacy of thoughtfulness? 

In attempting to answer these questions, we deepened our understanding 
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of how policy works. In our case studies of school districts, we found that 
unambiguous, direct links between specific state or district policies and spe­
cific teacher behaviors are rare (Brown, in press). Connections between pol­
icies and symbolic environments and general understandings about roles and 
responsibilities are much easier to descry. We also found that policy can 
exacerbate or soothe natural tensions between institutional needs and practi­
tioner needs; that policy operates as a kind of discourse-a metadiscourse, 
if you will-that encourages some kinds of school and classroom discourse 
while it discourages other kinds; and that the language of policy rationalizes 
the education system-that is to say, it defines what is reasonable, it creates 
structures of consciousness that guide the ways people tend to define prob­
lems, ask questions, talk with one another, and actually think about what 
they are doing. 

THE STUDY 

We decided at the outset that we should not attempt to study a literacy 
of thoughtfulness through a model of policy research and analysis as scien­
tific undertakings in the positivist tradition. We agreed that we were engaged 
in cultural interpretation, not hard science; that a separation of facts and 
values would be both impossible and undesirable; and that case-study narra­
tives were more appropriate for the study than modes of discourse that pur­
port to be scientifically objective. Our approach was consequently similar to 
what Jennings (1987) calls "policy analysis as counsel" (p. 139). We would 
describe what we saw, try to make reasonable recommendations on the basis 
of our experience, and let policymakers and other audiences take whatever 
actions they saw fit. 

We also assumed a hermeneutic perspective about the world we were 
studying: that people's actions and experience are essentially linguistic; that 
they are engaged in various kinds of language games and our job as research­
ers is to understand and describe those games. This presumption, too, was 
dictated by our belief that the literacy we were studying rests on what Rorty 
( 1982) calls a pragmatist vision of "the human community as engaged in 
problem-solving" (p. 10). We would try to determine what problems our 
interviewees were trying to solve and what formal and informal kinds of 
community they were constituting in their efforts to solve problems. 

Because a literacy of thoughtfulness draws heavily on what Bruner 
(1986) calls "a language of culture creating," as opposed to "a language of 
knowledge consuming" (p. 133), we sensitized ourselves to these and other 
discourse differences and analyzed school discourse captured in our inter-
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views and observations with these distinctions in mind. In our interviews 
with students, teachers, administrators, and policymakers, we tried to deter­
mine what key terms such as critical thinking or basic skills meant to them. 
We tried to get a sense of how they talked about literacy as well as what they 
talked about. We enquired into perceived barriers to a more robust literacy. 
We tried to determine how and how well people in schools and districts 
communicated with each other and their external clients. We tried to grasp 
and characterize the kinds of conversations going on in and around schools. 
We listened for beliefs about knowledge, learning, and human potential. 
Wherever we went, we collected documents describing policy and practice 
and analyzed the language in which they were expressed. 

In our observations of classrooms, we tried to grasp the discourse con­
text (recitation, coaching, lecture, etc.) and describe the learning environ­
ment physically and symbolically. We characterized relationships and inter­
actions. We looked for questioning strategies, various kinds of facilitation 
and probing. We analyzed discussions and nonverbal indicators of engage­
ment and interest. We looked for various signs of courtesy, sensitivity, listen­
ing, humor, reflection, and, of course, thinking. We collected classroom ma­
terials. 

Altogether, we spent about 650 hours at seven sites (three rural, four 
urban) and countless hours making sense out of what we saw there and inte­
grating material and experiences external to the study. The sites were chosen 
because each claimed to be making a deliberate effort, through state and 
district policy, to offer a more robust literacy to a full range of students, not 
just an elite. Each interpreted literacy differently; for some, it turned out to 
be a basic skill; for some, it was a higher order kind of skill; for some, it was 
not simply a skill-it was a version of the literacy of thoughtfulness I have 
described. Three sites were located in some of the very poorest rural counties 
in some of the poorest states in the United States; their student populations 
were entirely either African-American or Native American. Four sites were 
urban districts with diverse student bodies and the full spectrum of urban 
woes and challenges. 

The schools and classrooms we visited in each district were those de­
scribed by key people as the best places to find what we were looking for. 
We concentrated on grades 3, 6, 8, and 11. 

SOME FINDINGS 

What do educators believe keeps them from giving students more op­
portunities to think, solve problems, and learn to use their minds more effec-
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tively? Our interviews and observations turned up a variety of perceived 
policy-related constraints. 

Too Little Time 

The reason most often cited for why schools lack instruction conducive 
to thoughtfulness was "time." Many said there simply was not enough time 
for it in a class period or a school day. Many said that what time available, is 
too fragmented for sustained intellectual activities. A number said that the 
schedule dominates decision making in their schools. 

Time is perceived as a policy constraint because it is a collectively bar­
gained commodity, because the whole enterprise of schooling is set up ac­
cording to required credit hours, because pupil progress is gauged in terms 
of required attendance time, and because definitions of the school day and 
school year are determined by policy, among other reasons. Some teachers 
believe that for each student, learning is primarily a matter of time exposed 
to subjects and time available to practice and process what one has learned 
(see Chapter 17). The prevailing model of schooling, however-partly a 
creature of policy and certainly held in place by policy-does not structure 
or allocate time in ways that make it possible for individuals to get the time 
they need or that thoughtfulness requires. 

So pervasive are conscious and unconscious assumptions about time in 
educational discourse, so thoroughly do profound and silly ideas about time 
penetrate educational philosophy, policy, and daily practice that one is at a 
loss to know where to begin a critique that could lead to new ways of using 
time in schools. Perhaps the most obvious thing to do is to start anywhere, 
so long as one starts with a question about time. Why 12 years? Why 9 
months? Why 6 hours per day? Why 40 minutes per period? Why 2 weeks 
on the Civil War? Why a timed test? Why are we spending our time doing x 
and not y? What do we really know about the relationship between time and 
learning? Answers to these questions lead to further questions and ultimately 
expose the ways in which outdated cultural and educational notions are 
embedded in and furthered by policy. What is lacking, in most schools and 
districts, is a forum for just such a continuing inquiry. 

Too Much to Cover 

"Coverage" was the second most common reason given for why there is 
not more thoughtfulness in the schools. Teachers feel they must cover a 
sprawling and constantly expanding list of topics. They perceive the currie-
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ulum as so packed that nothing more can be shoehorned in, yet, in their view, 
policymakers seem to want to mandate more and more courses and services. 

Although some curricular demands clearly stem from policy mandates, 
many result from the ways professionals have come to define their knowledge 
bases and lay out their instructional plans. A few teachers told us this. 
Clearly, so long as educators and policymakers alike view knowledge as an 
accretion of facts and terms to be transmitted, not constructed, it becomes 
mathematically impossible to teach it all. Policy documents and educator 
comments reveal that the relationship of curriculum and time constraints to 
underlying assumptions about knowledge are neither perceived nor discussed 
by many school people. A continuing practitioner inquiry into the nature of 
the knowledge we are purveying is as essential to creating a climate for 
thoughtfulness as is a continuing inquiry into time. But curriculum inquiry 
inside school districts must be joined with community discussions about what 
is important on the outside. What we teach is a highly political matter. 

School districts that we found making progress toward a literacy of 
thoughtfulness had found ways to join the political and substantive, external 
and internal debates about what students should know and be able to do 
(Brown, in press). Policy documents embodied, legitimated, and promoted 
new kinds of community and school conversations. 

Students Cannot Think 

A third reason why there is so little thinking or problem solving going 
on is that many teachers believe that most students cannot think in sophisti­
cated ways. Some elementary teachers told us their students were too young 
to think abstractly; some high school teachers told us their students were too 
unprepared in "the basics" to be ready to think as educated people think. 
Some educators believe that critical-thinking or problem-solving skills are 
determined by students' innate, inherited intelligence. This seems to guar­
antee that only a small percentage of students will be intelligent enough to 
be interested or engaged in a literacy of thoughtfulness. 

Policies with respect to tracking and ability grouping reinforce an old­
fashioned view of intelligence as a very limited resource and thinking as 
a function of intelligence (see, e.g., Oakes, 1985). Also problematic, we 
found, were compensatory education policies. Much of the research upon 
which compensatory education policies and practices rest either suggests or 
has been interpreted to suggest that many children lack capacities or motiva­
tion to do intellectual work. The basic-skills-oriented, remedial curriculum 
to which they are consequently exposed consumes enormous amounts of 
time and energy, perversely setting the stage for this negative prophecy to 
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come true. Students raised on a steady diet of dumbed down, reductive, basic 
curriculum tum out as we could have predicted: uninterested in reading and 
writing, resistant to, or woefully unprepared for, the intellectual work of the 
higher grades. 

Low Expectations 

Expectations for minority and disadvantaged students are low. Inter­
viewees sometimes said that schoolwork runs against the grain of minority 
culture or family upbringing or that asking too much of a disadvantaged 
student will further erode his or her self-esteem. Some also said that minori­
ties-especially adolescent boys-resist academics as a matter of racial 
pride or as an act of social protest, and often taunt classmates who are aca­
demically inclined. 

Other reasons given were: Minorities have unique "learning styles" and 
do not like to conceptualize the way Anglos do; language minorities cannot 
be expected to think in English (see Chapter 6); institutionalized racism un­
dermines the motivation of minority children; minority parents prefer drill, 
rote memorization, and disciplined instruction for their children, distrusting 
progressive approaches that undermine parental authority; minority and poor 
parents do not provide the kind of support Anglo and affluent parents pro­
vide, so their children cannot be expected to compete. Some also said that 
competition, even for grades, is foreign to the cultures of some minority 
children. No one of these assertions was made by more than a few people 
and all were contradicted by other assertions and evidence to the contrary. 
Clearly there is much confusion about this issue. Policies with respect to 
fairness, compensatory education, grouping, tracking, counseling, and ser­
vice provision do little to clarify or deepen understanding of how best to 
proceed here. 

Too Little Pedagogical Knowledge 

A fifth constraint upon thinking and problem solving is that most teach­
ers do not know how to do what is necessary. They did not see it in their own 
educations. Models of thoughtful learning environments are rare. Teachers 
seldom get the chance to observe each other, and teacher in-service training 
seldom exemplifies the precepts of active, hands-on learning or discovery. 
Indeed, in-service education per se is woefully thin, fragmented, and con­
ducted primarily in lecture modes. Policies influencing teacher professional 
development-preservice, certification, and in-service-are clearly salient. 
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Too Hard to Evaluate 

Another constraint upon activities conducive to more active learning, 
critical thinking, or creativity is the widespread belief that these activities 
either cannot be evaluated at all or cannot be evaluated in ways compatible 
with current accountability systems. The first belief was surprisingly strong, 
given all the evidence available to the contrary (see, e.g., Brown, 1989a; 
Chapter 18). The second belief is easier to understand; testing and account­
ability policies have long been perceived by many educators to be formidable 
barriers to progress (see also Brown, 1989b; Chapter 19). 

Weak Policy Framework 

In general, we found that "thoughtfulness policy" (policy about critical 
and creative thinking, problem solving, inquiry, etc.), whether at the state or 
local level, is weak. Goals or objectives dealing with these matters are either 
absent, poorly stated, or buried among other goals. The weaknesses take a 
variety of forms. 

Thoughtfulness policy is usually framed in terms of skills and subskills. 
Such "thinking skills" or even "higher-order thinking skills" can be incorpo­
rated into current teaching methodology (lecture, recitation, teacher domi­
nance, and student passivity) without requiring significant changes in teach­
ing or schooling. State and local policies are largely silent about active 
learning, a necessary ingredient in any critical- and creative-thinking effort. 

Policy says what to teach but not how to teach, thus bolstering the as­
sumption that lecture and recitation are adequate for teaching thinking and 
that "seat time"-number of hours of exposure to a subject-is the best 
measure of learning. Policies in curriculum, testing, accountability, certifi­
cation, teacher evaluation, and in-service implicitly or explicitly reinforce 
this "transmission" model of teaching. 

Policy is often contradictory or confused, leading to contradictory or 
confused school programs. Recent reform packages reflect the bartering and 
compromise necessary to pass any complex legislation. Incompatible philos­
ophies coexist in education policy, sending mixed signals and leaving ample 
room for districts to interpret and implement policy in a multitude of ways. 

POLICY AND RATIONALIZATION 

We observed educators doing various things; we asked them why they 
did them that way and we listened for answers related to policy. Many teach-
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ers said they did what they did because "it will be on the [state or district] 
test." Many said they taught what they taught because "that's the curriculum 
I'm supposed to teach." Many lectured and conducted recitations because 
"that's all there is time to do." But in any school we visited, there were other 
teachers who paid no attention to mandated tests or curriculum, and who had 
their students working thoughtfully regardless of time constraints. In many 
districts we visited, some schools were very rule bound and others seemed 
comparatively free from constraints. So we have to conclude that particular 
policies are not inevitable constraints on all teachers, administrators, or 
schools. In our opinion, new, insecure, and heavily monitored teachers and 
administrators were most likely to say they were constrained by particular 
policies, rules, or regulations. 

A number of teachers and administrators blamed policy for behaviors 
that seemed to us more related to their professional training and experience. 
Policy can be a convenient whipping boy or a plausible excuse for not trying 
anything new. More influential than specific policies or professional habits, 
however, was a general school-wide or district-wide attitude about the bind­
ing force of rules and regulations and the degree to which teachers could be 
trusted to interpret and apply them according to their professional judgment 
about students and learning situations. That attitude is heavily influenced by 
the language of policy-how it sounds and what values it embeds-and the 
ways in which leaders choose to interpret and apply it. 

The language of policy turns out to be mostly what sociologists call 
"instrumental rationality" (Habermas, 1984, p. 11). It is a language and ra­
tionality of getting things done. It is a language about objects and processes 
and institutions. It embeds a presupposition that we live in an objective world 
that can be mastered through goal-directed actions. It is the language of hard 
science and law and economics and administration. 

But practitioners, who depend upon policy-guided institutions for hous­
ing and sustaining their practice, "speak," if you will, a different language, 
think, if you will, a different rationality. The language of learning is intersub­
jective, not objective. It has to do with people reaching understanding, which 
is fundamentally different from "getting things done." The practice of teach­
ing takes place in a context of realities and constraints very different from 
those faced by managers, policymakers, rule makers, or program makers. It 
requires a full range of discourses and rationalities-moral, practical, ex­
pressive, even aesthetic-if it is to be successful. But these ways of thinking 
and conversing and negotiating meanings and collaborating in the search for, 
and creation of, knowledges and understandings require legitimation and 
"space" where they can be practiced. To the extent that an instrumental ra­
tionality of administration, economics, logistics, and control crowds out and 
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replaces a language of learning, a literacy of thoughtfulness (for adults as 
well as students) has no institutional legitimacy, no way to sustain and repro­
duce itself. This is the likely case even when a number of people in the 
institution say they want a literacy of thoughtfulness. So long as they are 
thinking and talking about it instrumentally and not actually practicing it, 
they are unlikely to achieve it. 

A tension between institution and practice is inevitable (see Macintyre, 
1981, for an interesting discussion of this from a philosophical point of 
view). But in some schools and districts it is an unhealthy tension. Conver­
sation is vague and heavily laced with jargon. Intentions are unclear. People 
cannot seem to get to the bottom of anything. Talk seems systematically 
distorted and evasive. Policy language can become the lingua franca in such 
a climate in the absence of leaders sensitive to the need to preserve and 
expand institutional space for a language of learning. 

SUMMARY 

Education policy influences what people do not so much because it tells 
them what to do but because it establishes norms of rationality and commu­
nication, ways of thinking about things, and a vocabulary with which to 
describe and negotiate institutional experience. It structures and, sometimes, 
overdetermines the discourse it engenders. Leadership requires at least an 
intuitive grasp of this situation. Leaders who want a well-run institution that 
is hospitable to robust learning opportunities for adults and students alike 
have created space for reflection, critique, and dialogue through which 
people can become aware of the structures of thought implicit in their lan­
guage (Brown, in press). They have created opportunities for people to ex­
plore unthreateningly the presuppositions in their own and others' language 
through formal and informal conversations oriented toward reaching under­
standing, not compliance. They understand that the educational structures 
that need "restructuring" are not just inside schools or districts; they are in­
side people's heads. 

REFERENCES 

Brown, R. G. (1989a). Testing and thoughtfulness. Educational Leadership, 46, 
31-33. 

Brown, R. G. (1989b). Who is accountable for thoughtfulness?" Phi Delta Kappan, 
69, 49-52. 



POLICY AND RATIONALIZATION OF SCHOOLING 227 

Brown, R. G. (in press). Schools of thought. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Bruner, J. (1986). Actual minds, possible worlds. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer­

sity Press. 
Gove, P. B. (Ed.). (1976) Webster's third new international dictionary. Springfield, 

MA: G. & G. Merriam. 
Habermas, J. (1984). The theory of communicative action (Vol. I) (Thomas Mc­

Carthy, Trans.). Boston, MA: Beacon Press. 
Jennings, B. (1987). Interpretation and the practice of policy analysis. In F. Fisher 

& J. Forester (Eds.), Confronting values in policy analysis (pp. 128-152). Bev­
erly Hills, CA: Sage. 

Macintyre, A. (1981). After virtue. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 
Press. 

Oakes, J. (1985). Keeping track: How schools structure inequality. New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press. 

Rorty, R. M. (1982). Hermeneutics, general studies, and teaching. Synergos: Se­
lected papers from the Synergos seminars (Vol. 2). Washington, DC: George 
Mason University. 

Wilson, J. Q. (1990). Bureaucracy. New York: Basic Books. 



16 Literature: Whose Heritage? 

ARTHUR N. APPLEBEE 
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As we consider the topic of literacy for diversity, it is fitting to tum our 
attention to the role of literature instruction in our nation's schools. Histori­
cally, literature in the schools has played a central role in discussions of 
cultural assimilation and cultural differentiation; more recently, such issues 
have been heightened by the complaints of authors such as E. D. Hirsch 
(1987) and Allan Bloom (1987), whose writings represent in part a conserv­
ative reaction against perceived changes in our schools. With literature con­
tinuing at the core of English instruction in the secondary school, and begin­
ning to reclaim its central role in reading instruction in the elementary 
school, issues of literacy, literature, and diversity are inevitably closely inter­
twined. 

THE POWER OF LITERATURE 

Running through past and present discussions of the role of literature 
has been the acknowledgment of the power of literature both to shape the 
values of the individual and to redirect the course of society as a whole. This 
power has led to a long history of attempts to control the influence of litera­
ture on the schools through careful selection of "appropriate" selections and 
ruthless censorship of nonconforming texts. Thus Plato banned poets from 
his Republic, because their writings appealed to emotion rather than to rea­
son. And similarly Horace Mann of Massachusetts, who did so much for 
public education, argued that novels should not be included in the school 
curriculum, because emotion had no place in our schools or in the life of the 
intellect (Applebee, 1974). 

The belief in the power of literature is deeply ingrained in American 
education at all levels. The New England Primer (circa 1686), the first 
widely used schoolbook, was designed to foster a very specific set of reli­
gious beliefs (Ford, 1962). The next "giants" in American schoolbooks con­
tinued that tradition of shaping students' values through the selections they 
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were asked to read, though their goals were secular rather than religious: 
Webster's Grammatical Institute of the English Language (1783-1795) 
(which included his famous Blue-Backed Speller) sought to develop a com­
mon language and common Americanism, whereas McGuffey's Readers 
(1836) promulgated the development of proper attitudes, correct behavior, 
and the virtues of an American way of life (Johnson, 1963). 

Thus the choice of America's early educators was clear: The role of 
literature was to reduce diversity and promote a common set of values and a 
common culture. 

In making this choice, they listened to the voices of the Romantic poets 
and critics, who saw in literature a stay against the anarchy of the industria] 
revolution. The fullest statement of this point of view was presented in Mat­
thew Arnold's (1867) Culture and Anarchy (in Culler, 1961; see also Wil­
liams, 1958), a text that was widely influential in America. As Arnold de­
scribed it in 1880, "The future of poetry is immense, because in poetry, 
where it is worthy of its high destinies, our race, as time goes on, will find 
an ever surer and surer stay. . . . The stronger part of our religion to-day is 
its unconscious poetry" (Culler, 1961, p. 306). Arlo Bates (1897), an early 
professor and teacher of literature, was specific about which poetry filled this 
role. In his words, "One would hesitate to ask to dinner a man who confessed 
complete ignorance of The Canterbury Tales" (p. 125). 

THE EMERGENCE OF A LITERARY CANON 

English literature found a firm place in our high schools in the late 19th 
century, and it did so against a backdrop of attitudes such as these. Given 
such attitudes, a predictable canon emerged, one that reflected a particular 
British and American literary heritage, though the specific sources of selec­
tions in the high school were diffuse. As we think about the issue of literacy 
and diversity, it is useful to remind ourselves just how haphazard these influ­
ences were. They included: 

1. Grammar instruction, which brought us Milton and the Augustan poets, 
whose Latinate styles had made them useful texts for analysis in early 
English grammar texts modeled on Latin predecessors 

2. The preeminence of Shakespeare in popular culture long before Shake­
speare became the particular provenance of the literary and cultural elite 
(Levine, 1988) 

3. A concern to support contemporary literature (thus Addison, Steele, and 



230 POLICIES 

the English Romantics appeared initially as samples of contemporary lit­
erature in school readers, and then made their way into the high school) 

4. A concern tD include some literature that would be easily accessible to the 
adolescent reader, providing a place for texts such as Sir Walter Scott's 
Ivanhoe 

5. The Latin and Greek training of most early English teachers, which led 
them to structure the English curriculum to reflect that of the "classical" 
languages that English replaced; the influences of this heritage are evident 
in the term "classics" itself, as well as in the placement of Shakespeare's 
Julius Caesar in the same year with Caesar's Chronicles, the Latin or 
Greek epic with Longfellow or Paradise Lost, and British and American 
orators with Cicero and Demosthenes 

6. The influence ofthe familiar (thus Charles Cleveland (1851) explained the 
basis of selection in a preface to one of the early literature texts: "I have 
constantly endeavored to bear in mind a truth, which even those engaged 
in education may sometimes forget, that what is well known to us, must 
be new to every successive generation; and, therefore, that all books of 
selections designed for them should contain a portion of such pieces as all 
of any pretensions to taste have united to admire. Milton's 'Invocation to 
Light,' Pope's 'Messiah,' Goldsmith's 'Village Pastor,' and Gray's 'Elegy' 
are illustrations of my meaning"). 

The effects of these various influences are clear in a study of the litera­
ture curriculum as it was played out in American schools at the tum of the 
century (Tanner, 1907). The 10 most popular selections, in descending order 
offrequency, included Julius Caesar, Macbeth, Silas Marner, Milton's Minor 
Poems, Merchant of Venice, Burke's Speech on Conciliation With the Colo­
nies, Lowell's The Vision of Sir Launfal, Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Ivan­
hoe, Macaulay's Essay on Addison. 

Granting literature such power, and turning so firmly to a particular 
heritage, diversity had little place in the early teaching of literature. The 
unfamiliar, the unconventional, the new fared poorly. Thus we can listen to 
a professor of English, writing in 1923 in the pages of the official journal of 
the National Council of Teachers of English: 

If we know anything worth knowing about past literature, we can 
say something sensible about that much over-praised novel, Main Street, 
or about the blatant productions of the Vulgarian School of versifying, 
headed by Vachel Lindsay, Carl Sandburg, and a few nondescript immi­
grants, and sponsored by strong-minded ladies like Harriet Monroe and 
Amy Lowell .... The most noticeable feature of their curious volumes 
is that they need the services of a delousing station. (Baker, 1923) 
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With the wisdom of hindsight, we can laugh at the narrowness and 
shortsightedness of Professor Baker's comments, but such strong sentiments 
flow naturally from our deeply rooted beliefs in the power of literature to 
shape the individual as well as society. We may laugh less comfortably when 
we remind ourselves of contemporary manifestations of the same basic be­
liefs, in the attempts to censor the movie version of The Last Temptation of 
Christ, or in the violent Iranian reaction to Rushdie's Satanic Verses. 

But the new and unfamiliar are often also vigorous and enlivening. The 
books and authors attacked so vociferously by Professor Baker claimed their 
own place in our culture and our society, and the schools built new rationales 
to justify them. 

The belief in the power of literature to shape our values and beliefs 
continues, however. More recently, this same belief in the power of literature 
to empower readers has led to a different line of argument, one that empha­
sizes the need for greater diversity in the characters, settings, and authors 
included in texts used at elementary and secondary school levels to reflect 
the diverse cultural traditions that have found their place within our nation. 
Gaining impetus from the civil rights and women's movements in the 1960s, 
such voices have found their place within the academy itself as a new gen­
eration of scholars has sought to legitimate a wider range of critical studies. 

Schools and publishers have been responsive to such calls for more 
broadly representative instructional materials, but just as in the past, such 
changes in the content of the curriculum are seen by advocates on all sides 
as involving fundamental questions about the nature of the individual and of 
society. As the perception has grown that the curriculum is being broadened, 
so has the virulence of the reaction against those changes. In a widely cited 
critique, E. D. Hirsch (1987) proclaimed the disappearance of cultural liter­
acy from American schools. William Bennett (1988), as U.S. Secretary of 
Education, called similarly for a reassertion of the values of Western culture, 
arguing the timeliness and importance of the classics. 

Both Hirsch and Bennett stand firmly within a tradition that goes back 
directly to Matthew Arnold, espousing one heritage (largely white, male, 
Anglo-Saxon) as the proper heritage of all of our citizens. 

BUT WHAT OF THE SCHOOLS? 

Where do our schools stand after two decades or more of attempts to 
provide more fully for the diverse groups of students they serve? Here we 
can tum to some of the recent studies carried out at the Center for the Learn-
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ing and Teaching of Literature as part of a series of analyses designed to 
provide a comprehensive portrait of secondary school literature instruction. 

In one study, we used teams of teachers and university-based researchers 
to visit schools with reputations for excellence, in a diverse set of communi­
ties across the United States (Applebee, 1989a). The teachers in these 
schools were well-prepared, experienced, and dedicated to their profession. 
The departments within which they taught were coherent and supportive, and 
had given thought and attention to the English curriculum for which they 
were responsible. Overall, these departments were appropriate places to 
study how the conventional wisdom about effective teaching of English 
works itself out in practice. 

Among the many findings, perhaps the one most relevant in the context 
of our present concern with diversity was that these departments work best 
for their college-bound, primarily white, middle-class students. Students in 
non-college-bound tracks are the orphans of the system. Rewards and rec­
ognition, for individual teachers as well as for the department as a whole, 
usually come from their advanced-placement and college-bound students. 
These are the ones who raise average SAT scores, who win awards, and who 
generate favorable publicity in the local papers. Success with non-college­
bound students, when it occurred, was attributed to the individual "outstand­
ing" teacher, who was "dedicated," "caring," "devoted," or "sympathetic." In 
a telling difference from descriptions of success with the college-bound, such 
success was rarely attributed to the quality of the program, to careful plan­
ning, or to the systematic efforts of the department as a whole. 

Indeed, the college-bound students even look like their teachers, sharing 
similar backgrounds, interests, and goals; students in the non-college-bound 
tracks, on the other hand, tend to diverge. Thus in our study when we asked 
students for their comments on authors that they had found "personally 
significant," the titles mentioned by the college-bound students echoed 
their teachers: Shakespeare and Steinbeck headed the list. Responses from 
the nonacademic tracks diverged: Stephen King and Judy Blume topped 
their list. 

The result of these various factors is that the students who need the most 
help get the least attention in curriculum planning and curriculum revision. 

A second point was also clear in our study of schools with reputations 
for excellent English programs: In spite of 20 years of efforts to broaden the 
curriculum, the selections for study were dominated by traditional British 
and American literature. The observers who visited the schools, as well as 
the teachers themselves, reported only token attention to world literature, 
contemporary literature, and to literature by women or minorities. 

In another study sponsored by the Literature Center, we looked directly 
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at the book-length works required of any students (Applebee, 1989b). Rep­
licating a study conducted by the Educational Testing Service in 1963 (An­
derson, 1964), we surveyed representative national samples of public, pri­
vate, Catholic, and urban secondary schools, asking the department chairs to 
list titles of book-length works required of all students in any class at each of 
the high school grades. This survey, conducted in the spring of 1988, yielded 
results that look remarkably like those from secondary schools at the tum of 
the century. The most frequently required book-length works in public 
schools (grades 9-12) included Romeo and Juliet, Macbeth, Huckleberry 
Finn, Julius Caesar, To Kill a Mockingbird, The Scarlet Letter, Of Mice and 
Men, Hamlet, The Great Gatsby, Lord of the Flies. 

All but one of these are the work of white, male, Anglo-Saxon au­
thors-a situation that has changed not at all since Tanner's survey in 1907. 
(It is curious that the two women in these lists-Harper Lee in 1988 and 
George Eliot in 1907-both have gender-ambiguous or misleading names.) 
Although it was discouraging to see so little diversity in the top 10 titles, it 
was even more discouraging to find a similar homogeneity in the top 30 and 
top 50. 

These are overall figures, however, and we were also interested in how 
they would vary in response to some of the diversity that was built into the 
schools in our sample. To explore this, we looked separately at public, pri­
vate, and Catholic schools, at assignments by track within school, and at 
schools varying in ethnic composition. 

Approached in this way, there were some differences in the titles re­
quired: Private schools, for example, were more likely to require the Odys­
sey; Catholic schools were less likely to include adolescent novels in the 
required curriculum; and lower-track students were less likely to be required 
to read at all-though when they were asked to read, the titles were again 
white, primarily male, and Anglo-Saxon. Shakespeare and Steinbeck contin­
ued to lead, joined, however by Zindel (The Pigman) and one woman, S. E. 
Hinton (The Outsiders). 

The findings that were most surprising came from schools with high 
proportions of minority students. Again, Shakespeare, Steinbeck, and Dick­
ens led the ranks of most frequently required authors. When we look specif­
ically for minority authors, only two showed up at all: Lorraine Hansberry 
and Richard Wright. In the overall public school sample, they ranked 42nd 
and 53rd, respectively. In the sample of schools from major urban centers, 
their popularity increased, to 25th and 37th; in schools with 50% or more 
minority students, they ranked higher still, at 14th and 17th. No other minor­
ity author appeared in the top 50 in any of these lists. 

The selections examined in this study were limited to book-length 
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works-a restriction that in practice limited it to epics, novels, and plays. It 
is clear from our other studies that there is considerably more diversity in 
selections of short stories, poems, and nonfiction, and that commercial liter­
ature anthologies in particular have been making conscious efforts to broaden 
the basis of their selections. The curriculum as a whole, then, looks notice­
ably better than do the book-length works. On the other hand, it is the book­
length works that are at the heart of the curriculum; these are the texts that 
receive the most time and attention and around which other selections are 
often organized and introduced. As long as these texts remain unchanged, 
there will be no "canonicity" for minority authors or for women; their place 
will continue to be at the margins of the culture that is legitimated by its 
place in the school. 

There is another bit of evidence that is relevant to the argument here, 
evidence about what students know. Student achievement, as reflected in a 
recent National Assessment of literature and U.S. history, shows a similar 
pattern (Applebee, Langer, & Mullis, 1987). The assessment itself was a 
multiple-choice examination of knowledge of literature. On this examina­
tion, what students got right resembles the texts they are required to read. 
The best known aspects of literature included biblical stories, Shakespeare, 
Dickens, Greek mythology, and children's classics ("Cinderella," Alice in 
Wonderland)-literature that reflects the same Western heritage as the book­
length required texts. 

But such overall results are misleading in their suggestion that students 
are somehow "homogeneous" in what they know. The most interesting, if 
commonsense, finding from the National Assessment is that students' knowl­
edge of literature is clearly linked to the diversity of their backgrounds. In 
particular, students are more likely to be knowledgeable about the literature 
and culture of their own racial and ethnic groups. African-American stu­
dents, for example, did less well overall than did their white peers. But they 
did better than whites on questions dealing with literature by or about 
African-Americans. To take a typical example, 53% of African-American 
black students answered a question about Langston Hughes correctly, com­
pared with only 35% of white students and 27% of Hispanics. 

Such patterns of differential achievement raise interesting and troubling 
issues: What would patterns of racial and ethnic achievement look like if the 
content of our tests were dominated by African-American, Hispanic, Asian, 
or Native American literatures? And could we claim that such tests would 
be any less representative of knowledge of literature than are the tests we 
use now? 

The issue, of course, is not one of simply ensuring that students read 
works from their own heritage. It is an issue of finding the proper balance 
among the many traditions, separate and intertwined, that make up the com-
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plex and changing fabric of American society. In our instruction , as well as 
our testing, we need to find better ways to ensure that our programs are 
culturally relevant as well as culturally fair- that no group is privileged 
while others are marginalized by the selections we choose to teach and the 
tests we choose to use . At the same time, we must also be wary of a curric­
ulum that becomes too "particularized" (Ravitch, 1990) , polarizing the sepa­
rate traditions that contribute to our diversity, rather than increasing our 
understanding of and respect for other alternative traditions. 

SUMMARY: WHAT IS OUR ANSWER TO DIVERSITY? 

Whether intentional or not, schools have chosen to ignore diversity and 
assimilate everyone to the "classical" culture that found its way into the 
schools before the tum of the century. The roots of such an approach run 
deep-in Matthew Arnold's rationalization of the power of literature as a 
stay against anarchy, William McGuffey 's attempts to develop proper values 
and a common Americanism in his Readers, and William Bennett's recent 
appeals to "our one great heritage." 

But the dangers are also real. Louise Rosenblatt, writing in 1938, said 
of literature: 

Literature treats the whole range of choices and aspirations and val­
ues out of which the individual must weave [a] personal philosophy. The 
literary works that students are urged to read offer not only "literary" 
values, . .. but also some approach to life, some image of people work­
ing out a common fate, or some assertion that certain kinds of experi­
ences , certain modes of feeling, are valuable. (p. 20) 

But what happens to the students who find that their lives and values 
have been marginalized, if they have any place at all, in the curriculum we 
require them to study? What kind of multicultural society are we building 
that privileges one segment of society to the virtual exclusion of others? 
Where do our young African-American, Hispanic, or Asian students, or our 
young women of any ethnic background, find their role models and personal 
philosophy in the canon we presently offer? 

The answer seems clear that they don't. And until they can, I must 
believe that we are failing in a fundamental way to open the gates of literacy 
to the majority of the students we teach. 

This is the problem, and the challenge: to overcome our own reliance 
on the familiar, to step outside the narrowness of our own traditions, to open 
ourselves to the richness of the many cultures that offer great art and great 
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literature-to find the approaches and the curriculum that will ensure that all 
of our students will find both a common culture and the unique voice that 
assures them that they, too, come from a tradition that gives them roots and 
have a future that offers them hope. 
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17 Children Who Find Learning 
to Read Difficult: 
School Responses to Diversity 
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In every school some children find learning to read difficult, and such diffi­
culties are, unfortunately, too often predictable. It is the children of poverty 
who are most likely to have literacy-learning difficulties. These are the chil­
dren who are most likely to experience retention in grade, transition-room 
placement, remedial or special education program participation, and perma­
nent assignment to a "bottom track." Such experiences increase the likeli­
hood that one will never become truly literate, will leave school before grad­
uation, will become a teen parent, and will be unemployed as a young adult 
(Edelmann, 1988). The most prevalent explanations for the failure of schools 
to educate poor children revolve around criticisms of the home environment. 
Unfortunately, children rarely have the option of selecting, or changing, their 
parents. 

Although children of poverty are most at risk of being failed by our 
schools, there yet exists a remarkable diversity in the children who find learn­
ing to read difficult. First, children of poverty are diverse, with one-third 
from racial/ethnic minorities. Poor children reside in virtually every com­
munity, although our large cities have the greatest concentrations. However, 
even though school failure is most predictable for children of poverty, other 
children experience failure in our schools as well. These are children from 
working-class and middle-class families, and they too are diverse, although 
boys from these families seem more at risk than their sisters. We have created 
a number of hypotheses to explain the school failure of middle-class chil­
dren-hypotheses that are less likely to indict the home environment than 
the hypotheses offered for poor children. Some are said to be unready for 
school, some immature or small for their age, some are said to be learning 
disabled, some are tagged as hyperactive. These diverse children are failed 
by schools, but the children have something else in common. The primary 
reason for their school failure is that they do not acquire reading and writing 
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abilities on the same schedule as their peers-these children find learning to 
read difficult. 

SCHOOL RESPONSES TO AT-RISK CHILDREN 

Over the past decade we have reported on the school experiences of 
children who find learning to read difficult. The majority of these children 
have been from economically disadvantaged families, but not all. We have 
examined the literacy instruction offered these children and concluded that 
few schools organize instructional resources such that low-achieving children 
are provided access to larger amounts of high-quality literacy instruction. 
Our findings suggest why the most common responses of schools (e.g., re­
tention, remediation, and special education services) rarely substantially alter 
the academic status of children who do not acquire literacy early and easily 
(e.g., Birman, 1988; Juel, 1988; Slavin, 1989). The instructional programs 
organized for children who find learning to read difficult too often provide no 
out-of-the-ordinary instruction or provide only the minimum amount of the 
least expensive instruction required under federal and state program regula­
tions (Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 1989b). Although schools with fewer 
children of poverty typically have fewer children experiencing difficulty ac­
quiring reading abilities, we have found that schools too often respond to 
these children in very similar and largely unsuccessful ways. 

Nonetheless, some schools do manage successfully to teach large num­
bers of poor children to read. Our work has attempted to discover the nature 
of those few school programs that work and the many that do not. Successful 
programs and effective instruction have many characteristics, but we have 
focused primarily upon program organization and academic work presented 
students. Generally, we have been concerned with various aspects of oppor­
tunity to learn and, specifically, with examining whether schools respond to 
literacy learning difficulties with programs that enhance access to more and 
better instruction. 

More and better instruction may be defined in a number of ways. We 
examined time allocations for literacy instruction and the engagement of 
learners during that time. School programs that do not increase reading in­
structional time allocations for children who find learning to read difficult are 
inadequate responses. These children need and benefit from larger amounts 
of instructional time, especially in the regular classroom (Kiesling, 1978). 
Second, in an attempt to capture aspects of the quality of instructional expe­
riences, we have examined the academic work that children do across the 
school day and across instructional settings. The amount of actual reading 
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and writing children do, the difficulty, and the coherence of the literacy tasks 
they are assigned are important aspects of instructional quality. Third, in­
structional interactions are important aspects of instructional quality, partic­
ularly adult-child verbal interactions. We simply attempt to describe how 
teachers (and paraprofessionals) go about teaching literacy to children who 
find learning to read difficult . These interactions are important to the learning 
fostered by the academic work that children are given to do (see Chapter 8). 

The remainder of this chapter presents a general summary of our find­
ings and those of others who have studied similar educational efforts. This 
summary focuses on issues of instructional time, academic work, and curric­
uiar coherence and concludes with an explanation of why schools respond as 
they do to children who find learning to read difficult. 

Instructional Time 

The quantity of time available for literacy learning is demonstrably im­
portant (Denham & Liberman, 1980), but children who find learning to read 
difficult rarely participate in programs that reliably increase instructional time 
available for teaching or learning to read (e.g ., Allington & MeGill-Franzen , 
1989b; Ysseldyke , Thurlow, Mecklenburg , & Graden, 1984) . In fact, Bir­
man (1988) reports that schools with high concentrations of poor children 
routinely schedule significantly less classroom literacy instruction than 
schools with few poor children. When children of poverty are provided with 
substantially less reading instruction, we do not need to blame the home 
environment for their lack of success . 

A common school response to literacy-learning difficulties is the devel­
opment of remedial and special education instructional support programs . It 
is often thought that such programs expand the opportunity to learn by in­
creasing the time allocated to literacy instruction. Although it seems feasible 
that the common small group pullout instructional design used in most rem­
edial, compensatory, and special education programs could increase allo­
cated time , it rarely does (Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 1989b; Ysseldyke et 
al. , 1984) . 

Because most schools offer remedial and special education support in­
struction during the school day, participating children have no expanded al­
location of instructional time generally. Because the most commonly sched­
uled time period for such support instruction is during the time period when 
the same subject is being taught in the classroom (e.g., remedial or resource­
room reading instruction is scheduled during all or part of the classroom 
reading period), participating children have no larger period of time allocated 
for reading instruction than other children . Because the most common design 
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for remedial and special education resource-room instruction involves send­
ing participating children to a different teacher in a different room, partici­
pants lose available instructional time in transitions from one setting to the 
other. Even when these transition periods fall in a 10- to 15-minute-a-day 
range, about an hour of potential instructional time is lost each week (these 
IS-minute transitions add up to 50 hours a year, or 10 weeks of daily 1-hour 
lessons each year, and the loss of a year of daily 1-hour lessons every 4 
years). Even more distressing is the fact that in many cases far larger 
amounts of time are lost to transitions (Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 1989a). 

Even if the amount of time allocated to reading instruction is not ex­
panded, remedial and special education support instruction might improve 
upon the classroom instruction if participating children are actually more 
likely to be engaged in academic work in the specialist's class. It seems 
feasible that the small-group pullout design could result in higher student 
engagement, but the evidence suggests that this is not normally the case. 
Instead, the proportion of time spend in nonacademic activities is greater 
(or not substantially different) in remedial or resource rooms compared 
with time-use regular classroom instruction (Allington, Stuetzel, Shake, & 
Lamarche, 1986; Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 1989b; Haynes & Jenkins, 
1986). Children spend much time in transition to and from support instruc­
tion classes and much time in these classes waiting for teacher attention. 

Studies of school responses to literacy-learning difficulties suggest that 

1. schools with many poor children schedule less classroom instruc­
tional time for literacy lessons than schools with few poor children, 

2. remedial or special education programs are organized in ways that 
rarely increase time allocated for literacy lessons, and 

3. the support instruction offered by specialist teachers infrequently re­
sults in more active student involvement in literacy lessons. 

Instead of responding to children who find learning to read difficult with 
programs that provide access to more and better instruction, too often schools 
respond with interventions that meet the minimum regulatory requirements 
and that result in less literacy instruction with lower levels of student involve­
ment in the academic work assigned. Such interventions seem more likely to 
maintain the child's status as an underachiever than to produce a substantial 
acceleration in literacy development. 

We have assumed, after Carroll (1963), that by comparing the amount 
of time spent with the amount of learning achieved, one can begin to estimate 
the varying rates of literacy learning by different children. Time allocated 
and even time engaged in instruction are but very crude indicators of "oppor-
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tunity" to learn and assume that most children receive a generally similar 
literacy curriculum exposure. Nonetheless, this view posits that some chil­
dren will simply need access to more instruction than others if they are to 
achieve "average" rates of acquisition. Only unequal instructional inputs will 
produce comparable achievement outcomes across different groups of chil­
dren. Unfortunately, at-risk children are more likely to be scheduled for 
fewer minutes of literacy instruction than their peers. Instructional interven­
tions that reduce the time allocated for instruction must be considered odd 
strategies for enhancing achievement of children whose literacy acquisition 
has not kept pace with that of their peers. 

It takes time to learn and time to teach. When instructional time is re­
duced, instructional quality must increase, even to maintain the current level 
of achievement deficit. The quality of instruction can be examined from sev­
eral perspectives, but we have concentrated our analyses on but two. First, 
we have detailed the nature of the academic work, the experienced curricu­
lum of at-risk, low-achieving children. Second, we have examined the co­
herence of the academic work assigned students across settings, programs, 
and teachers. In addition, these analyses lead us to reconsider the notion of 
individualization of instruction. 

Academic Work 

The academic work done by "good" and "poor" reader groups in the 
same classrooms is not very similar, except in time allocated for completion 
(Allington, 1977; 1980; 1983). We identified two primary differences almost 
immediately: distribution of oral and silent reading opportunities and differ­
ences in text reading opportunities. Poor readers were most likely to be as­
signed round-robin oral reading, whereas good readers were more likely to 
be asked to read silently for comprehension. These studies described how 
teachers interrupted poor readers more often, asked them fewer comprehen­
sion questions, assigned more skill-in-isolation work, and so on. These data 
suggested that poor readers learned what was taught-and that what they 
were taught was strikingly different from what better readers were taught (see 
also Hiebert, 1983). For instance, differences in the oral and silent reading 
practices we observed created two types of readers-one group learned to 
self-monitor comprehension while reading and the other learned to pro­
nounce words aloud while relying on external monitors-their teacher or 
peers. Some children were taught to be teacher-dependent readers, and others 
were taught to be something quite different. 

We have attempted to capture the conceptualization that the academic 
work that children do is a good indicator of what they are likely to learn and 
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that the thinking children do during their academic work is central to their 
learning (Marx & Walsh, 1988; Chapter 12). The analyses of the instruc­
tional experiences of low-achievement children indicate that low-level task 
completion dominates their literacy work (e.g., MeGill-Franzen & Alling­
ton, 1990; Rowan & Guthrie, 1989; Chapter 7). It seems that comprehension 
is not often the focus of the literacy lessons of low-achievement children. 
Likewise, neither the reading nor writing of extended texts is commonly 
included in their academic work (see Chapter 10). 

Curricular Coherence 

Although the importance of silent, comprehension-focused, extended 
text reading was emphasized in our earlier classroom-based work, the issue 
of the match between the curriculum of the classroom and the curriculum of 
instructional support programs emerged as we began to follow children 
across the school day (Allington, et al., 1986). The most common situation 
encountered-at-risk learners working in different, and often philosophically 
incompatible, literacy curricula in the two settings-is difficult to support 
with any existing theory or model of learning (Johnston, Allington, & Affler­
bach, 1985). Children who participate in remedial and special education are 
more likely to experience cognitive confusion as a result of this "planned 
fragmentation" of the literacy curriculum (Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 
1989a). 

The issue is one of curricular coherence across the literacy lessons in 
the regular education program as well as the coherence across the academic 
work assigned in the regular and support programs (Allington & Johnston, 
1989). Basically, curriculum coherence can be viewed as planned arrays of 
literacy lessons that offer interrelated academic tasks across instructional epi­
sodes and settings. 

Curricular coherence is not simply an issue that arises when children 
receive literacy instruction in the classroom and in a support program. All 
too often classroom literacy instruction alone provides a planned fragmenta­
tion. The curricular materials for reading, phonics, spelling, language arts, 
handwriting, and so on, often present no coherent array of literacy-learning 
tasks. In most schools at-risk learners spend substantially more time working 
on several unrelated skill tasks than they spend actually reading and compos­
ing. Little has been written about the incoherence in the array of literacy 
tasks presented in the several literacy curricula found in most classrooms. 
The fragmentation of literacy lessons observed in the regular education pro­
gram is obvious (Allington et al., 1986; MeGill-Franzen & Allington, 1990). 
We find many word-level tasks, for instance, in reading, spelling, phonics, 
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and language arts materials , but only coincidentally have we found any co­
herent array of these activities across a school day. The fragmentation is 
simply compounded with the additional curricular materials and academic 
tasks presented at-risk children in remedial and special education instruction 
during the day. 

For instance, the grade 2 reading/language arts curriculum in one dis­
trict included a meaning-oriented basal, a phonics skills text from another 
publisher, a spelling workbook from a third publisher, a handwriting work­
book from a fourth, and a language arts basal series from a fifth. In addition, 
this district promoted a "process-approach" to writing with twice-weekly 
composing sessions suggested. Classroom reading/language arts activities 
were scheduled daily with separate time periods for each of the curriculum 
materials and a twice-weekly session for process writing. Although we found 
considerable overlap in specific word-level skills practice exercises in the 
curriculum materials (e.g., affixes, blends , pronouns, possessives, contrac­
tions, synonyms, etc. ), this overlap occurred across the year and rarely re­
sulted in daily, or weekly, lessons that offered any coherent array of word­
level instruction. In other words, the point and sequence of instruction varied 
across these curricular materials , and, often, the labels for the skills , the 
technical language used to talk about them, and the paper-pencil formats 
provided for practice differed considerably. The reading/language arts peri­
ods in this school offered children an enormously fragmented array of aca­
demic work, as one might expect from materials from five different pub­
lishers. 

Each of the several periods in the larger reading/language arts block was 
brief as well as isolated from the remaining academic work during other 
periods. Learners went from skill to skill, task to task, worksheet to work­
sheet, to 15 minutes of writing 2 days a week. The decoding lesson in the 
basal was unrelated to the phonics skills text assignment and to the spelling 
lesson, which was unrelated to the handwriting worksheet, which was unre­
lated to the composing, which was unrelated to the basal reading selection. 
The language arts skill was compound words, but this lesson was not related 
to spelling, reading, phonics, or writing tasks. 

Now add into this melange even more curricular fragmentation for chil­
dren participating in remedial or resource-room instruction. In the former, 
there was no district-mandated curriculum, so individual specialist teachers 
selected their own materials , which were always different from those used in 
classrooms. For special education resource rooms, the district mandated a 
code-emphasis reading program that employed a different orthography 
and a different focus on text reading. Thus, low-achievement children went 
from a well-fragmented classroom reading/language arts program in the 
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classroom to more intensive levels of fragmentation when they participated 
in instructional support programs. 

It is unlikely that this curricular fragmentation was purposely designed 
to make literacy learning difficult. However, it seems that is the ultimate 
effect. We know that when classroom and specialist teachers emphasize the 
same literacy skills, mastery of those skills improves (e.g., Winfield, 1987), 
and we have evidence that achievement improves when classroom and rem­
edial programs emphasize congruent skills and strategies (Gelzheiser, Meyer, 
& Pruzek, in press; Walmsley & Walp, 1990). However, such coordination 
occurs only when planned (as opposed to left to chance) and cannot be ex­
pected when incoherent curricula are mandated across different programs 
(Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 1989a). 

It is a little-examined hypothesis that the achievement of at-risk children 
is negatively affected when planned sets of instructional activities hinder the 
development of an awareness of the interrelationships of various literacy­
learning tasks. Nonetheless, we would argue that children who find learning 
to read difficult are those children with the least tolerance for the curricular 
fragmentation that currently defines their literacy instruction. These are the 
children who seem to benefit most from curriculum plans that feature a co­
herent array of literacy-learning activities that extend, refine, and support 
each other. These are the children who benefit not only from greater quanti­
ties of instruction but who also need instruction that is consistently focused 
and clarifies the essential tasks of literacy learning. 

Current concerns about curricular fragmentation and the lack of coor­
dination between regular education and instructional support programs (Al­
lington & Johnston, 1989) have led to proposals for the rethinking of current 
federal- and state-funded efforts to enhance the academic achievement of at­
risk learners. The regular education initiative (Wang, Reynolds, & Walberg, 
1988) proposes to merge regular, remedial, and special education into a 
single instructional support system. The "unified" instructional support pro­
grams (Jenkins, Pious, & Peterson, 1988) combine regular, remedial, spe­
cial, and migrant education support efforts into a single comprehensive ef­
fort. The California School-Based Program Coordination Act, the New York 
"congruence" model for remedial and classroom instructional programs, and 
the recent revisions in the federal regulations for Chapter 1 projects are each 
evidence of policymakers' interest in moderating, if not eliminating, the frag­
mentation and segregation inherent in categorical programs today. 

Schools today vary substantially in the philosophical and instructional 
coherence of their literacy curriculum. Some schools have mandated different 
and incompatible curricula for regular, remedial, special, and bilingual edu­
cation literacy efforts. Others offer coherent curricular plans across programs 
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(e.g. , Walmsley & Walp, 1990). Some schools segregate their teaching 
staffs, whereas others produce collaborative efforts. If Hyde and Moore 
(1988) are correct, and our experience suggests they are (Allington & 
MeGill-Franzen, 1989a), such differences reflect variations in the plans de­
veloped by central office administrators rather than differences in schools per 
se. Unfortunately, plans developed for schools with concentrations of at-risk 
children seem usually more fragmented than coherent. 

Individualization 

A final aspect of the academic work assigned children who find learning 
to read difficult involves the long-standing notion of "individualization" of 
instruction. Individualization has a long history in discussions of interven­
tions with at-risk learners, regardless of which label is assigned. However, 
as noted earlier, there is little evidence that we individualize instruction by 
varying the amount of instruction children are offered. In addition, few reli­
able effects for individualized instruction have been reported in school-based 
research (e.g., Leinhardt, Zigmond, & Cooley, 1981). Using a detailed in­
structional analysis (MeGill-Franzen & Allington, 1990), we examined what 
"individualization" meant for remedial and special education students and 
concluded that it usually meant the at-risk learner was working alone on low­
level skills tasks. Individualization was not typically individually appropriate 
instructional interactions or tasks. There was little evidence of differentiation 
of academic work in remedial and special education rooms by difficulty, in­
structional need, or classroom curricula. These children who participated in 
instructional support programs spent much time working alone (individu­
ally), typically on low-level skills-sheets tasks. This remedial and resource­
room instruction was "routinized" (much like classroom instruction), 
wherein the learners had to adapt to another teacher's routine. The "individ­
ualized" instruction offered was often identical for all children in the remedial 
or resource-room group. 

Fraatz (1987) discusses the "paradox of collective instruction" -that 
schools attempt to teach each child similarly to ensure equity but would need 
to teach each differently to assure individualization. If we are to individual­
ize, we must differentiate between issues such as differences in the time al­
located to different students, curriculum materials, pacing, performance stan­
dards, and so on (Johnston & Allington, 1991). But at what point might such 
"individualization" become potentially discriminatory (MeGill-Franzen, 
1988; Chapter 19)? Little of what is done in the name of individualization in 
schools seems to address an individual child's instructional needs. When de­
cisions about individual needs lead to smaller amounts of instruction, to re-
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duced curricular coverage, to the neglect of comprehension development, 
and to perpetuation of low-achievement status for some children, one must 
question whether those children are well served. Current attempts at indi­
vidualization seem more likely to inhibit literacy acquisition than to ad­
vance it. 

WHAT SHAPES SCHOOL RESPONSES? 

Children who find learning to read difficult routinely participate in in­
structional programs that seem designed in ways that make participation un­
likely to resolve their difficulties. Many programs, very simply, are not de­
signed to accelerate learning such that achievement lags can be overcome in 
the short term. We have been attempting to understand how such programs 
come to exist and why they are typically maintained even though ineffective. 
In our view, the most influential factor in developing effective school literacy 
programs is, very simply, district commitment to the effective education of 
all children-the poor, the handicapped, the minority, those different from 
the mainstream. School districts typically offer mandated programs, but few 
seem to routinely provide local funds necessary to support or extend the 
minimum regulatory requirements. Instead, districts too often optimize fiscal 
returns through excessive labeling, cross-subsidy, and triple- or quadruple­
dipping into various external education funds (Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 
1989a; Hyde & Moore, 1988; Kimbrough & Hill, 1981; MeGill-Franzen, 
1987). Most often, however, children who earn money from multiple sources 
are served by only one support program and are often excluded from some 
or all of their regular education literacy instruction. In these schools children 
received whatever minimum services were available, not the instructional 
intervention they needed to overcome their learning difficulties. 

MeGill-Franzen (1987) reported that schools in states that offered high 
rates of fiscal reimbursements for mildly handicapped children identified sub­
stantially more children as handicapped than schools in states with low reim­
bursement rates. The number of handicapped children was influenced sub­
stantially by the money available to support special programs. She also noted 
the apparent shift of 1. 5 million children from Chapter 1 remediation to 
learning-disabled special education between 1975 and 1985. This shift oc­
curred as Chapter 1 funding declined and special education funding ex­
panded. As more funding became available for special education services, 
more children were identified as being handicapped, even though few, if any, 
psychometric differences existed between the children participating in reme­
dial programs and those in special education resource-room instruction for 
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the mildly handicapped (e.g . , Algozzine & Ysseldyke , 1983). Currently, 
some districts have 20% or more of their student population identified as 
handicapped , whereas other districts, which draw students from similar com­
munities , have fewer than 5% who are so identified . Whether a child is con­
sidered learning disabled, remedial, or simply immature and whether that 
child will be well served by rich classroom and , perhaps, supportive remedial 
or resource-room instruction will depend more on which district the child 
lives in than on the child's needs. However, regardless of which funding 
source the district may have tapped, it is likely that the district is better served 
by the program funds than is the child. 

For instance, like Kimbrough & Hill (1 98 1), we observed cross­
subsidization, the use of money from one fund to pay for other programs . In 
our schools the subsidy usually went from externally funded programs to 
locally funded programs. For example, most often paraprofessionals paid out 
of federal Chapter 1 funds worked in classrooms to monitor the behavior of 
low-achieving youngsters. This allowed the classroom teacher to work unin­
terrupted with the better readers. This use of the paraprofessional did not 
seem to benefit the low-achieving students nearly as much as it benefited the 
teacher and higher achieving students. Few schools elected to use paraprofes­
sionals to work with the better readers i1. order to provide time for the class­
room teacher to work with Chapter 1 children, though this was done in one 
district studied. In addition, most Chapter 1 and special education programs 
provided no additional reading instruction for participating children but 
simply replaced part, or all, of the regular classroom reading period. Very 
simply, we found very many instances where external funds from state and 
federal sources provided no additional services and instead simply replaced 
any local effort. 

We have also found it useful to examine commitment by noting attribu­
tions for success or failure of students offered by teachers and administrators . 
We found Winfield's (1986) study of urban teachers instructive here . Win­
field reported that such attributions varied on two dimensions: possibility and 
accountability. The classroom teachers in that study reported that either (a) 
children could be expected to learn to read or not, and (b) teachers felt read­
ing instruction was primarily their responsibility, or that it was someone 
else 's. It should not be surprising that teachers who believe in children's 
potential as learners and who accept responsibility for children 's learning are 
more likely to offer children more and better instruction than teachers who 
do not share these beliefs. Likewise, it should not be surprising to find few 
intensive instructional efforts in the classrooms of teachers who believe that 
some children cannot learn and, additionally, that the responsibility for teach­
ing belongs to someone else . In several schools we studied, for instance, 
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over half of the classroom teachers reported that the "primary responsibility 
for reading instruction" of Chapter 1 students belonged to the Chapter 1 
pullout teachers. Likewise, over three quarters of the classroom teachers felt 
that the primary responsibility for the reading instruction of mainstreamed 
learning-disabled children fell to the special education teacher. What seems 
unappreciated here is that the specialist teachers had these children for only 
60 to 150 minutes per week, whereas the children spent 25 to 30 hours in 
their regular classrooms! In order to adequately address the instructional 
needs of children who find learning to read difficult, classroom teachers must 
necessarily accept primary responsibility for all children including those 
served in instructional support programs. 

District Plans 

One must temper notions that teachers are key players in such scenarios. 
Our work has shown that in most school districts similar attitudes flow from 
district administrators, building principals, and teachers. These attitudes are 
typically reflected in district plans for responding to children who find learn­
ing to read difficult. For instance, administrators in one district admitted that 
some schools served significantly larger populations of students who were 
less academically advantaged than other children but continued to support 
the idea that all schools be allocated the same fiscal resources. If we admit 
that some children need more and better teaching, we must create district­
level plans that allocate larger shares of fiscal resources to such schools. In 
addition, when district-level administrators create fragmented instructional 
programs, we should not be surprised to find teachers reenacting that frag­
mentation in their activities. 

Similarly, when a building principal disavows both responsibility for 
and knowledge of the remedial and special education instruction ("That's 
Mary's program, I don't even observe in those rooms"), one should not be 
surprised to find a segregated support program and a regular education staff 
less than wholly committed to resolving the learning failures of at-risk chil­
dren. When district and building administrators attribute learning difficulties 
to deficient parents, homes, or children, we find a similar response from the 
teachers. When district administrators responsible for the various instruc­
tional programs (regular education, Chapter 1, special education, bilingual) 
have little shared knowledge of the various programs, principals and teachers 
typically reflect this situation in their admitted ignorance of the instructional 
activities of each other. ("I couldn't tell you what they might do down 
there.") 

We have concluded, however, that most teachers simply follow the dis-



CHILDREN WHO FIND LEARNING TO READ DIFFICULT 249 

trict plan (Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 1989a). That is, when the district 
classroom reading/language arts curriculum plan offered five separate and 
incompatible commercial reading/language arts materials, most teachers of­
fered an incoherent array of instructional tasks drawn from these materials. 
When the district plan mandated a different and incompatible curricular ap­
proach to reading in remedial or special education, teachers followed that 
mandate. When districts sought to optimize the amount of external funding, 
teachers referred many children to special programs. On the other hand, 
when district plans called for coherent and collaborative approaches to rem­
edial and special education, teachers collaboratively planned coherent in­
structional sessions. When district plans included literature in their reading 
curriculum and made appropriate resources available, teachers used them. 
When trade books were largely unavailable, but workbooks and photocopy 
machines were in plentiful supply, teachers filled up the day with low-level 
skills sheets. 

District-level plans are important. When districts make resources acces­
sible to support certain activities, one should not be surprised to see those 
activities. The point here is one that Barr and Dreeben (1984) have addressed 
far more elegantly-that decisions made at other levels do have enormous 
potential for constraining the actions of teachers. Most teachers we have 
observed spend their days doing exactly what they believe those in charge 
want them to do. 

SUMMARY 

Many children do not find learning to read easy. Unfortunately, we have 
spent far more time and energy attempting to discover defects, deficits, and 
differences in such children than we have spent on careful examinations of 
the classroom and instructional support programs we have created (and of 
the effects of these programs, intended or unintended). Although many chil­
dren find learning to read difficult, it is the children of poverty who experi­
ence the most predictable difficulties. We have created categories for classi­
fying these children and categorical programs to which they get assigned. 
We have not often studied the nature of these programs, nor have we re­
sponded vigorously to the few reports that suggest that children are not well 
served. We have substantial evidence that the most common school responses 
to literacy-learning difficulties (retention, remediation, and special educa­
tion) do not reliably alter children's status as poor readers. We have substan­
tial evidence that once literacy-learning difficulties appear, little of what we 
most commonly do actually accelerates children's literacy development to the 
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point where they are on par with their peers. On the other hand, we do have 
good evidence that programs can be designed to virtually assure that all chil­
dren acquire literacy with their peers (Madden, Slavin, Karweit, Livermon, 
& Dolan, 1989; Pinnell, 1989; Walmsley & Walp, 1990). In these efforts 
school responses were fundamentally redesigned with an emphasis on early 
intervention to accelerate literacy acquisition by providing children access to 
necessarily large amounts of substantially improved instruction. These suc­
cessful school responses suggest that tinkering with our current programs 
may be insufficient to the task of developing real readers. Tinkering may 
improve the most common school responses, but it may be the case that a 
whole-scale restructuring of our beliefs, our regulations, and our programs 
is what is truly necessary. 

Our work has suggested the centrality of district-level plans rather than 
school- or classroom-level efforts, especially in the literacy-learning experi­
ences of children who participate in remedial and special education programs 
(Allington & MeGill-Franzen, 1989a). Although principals and teachers are 
obviously important players, these participants seem to follow district-level 
plans more often than they create unique school or individual plans (though 
one does see such principals and teachers). This position is similar to that 
expressed by Barr and Dreeben (1984) and Hyde and Moore (1988) and 
points to the need to understand the influence of district-level constraints and 
opportunities on school and classroom behavior. At the most basic level, we 
must develop district plans that reliably enhance access to more and better 
instruction for children who find learning to read difficult. Such plans are not 
easily achieved. However, we will better serve children who find learning to 
read difficult if we redirect our energies from looking for deficits in these 
children and their families and, instead, put that effort into redesigning our 
programs. 
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Constructivist views of comprehension have dominated our thinking about 
reading since the early 1980s. The rhetorical trilogy of reader, text, and con­
text is played out almost daily in journals, state curriculum guides, basal 
reader philosophy statements, and methods textbooks. 

Along with the constructivist view of reading has come a call for as­
sessment measures that focus on how readers construct meaning (see Pearson 
& Valencia, 1987; Wixson, Peters, Weber, & Roeber, 1987). Among reading 
educators, process has replaced product as the primary focus for assessment, 
bringing into question the wide range of performance measures that have 
dominated the reading field for the last 40 years. Interestingly, in their pursuit 
of alternative measures, several reading researchers are beginning to take on 
an "ernie," or insiders', perspective regarding assessment (Johnston, 1989) 
that until recently was the purview of qualitative sociologists, educational 
anthropologists, and sociolinguists (Cicourel, 1974; Ogbu, 1982; Troike, 
1984). This shift in orientation toward understanding how individuals within 
a culture construct and interpret meanings has led to the realization that all 
performance measures, even those with the most impeccable reputations for 
objectivity, are inherently interpretive; at the very least, they reflect the val­
ues, norms, and mores of the test writers who developed them and the edu­
cators who requested or authorized them. It also has caused some educators 
to reject the "sorting" and "gatekeeping" functions of many of the commer­
cially produced assessment measures (see Chapter 19). 

Increasingly, the rhetoric of the field calls for assessments that tell us 
how students approach, monitor, and process text. Critics of the conventional 
wisdom call for classroom-based assessment that is useful to the teachers and 
students involved (Goodman, Goodman, & Hood, 1989; Johnston, 1989; 
Resnick, 1989; Valencia et al., 1990). 

Although these developments may be positive for the field of reading, 
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new forms of assessment will not, in and of themselves, improve the educa­
tion of students from diverse linguistic, cultural, and economic backgrounds. 
Such an improvement requires a new multicultural awareness among educa­
tors in general and reading educators in particular. They must confront the 
legacy of three-quarters of a century of racism and discrimination inherent in 
literacy assessment. They must understand how tests (and, for that matter, 
many forms of classroom-based assessment) have been used, albeit not al­
ways intentionally, to blame students' diversity (themselves, their families, 
or their communities) for their lack of growth in school-based literacy. They 
must understand that schools, programs, and teachers contribute to the fail­
ure of many students to become literate. Without this awareness, it is pos­
sible that new assessment measures, even those based on a constructivist 
view of reading, even those that "empower" teacher decision making, will 
hinder rather than aid students' literacy development. 

Our basic thesis here is that the keys to meeting the assessment needs 
of a diverse student population are a flexible approach to assessment and a 
dramatically improved teacher knowledge base. We need to grant teachers 
greater latitude in deciding what is appropriate for a given student in a given 
group for a given text and a given task; in other words, teachers need the 
freedom to "situate" or "contextualize" assessment. But the minute we sug­
gest greater freedom of choice, we are confronted with issues of account­
ability (really responsibility), and the only guarantee against malpractice that 
we can offer our constituents is greater teacher knowledge. 

The first step in developing this knowledge base is to persuade educators 
to consider the extent to which assessment methods distort or reflect the 
literacy development of students from diverse linguistic, cultural, and/or eco­
nomic backgrounds. To that end, we begin with a quick review of the pur­
poses of various forms of reading assessment. Then, we describe some of the 
different assessment tasks that have been used to evaluate children's literacy 
development. We point out how the assessment tasks themselves or educa­
tors' interpretations of the tasks have differentially affected and/or reflected 
the literacy performance of students from diverse backgrounds. Then, based 
on this review, we take the second important step in developing this knowl­
edge base: We present a set of principles or guidelines that we think will be 
helpful in creating or evaluating the usefulness of different assessment ap­
proaches for different populations. 

THE ROLE OF ASSESSMENT IN DECISION MAKING 

Educators evaluate students' literacy performances for a variety of pur­
poses. As Shepard points out in Chapter 19, commercially developed tests 
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have been used to determine if programs are effective or if schools and teach­
ers have been doing their jobs. They also have been used to direct children 's 
placement and to document individual children 's progress (Aronson & Farr, 
1989; Slavin & Madden , 1989) . Standardized test scores have played a major 
role in determining who attends college, who is placed in college-bound 
tracks in our secondary schools , and who is eligible for special programs 
(Duran, 1983; Mercer, 1977)-even, as recent history has documented, spe­
cial kindergarten programs (Faculty Senate, 1988). 

Commercially developed tests, including those found in basal reader 
programs, also have guided instruction (Dorr-Bremme & Herman, 1986). 
Many teachers rely on the pre- and posttests in the basal programs to deter­
mine when children are ready to progress to higher levels or to new skills 
(Barr & Dreeben, 1983). 

One reason that commercially developed measures have had such a 
powerful influence on American education is that traditionally they have been 
viewed as "objective" and "nonbiased" (Johnston, 1989; Stallman & Pear­
son , 1990). Informal measures used by teachers to make daily instructional 
decisions in the classroom have not been viewed with the same type of def­
erence and respect as commercial tests. The reluctance of the educational 
community to privilege informal measures is due in part to those measures ' 
heavy reliance on teacher judgment. For some, teacher judgment is a thin 
disguise for subjectivity, potentially biasing assessment. 

A third type of assessment, teacher-made tests, has not been thoroughly 
investigated. The limited information available suggests that these tests do 
not differ much from commercially developed tests in format and content 
emphases (Calfee & Hiebert, 1991). Given the plethora of commercial mod­
els available, this similarity should not be surprising . 

Interestingly, as reading researchers have juxtaposed what they know 
about the reading process with what they see being measured on commer­
cially developed tests , they have begun to emphasize the importance of ho­
listic evaluations of how students approach, interpret, and engage in authen­
tic literacy tasks (among others , see Goodman et al., 1989; Johnston, 1989; 
Valencia et al. , 1990) . Unquestionably, the whole-language movement, with 
its emphasis on classroom control of curricular decision making and empow­
erment for teachers and students, has propelled this movement toward more 
situated assessments . Because the school environment for authentic literacy 
tasks is the classroom, considerable attention has been directed toward on­
going assessment tasks that are part of the literate classroom environment . 
Some of these tasks include conferencing, dialogue or response journals, oral 
readings and retellings, portfolios, reader logs, and student think-alouds. 
One characteristic shared in the use of these situated indices is that students 

' 



256 POLICIES 

participate in their own evaluations by helping to select representative 
samples of their work. 

DIFFERENT TYPES OF ASSESSMENT 

To facilitate our review of assessment measures, we have chosen to fo­
cus on two types of assessment-formal and informal. By formal measures, 
we refer to those literacy tests that have been based on or at least strongly 
influenced by the standardized testing paradigm. Most of these tests are com­
mercial and include curriculum-based tests, such as those found in basal 
reader programs, although both standardized test publishers and basal pub­
lishers will tell you that their tests serve different decision-making functions. 
Informal or situated literacy measures refer to the different types of evidence 
that a teacher uses or could collect in daily interactions with students. Al­
though teacher-made tests are another category of assessment commonly 
used in the classroom, we have not chosen to discuss them in our review 
because so little is known about them. 

Formal Literacy Tests 

Early reading tests. In a content analysis of reading readiness and 
early reading measures, Stallman and Pearson (1990) report that almost all 
of the tests reviewed measured children's performances on isolated skills in 
a decontextualized setting far removed from the book and print awareness 
features that have been emphasized in recent work within the emergent liter­
acy tradition. The reading-readiness tests placed considerable emphasis on 
skills that many test publishers consider to be prerequisite to reading (hence, 
the term readiness): letters, sound-symbol correspondences, oral vocabulary, 
key sight words, perception of shapes. Children were asked to recognize 
words, letters, sounds, or what they thought they heard being read. They 
were not asked to actively produce or identify language, nor were they asked 
to actively construct meaning. This was true for both standardized reading­
readiness tests and for basal-readiness tests. The remarkable similarity be­
tween these two types of readiness tests suggests that developers of these 
tests work with an eye on what the other is up to. Early reading tests at the 
first-grade level were very similar to the readiness tests, except that the for­
mer focused more on reading comprehension and asked children to recognize 
information that they had read instead of heard being read. 

Clearly, a subskills approach to reading is implicit in both the reading­
readiness and early reading tests. Edelsky and Harman (1988) point out that 
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many of the skills tested (e.g., ability to re-sort syllables) are not needed for 
reading. The emphasis on recognition tasks also means that no information 
is provided as to how students operationalize these tasks when they read. 

Problems occur when children are asked to identify unfamiliar pictures 
or vocabulary or when their prereading potential is based on their pronuncia­
tion of standard English (Edelsky & Harman, 1988). Because of differences 
in language and/or literacy experiences, children from diverse backgrounds 
frequently are placed in transitional kindergarten and first-grade programs 
where they are exposed to the same type of activities that are measured on 
the readiness tests in an attempt to get them "ready" to read (Karweit, 1989). 
The unfortunate consequence has been that these children are not exposed to 
the types of literacy activities that are thought to help promote emergent 
literacy (Edwards & Garda, in press; Mason, 1980; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). 
In addition, they have been given the message that a principal goal of early 
reading is to be able to recognize letters, sounds, and sound-symbol corres­
pondencies (Stallman & Pearson, 1990). 

Standardized reading achievement tests. Reading educators from 
a variety of perspectives have questioned the wisdom of overrelying on stan­
dardized reading test scores for placement and instructional purposes (Edel­
sky & Harman, 1988; Johnston, 1984b; Valencia eta!., 1990; Royer & Cun­
ningham, 1981). Current versions of these tests typically present students 
with relatively short passages reflecting a variety of genres (fiction, exposi­
tory text, poetry, advertisements, and letters to the editors) followed by a 
series of multiple-choice questions to which there is only one correct answer. 
Children are asked to complete the tests within a prescribed time period, and 
their performances typically are judged against those of other children who 
have taken similar versions of the tests. Test developers have tried to offset 
the differential influence of background knowledge by including a wide range 
of topics, eliminating questions that could be answered without reading the 
passages, and/or statistically controlling the influence of prior knowledge 
through latent trait theory based on population-level differences (Johnston, 
1984a). Nonverbal tests scores frequently are included with standardized test 
reports in an effort to differentiate between children's reading and reasoning 
abilities (Johnston, 1981). 

A major problem with these tests is that they obscure rather than con­
front the influence of students' prior knowledge, reading strategies, or rea­
soning strategies (Johnston, 1984a; Royer & Cunningham, 1981). As are­
sult, it is difficult to know why any individual child does poorly on these 
tests. Other critics have pointed out that the brief and contrived test passages 
only simulate reading (Edelsky & Harman, 1988) and do not show what 
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children can do with authentic literacy tasks. Furthermore, qualitative anal­
yses of how students determine their test answers revealed that the answer 
selections do not always reflect the quality of students' ongoing construction 
of meaning and problem-solving strategies (Cicourel, 1974; Garcia, 1988; 
Langer, 1987); a common thread in these studies is that there are lots of 
"right" reasons why students select "wrong" answers. 

The historically weak performance of linguistic and culturally diverse 
students on such tests (Mullis & Jenkins, 1990; Duran, 1983) has prompted 
complaints of cultural test bias. Test bias may occur when the test procedures 
and test content "reflect the dominant culture's standards of language func­
tion and shared knowledge and behavior" (Tyler & White, 1979, p. 3). Test­
wiseness, or the "student's capacity to utilize characteristics and formats of 
the test and/or the test-taking situation to receive a high score" (Millman, 
Bishop, & Ebel, 1965, p. 707), is a factor that may confound students' read­
ing test performance. Most critics stress the likelihood that majority students 
will be more test-wise than minority students. Cicourel (1974) warns that 
some children "may view the task or language used as strange, yet provide a 
response the adult interprets as fitting the framework of the test" (p. 303). 
Test developers have tried to eliminate bias by examining concurrent or pre­
dictive validity of individual tests and by looking at the possible bias in item 
selection procedures, examiner characteristics, and language factors (Linn, 
1983; Oakland & Matsuzek, 1977). 

A number of researchers have suggested that standardized tests such as 
the Scholastic Aptitude Test and the Graduate Records Examination do not 
have the same predictive validity for Hispanic and African-American stu­
dents' college performance as they do for Anglo (non-Hispanic white) stu­
dents (Dunin, 1983; Goldman & Hewitt, 1975). In a study comparing the 
expository test performances of Hispanic and Anglo students at the upper 
primary levels, Garcia (1988) found that the predictive validity of the stu­
dents' scores on prior knowledge, vocabulary, and standardized reading tests 
was greater for Anglo children than it was for Hispanic children. One reason 
that some Hispanic students' expository reading test performance might have 
been underpredicted was that they knew less about the passage topics and 
test vocabulary prior to reading the test than did Anglo students. Their lower 
performance on these two variables is consistent with other researchers' 
claims that the standardized test performance of linguistically and culturally 
diverse students is adversely affected by their differential knowledge of test 
vocabulary (Dunin, 1983; Hall, Nagy, & Linn, 1984) and test topics (Royer 
& Cunningham, 1981). 

The role of English language proficiency in second-language children's 
test performance is also reflected in the higher scores that they generally 
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attain on nonverbal tests of intelligence (Duran, 1983). Yet, attempts to trans­
late achievement tests from English to another language or to use nonverbal 
test scores to interpret second-language children's achievement have not al­
ways been successful. A dilemma with translated tests is that concepts do not 
always translate directly from one language to another (Cabello, 1984). Like­
wise, juxtaposing children's standardized achievement test scores with their 
nonverbal test scores does not necessarily explain performance discrepan­
cies. In one case, a computerized printout sent to the parents of a Thai child 
enrolled in an all-English medium school stated that, based on the child's 
relatively high nonverbal performance and low standardized achievement 
performance, the child was not working up to his potential and, therefore, 
needed to be encouraged to work harder. This juxtaposition of scores did not 
take into account that the child was learning English as a second language, 
and that this situation, rather than the child's lack of effort, probably ac­
counted for the test score discrepancy. 

Domain-referenced/basal reading tests. Whereas criterion- and 
domain-referenced tests may differ from norm-referenced tests in their pur­
pose and use, they do not differ much in their format and content (Calfee & 
Hiebert, 1991; Stallman & Pearson, 1990). Criterion- and domain-referenced 
tests do not aim to interpret children's academic performances in terms of 
their relative position in a representative sample or norm group. The content 
of such tests is based on the test developer's specification of the objectives 
(criteria) that the children are expected to attain, or on the knowledge that 
the test developer generally assumes is pertinent to a particular domain 
(Johnston, 1984b). The student's performance is judged against a preestab­
lished standard, with 80% typically used as the cutoff criterion. These tests 
frequently are used by districts and teachers to set the pace of instruction or 
to group and place children. 

One of the problems with content or domain-referenced tests turns on 
how they are interpreted, or on the meaning that parents or educators attrib­
ute to them. Although the tests reflect the curriculum taught in basal pro­
grams, they do not always reflect how well children can comprehend text; 
indeed, an analysis of basal tests across grades I through 6 revealed that only 
about 30% to 50% of the items focused on comprehension activities 
(Foertsch & Pearson, 1988). Because these tests are so similar to standard­
ized reading tests in their format and content emphases, they are subject to 
many of the same criticisms. In addition, inherent in these tests is the as­
sumption that the children taking them are familiar with the test content and 
format. According to one bilingual teacher, this has been a problem for 
second-language children who are "transitioned out" of bilingual classrooms 
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into all-English classrooms. For a variety of reasons, it is not unusual for 
bilingual children to receive reading instruction in the bilingual classroom 
based on some variation of a language-experience approach. Yet, when these 
children enter the monolingual classroom, many of their teachers use basal 
reading tests to determine where they should be placed in the basal reading 
series. These series tend to assume that children have acquired a certain 
range of vocabulary and background knowledge. Although children from the 
bilingual classroom may have developed the necessary comprehension strat­
egies needed to read, they will not necessarily have the required vocabulary 
or background knowledge to do well on the basal tests. 

New statewide reading tests. In an attempt to reflect current reading 
research, new statewide tests have been developed (Pearson & Valencia, 
1987; Wixson et al., 1987). These tests assess children's prior knowledge of 
the topics, ask questions based on inferencing and text structure taxonomies, 
and evaluate children's awareness of reading strategies. Authors of the tests 
also have responded to criticisms that traditional reading achievement tests 
simulate reading but do not test it, owing to the brevity and lack of authentic­
ity of the test passages, by providing longer, noncontrived passages. On 
some of the tests multiple answers are elicited to allow for multiple interpre­
tations or partial interpretations of the text. Children's attitudes and interests 
in reading also are assessed. 

Although these tests conform more to current reading comprehension 
theory, they still are product measures based on "mainstream" reading per­
formance and are subject to the same complaints of bias that plague standard­
ized tests. So far, no one has studied the extent to which they help to explain 
the relationship between linguistically and culturally diverse children's read­
ing test performance and literacy development. In fact, a potential problem 
with these statewide assessments is their "level playing field" mentality. Be­
cause they are usually given at specific grade levels (e.g., grades 4, 8, and 
12), there tends to be a single grade-level test for all students. With the push 
for longer passages, there is not usually a range of difficulty or topics in the 
passages used at a particular grade level. Obviously, then, the passages used 
at any given grade level will be incredibly difficult for students reading below 
grade level or for students who happen to be unfamiliar with the passage 
topics. Some students may give up, complete the task with overt hostility in 
mind, or otherwise subvert the testing process; hence, inferences drawn 
about individuals are likely to be based upon measurement errors associated 
with extremely low or random performance. As long as inferences from these 
assessments are limited to school or district programs, they are less prone to 
these criticisms and are less likely to have a negative impact on individual 
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children. On the positive side, when scores are limited to classroom or school 
averages, they are more likely to focus educators' attention on aspects of the 
classroom or school program that might be contributing to low individual 
performance. 

Informal Reading Measures 

Since 1987, when critiques of commercial tests intensified (and as the 
emergent literacy, literature-based reading, and whole-language movements 
gathered momentum), the field has witnessed a significant increase in articles 
describing informal measures-practices that teachers can engage in daily to 
evaluate how their students are developing as literate individuals. We address 
these measures in this section. We have included somewhat more "formal" 
techniques, such as oral miscue analysis and the informal reading inventory, 
because these measures involve teacher judgment and lend themselves to 
teacher modification and personalization. 

Anecdotal records. An assessment method frequently touted in the 
whole-language literature is that of keeping anecdotal records of individual 
children's ongoing development (Goodman et al., 1989). For instance, a kin­
dergarten teacher might record on a checklist when individual children read 
and write their first and/or last names or read certain signs or logos. This 
type of assessment encourages teachers to focus on what children can do at 
different points in time instead of focusing on what they cannot do. 

Although anecdotal records may avoid the cultural bias implicit in many 
of the commercial measures that ask young children to respond to predeter­
mined vocabulary items (Hallet al., 1984), this type of assessment clearly is 
dependent on the teacher's ability to recognize how individual children are 
responding to the classroom environment or defining the literacy tasks at 
hand. How well this type of assessment will work for culturally and linguis­
tically diverse children may well depend on teachers' abilities to create a risk­
free environment for these children. 

In a Public Broadcasting television special, First Things First (WQED 
Pittsburgh, 1988), viewers see a little girl from white Appalachia at home 
and at school. At home, she takes the film crew around her yard, showing 
them her family's strawberry patch and telling them about the apples that are 
sweet and good to eat. She is very verbal and clearly at ease talking to the 
film crew about where she lives. In the scene at school, she is reluctant to 
talk during a game, pointing instead of verbalizing. In a later scene, the 
teacher tells the viewers that because children like Holly are allowed to grunt 
at home, they do not talk in school. Clearly, the teacher has not seen Holly 
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at home. If she were to keep an anecdotal record of Holly's literacy devel­
opment, she might very well underestimate it. 

Teacher-student interactions. Observing how a child interacts with 
the teacher and reading materials during storybook reading is another way of 
assessing children's literacy development (Morrow, 1990). Morrow points 
out that the interactive dialogue engaged in by both the adult reader and the 
child reveals what the child knows about the story, how well the child under­
stands the story, what the child is focusing on during the story reading, and 
how the child is integrating background knowledge with information from 
the story to comprehend it. 

Before teachers can use adult-child storybook interactions, however, 
they need to make sure that all of the children who are participating are 
accustomed to this type of literacy event. Apparently, this type of activity is 
more common in some subcultures than it is in others (see Chapter 3). 
Heath's (1983) comparisons ofthe literacy events and adult-child interactions 
around these events in three subcultures in the rural south (working-class 
whites, working class African-Americans, and middle-class whites) revealed 
that storybook interactions similar to those in school classrooms character­
ized the middle-class families but not the other two working-class families. 

Even observing how children respond to teacher questioning in whole­
or small-group sessions may not accurately reflect what some children know 
about the reading task at hand (see Chapter 8). As Hymes (1972) has noted: 
"It is not that a child cannot answer questions but that questions and answers 
are defined for [the child] in terms of one set of community norms rather 
than another, as to what counts as questions and answers, and as to what it 
means to be asked or to answer" (p. xxxi). 

Philips's (1983) work with Native American children on the Warm 
Springs Indian Reservation and Boggs's (1972) research with Hawaiian chil­
dren indicated that these children were used to participant structures (adult­
child verbal interactions) that differed from those characteristic of the typical 
classroom. Philips warns that the reluctance of the Native American children 
to participate in the structures preferred by the teachers meant that the teach­
ers were unable to use their normal means of assessment, that is, sequencing 
of questions and answers, to determine the appropriate levels of instruction 
for the children. 

Story retellings. Story retellings recently have been heralded as one 
way for teachers not only to facilitate children's comprehension but also to 
assess it (Morrow, 1989). Morrow spells out several ways for teachers to use 
children's story retellings to assess children's reconstruction of meaning. 

However, as with classroom observational data, story retellings need to 
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be contextualized so that all children in the classroom are invited to partici­
pate. Leap (1982), in a microanalysis of a Native American student's class­
room behavior, found that the student barely responded when she was asked 
to retell a story she had read in class. On the other hand, when she was asked 
to make up a story about a picture drawn by a classmate, she produced an 
extensive narrative. 

If retellings are used to assess the English reading performance of bilin­
gual students, then teachers need to understand that some children may pre­
sent richer protocols if they are allowed to present their retellings in their first 
language. Miramontes and Commins in Chapter 6 illustrate how bilingual 
children think and learn in two languages. Garcia (1988) found that bilingual 
children participating in all-English classrooms demonstrated greater com­
prehension of an English reading test than their scores indicated when she 
translated unknown words in the test questions into Spanish and allowed the 
students to code switch or use Spanish when they explained their answers or 
talked about what they had read. These findings obviously pose a dilemma 
for the monolingual English-speaking teacher who may be working with bi­
lingual children in a monolingual setting. 

Portfolios. The sampling of student work is another type of assess­
ment measure that is commonly used by teachers to determine individual 
student's progress and grades. Examples of student writing frequently are 
stored in a folder, which the teacher can use to evaluate the student's written 
literacy development. This method differs from the type of writing assess­
ment that increasingly is included on commercially developed tests where 
students write on a prescribed topic within a set time period. In a portfolio 
approach, students frequently are allowed to choose their own topics, have 
time for planning and reflection, make revisions, and, in some instances, 
choose representative samples of what they consider to be their best work. 

Atwell (1987) has developed a similar approach for reading. Students 
record their self-selected readings in a reader's log and keep a literary re­
sponse journal. This information, along with the student's goals, becomes 
the focus of an individual student-teacher conference held at the end of each 
grading period. Other types of activities that could provide the documents 
for a portfolio are taped oral readings and a collection of responses to reading 
assignments. 

An advantage of portfolio assessment is that it allows children to display 
what they have learned. If artifacts are collected throughout the school year, 
then the progress and effort that children have made over time are revealed. 
For this type of assessment to work, however, children have to be motivated 
to perform, and drafts of the children's work have to be kept. 

Motivation is an important issue and crucial to the participation of low-



264 POLICIES 

achieving readers. Johnston and Allington (1991) point out that task­
involving activities motivate the child to become involved in the activity for 
the sake of carrying it out, not for the sake of competing or displaying knowl­
edge as in an ego-involving activity. If the task is viewed as ego-involving, 
then low achievers are likely to avoid it, will not ask for help, or will set 
unrealistic goals for themselves. If children come from diverse linguistic and 
cultural backgrounds, then the teacher also has to be aware of the cultural 
mores and norms that may influence the children's participation. It was not 
until the Kamehameha Early Education Program (KEEP) in Hawaii adopted 
"talk story" (verbal interaction patterns based on Hawaiian culture) as an 
integral part of their reading comprehension instruction that the Hawaiian 
children in the program began to participate fully (Au, 1981). 

For portfolio assessment to work, the portfolio has to be more than a 
folder of end-products; portfolios need to document the evolutionary nature 
of a piece as well as the history of progress of the individual child. Teachers 
need to keep drafts of children's work. Without drafts, teachers may not see 
the individual progress that children have made, nor will they know where 
their input is needed. Drafts also may reveal some ofthe conflicting demands 
that are inherent in the literacy development of linguistically diverse students 
(Delpit, 1988). This point is poignantly illustrated in a young African­
American woman's effort to obtain a passing grade on an essay that was a 
major prerequisite for entrance into a required rhetoric course at the college 
level. On her first attempt, when she was not worried about dialect features, 
her writing was more fluid and complex, the relationships among ideas were 
clearer, and she wrote with "voice": 

First attempt: When I am alone, I dream about the man I want to be 
with. He a man that every woman wants, and every woman needs. 

When she proofed her writing on the second and third attempts, she didn't 
seem to know what to change and, in the process of eliminating dialect fea­
tures, turned to cliches and broke her thoughts down into simple sentences. 
Granted the end result was a dialect-free piece, but it was also a choppy piece 
of voiceless prose. 

Second attempt: I daydream alot about what my knight in shining ar­
mor will be like. He has to be everything rolled all in one and nothing 
suppose to be wrong with him. 

Third attempt, and the beginning of the essay she ultimately turned in: 
My make-believe man is everything. He is perfect from his head down 
to his toes. He's handsome, romantic and intelligent. 
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In such a situation, a teacher who had not kept drafts would have been un­
aware of the student's struggle and may even have attributed the choppiness 
of the last draft to a lack of sophistication rather than an attempt on the part 
of the student to make her writing look "conventional." 

Oral miscue analysis. Several different methods have been devel­
oped to assess students' oral reading. Both oral miscue analysis (Y. M. 
Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 1987) and running records used in Reading 
Recovery (Clay, 1987) attempt to document the different types of strategies 
that children use when they read orally. The two procedures involve record­
ing the child's variation from the text, noting repetitions, substitutions, inser­
tions, omissions, and self-corrections. In oral miscue analysis, the children's 
miscues are evaluated in terms of the extent to which they preserve syntactic 
and semantic consistency at the sentence and discourse levels. Children's 
reading comprehension also is assessed through their retellings. 

The authors of the newest manual on oral miscue analysis warn teachers 
to be careful in their analysis of oral miscues produced by dialect or second­
language speakers of English (Y. M. Goodman, et al., 1987). They point out 
that dialect features and pronunciation errors need to be evaluated in terms 
of semantic and discourse consistency. This assumes that most teachers will 
be aware of these features and will know when variations such as "he be" for 
"he is" are consistent in meaning. Unfortunately, teachers' lack of sophisti­
cation regarding these matters continuously is demonstrated throughout the 
literature on the reading of linguistically diverse children (see Cazden, 1988; 
Garcia & Pearson, 1990; Chapter 10). In a study comparing the reading 
instruction of bilingual children in Spanish and English, Moll, Estrada, Diaz, 
and Lopes ( 1980) discovered that bilingual children who were good readers 
in Spanish received limited comprehension instruction in English because 
their English teacher was misled by the children's non-native pronunciation 
of English and thought that they were not ready for English comprehension 
instruction. 

The extent to which the assessment of oral reading is a valuable tool 
may also depend on children's past experiences with oral reading and the 
extent to which their oral reading matches their silent reading. Garcia (1988) 
found that the performance of fifth- and sixth-grade Anglo children across a 
variety of silent and oral reading tasks was relatively consistent, whereas the 
performance of fifth- and sixth-grade Spanish-English bilingual children 
across the same tasks was inconsistent. During the miscue analysis, one of 
the more adept bilingual readers stopped at words she could not pronounce 
and waited for the researcher to provide her with the word. When the re-
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searcher told her to continue with the reading, the child skipped over the 
words that she could not pronounce correctly. In an interview with the re­
searcher, the student explained that she could understand some words even 
though she could not pronounce them: 

RESEARCHER: Is it easier for you to read it, or is it easier for you to 
pronounce it? 

STUDENT: Easier for me to read it cause I can't pronounce. 
RESEARCHER: You can recognize words by reading them even though 

you can't pronounce them? 
STUDENT: Uh-huh. 

This student's behavior should not be too surprising, given what we know 
about teachers' tendencies to overcorrect the oral reading of low readers 
(Chapter 17) and that of children who do not speak fluent standard English 
(Chapter 6). 

Teachers working with second-language children also need to under­
stand how children acquire a second language. For example, Indochinese 
children learning English as a second language may have difficulty with gen­
der and tense markers because these constructs are marked differently in their 
native languages. Instead of considering such miscues to be errors, teachers 
need to check children's understanding of what is being read. Children's 
difficulty producing certain constructs does not necessarily mean that they 
are not comprehending them (Savignon, 1983; Troike, 1969). Overemphasis 
on such errors ignores the developmental nature of children's second­
language acquisition and shifts the emphasis of the lesson from reading to 
English-as-a-second-language instruction. 

Informal reading inventories. These assessment measures are com­
mercially produced and include brief passages and vocabulary lists that are 
graded. The usual procedure is for individual children to read word lists and 
passages orally and to answer comprehension questions based on the pas­
sages. The teacher has individual children begin at a level that is comfortable 
for them and continue to read more difficult lists and passages until they 
reach a level where they cannot recognize 95% of the words or answer 75% 
of the comprehension questions. Sometimes, children's silent reading and/or 
listening comprehension is assessed. Retellings and probing questions also 
may be used to evaluate comprehension. Some type of miscue analysis gen­
erally is used with the oral reading. 

We have listed these inventories under informal measures because some 
element of teacher judgment is allowed in their administration. For example, 
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if children are accustomed to reading a passage silently before they read it 
orally, the teacher can accommodate this practice. In order to get an accurate 
reading of students' comprehension of "new" text, teachers also are supposed 
to select passages with topics relatively unfamiliar to their students. 

Despite their popularity, informal reading inventories are fraught with 
many of the problems characteristic of the formal and informal measures that 
we already have discussed. Implicit in them is the assumption that the pas­
sages and vocabulary selected do indeed characterize the type of reading 
found at a particular grade level. Further, their sequential framework implies 
a linear development in children's reading ability and suggests that all chil­
dren have equal access to the same materials and instruction. The emphasis 
on oral vocabulary reading and passage decoding assumes that children can­
not understand what they cannot say (a point that we already have discussed 
in the section on oral miscue analysis). In addition, the setting in which the 
informal reading inventory is administered, where an individual student in­
teracts on a one-to-one basis with an adult, does not always guarantee a risk­
free environment (Labov, 1969). 

A major drawback in the use of this type of assessment with children 
from diverse backgrounds is that their reading comprehension potential may 
be seriously underpredicted. It is likely that these children will be more ad­
versely affected by the inventory's reliance on oral reading then will children 
who speak fluent standard English. They also may be less familiar than their 
middle-class Anglo counterparts with the topics and vocabulary included in 
the inventories (Garcia, 1988; Bruce, Rubin, Starr, & Liebling, 1984). Read­
ability formulas based on word-frequency counts tend to reflect more of the 
spoken vocabulary of middle-class students than they do that of low-income 
students (see Bruce et al., 1984). 

Finally, although this type of assessment may sample aspects of chil­
dren's reading, it does not reveal what students can and cannot do with au­
thentic text in a noncontrived setting. It specifically does not tell us how 
students comprehend and process both familiar and unfamiliar text, nor does 
it tell us how they adjust their reading according to the purpose of the task or 
to their interest in the topic. 

FUTURE ASSESSMENT DIRECTIONS 

Those who point out flaws in the conventional wisdom bear the obliga­
tion to suggest and, ultimately, validate alternatives. Our review reveals our 
clear preference for a move toward situated assessment. We prefer assess­
ment that is grounded in the local realities of schools, classrooms, teachers, 
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and students. We prefer assessment systems in which teachers, students, par­
ents, and the community have a voice in deciding what is being assessed and 
how it is being interpreted. The reliance on standardized and criterion­
referenced tests for assessment purposes has not been informative regarding 
the literacy development of students in general, but it has been particularly 
misleading for students from non-middle-class backgrounds. As we have 
pointed out, these measures do a splendid job of pointing out the obvious­
that these students do not do as well as their mainstream counterparts-but 
they do not tell us why this occurs, nor do they tell us what these students 
can do when they are confronted with authentic literary tasks. 

Sadly, considerable evidence suggests that teachers' and administrators' 
reliance on conventional measures for instructional guidance and placement 
has resulted in a steady diet of isolated, low-level, decontextualized tasks for 
children of diversity. In a survey of test use in schools, Dorr-Bremme and 
Herman (1986) concluded that the education of low-income elementary stu­
dents had been more influenced by the commercial norm- and criterion­
referenced tests used to meet federal and state program-evaluation require­
ments than had the education of other students. Although they report that 
part of this was in response to the general public's negative reaction to these 
students' traditionally low test scores and to the large numbers of low-income 
children who participate in specialized programs receiving state and federal 
funding, they note that a good part of it was due to principals' and teachers' 
concerns about low-income students' basic skills development, and their re­
liance on commercial tests to assess this development. The end result is that 
teachers of low-income students reported spending more time and resources 
teaching their students the material on the tests than did teachers of other 
students. 

These facts and conclusions lead us to several recommendations about 
changes in assessment practices and policies: 

1. We (meaning the educational community at Large) should reduce our 
reliance on group testing as indices of individual, school, district, or state 
accountability. Exactly how we reached our current state of excessive reli­
ance on indirect measures of reading is not altogether clear. Surely the wed­
ding of our incessant quest for efficiency and our desire to instill in everyone 
a greater sense of both personal and communal responsibility has led us to 
hold students, teachers, and administrators accountable to measures that take 
as little time as possible to administer and score. School officials understand­
ably want to look good on these high-stakes measures (especially when 
scores get published in the local media or when students can fail to advance 
or graduate); hence they resort to one of the oldest traditions in education-
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teaching to the test. What this insidious practice does is to ask a test that was 
probably designed to serve as a simple, indirect index of progress on a phe­
nomenon, like reading, to serve the role of an implicit, or sometimes an 
explicit, blueprint for a curriculum. And the simple fact is that tests are not 
up to that strain. 

2. We should privilege assessment traditions that are grounded in class­
rooms and schools. If assessment tools are going to be used to serve this 
high-stakes accountability function (and, by implication, the curriculum 
blueprint function), then we need very different assessments. If assessment 
is going to drive school improvement, then we need methods reminiscent of 
responsive evaluation approaches (Stake, 1976). Such approaches would 
likely involve site visitations by independent reviewers at different intervals 
throughout the school year. In the process of helping the school staff, stu­
dents, and community evaluate the school, these reviewers would visit class­
rooms, talk to participants (students, teachers, administrators, parents, and 
community leaders), and examine a wide range of artifacts that, taken to­
gether, tell the story of literacy performance, instruction, and use within the 
school and community. The approach we are suggesting is also similar to 
portfolio assessment systems that have been discussed recently by literacy 
researchers (Valencia et al., 1990) and school reformers (Wiggins, 1989). 
Local involvement could be guaranteed by insisting that school participants 
select many, if not most, of the portfolio entries. 

Although we have concerns about situated assessment, we think that it 
should dominate teachers' attempts to evaluate and nurture children's literacy 
development. Anecdotal records, oral readings, portfolios, story retellings, 
and teacher-student interactions all provide useful information-windows 
into children's literacy progress in performance and disposition. These meth­
ods allow us to see what students can and cannot do across different tasks at 
different points in time. With situated assessment, teachers can support stu­
dents' efforts as they provide important feedback. Documenting the extent to 
which students perform literacy tasks or utilize different types of strategies to 
construct meaning with and without "scaffolding" from teachers or peers can 
help inform teacher decision making at the same time that it starts students 
on the road to independent self-evaluation. Self-evaluation is an important 
goal if we want students to be active literacy participants. If students are to 
construct meaning both in and out of the school setting, then they have to be 
able to monitor their own reading and writing without the assistance of a 
teacher. 

3. We should take steps to ensure that teachers and administrators are 
knowledgeable about issues of language and culture. For situated assessment 
to work with students from diverse backgrounds, administrators and teachers 



270 POLICIES 

need to take on an "ernie" perspective. They need to become concerned about 
how students interpret (if you prefer, how they "read") the classroom context 
and the literacy events before them. This requires considerable knowledge 
and effort on the part of administrators and teachers. 

First of all, educators need to know more about the influence of lan­
guage and culture on children's learning. They need to understand that it is 
not language and cultural differences in themselves that cause learning diffi­
culties. Rather, it is educators' misinterpretation of language and culture, as 
reflected in misguided remedial practices or unwarranted conclusions about 
children's motivation and behavior (as illustrated in Chapters 3, 6, and 8). 
Clearly, teacher education, both preservice and in-service, is the primary 
means available to the profession for helping educators to acquire this knowl­
edge. 

Second, lines of communication have to be opened to parents and other 
community leaders. Parents have to feel comfortable in the school context 
and know that it is acceptable for them to tell a teacher that they don't under­
stand why their child is viewed as verbally unresponsive in school when the 
child constantly talks at home. Teachers, in tum, have to be willing to accept 
parents' observations. Perhaps, most importantly, teachers have to expand 
the range of explanations they consider to understand why some children are 
not performing well in the classroom. They have to be willing to seek out 
answers, not just by sharing information with their middle-class colleagues 
but also by sharing information with participants in the child's culture (as 
Miramontes & Commins suggest in Chapter 6). The latter may be one of the 
most difficult tasks at hand because it requires teachers to acknowledge that 
their own behavior is conditioned by their own socialization and that there 
are alternative ways of learning, interacting, and behaving. 

4. We should promote new criteria for evaluating assessment tools. Tra­
ditionally, four criteria have dominated our evaluation of tests and other as­
sessment devices: reliability, validity, objectivity, and efficiency. Reliability, 
which indexes the consistency with which an assessment device measures 
whatever it measures, and validity, which indexes the degree to which a tool 
is a true measure of what it purports to measure, have served as the corner­
stones of measurement in American education. Objectivity (Is the test fair, 
unbiased, and independent of the views or whims of the test creators or 
administrators?) and efficiency (Is this the least expensive and intrusive index 
to be found?) have been only slightly less important in our selection of as­
sessment tools. In fact, one of the reasons that situated assessments are often 
discredited hinges on their perceived lack of objectivity. Because such as­
sessments rely on the interpretation of individual teachers, they are viewed 
as being rife with opportunities for bias and even ethnic discrimination. 
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Hence, one often hears the plea for a "level playing field" in which all stu­
dents, regardless of background, have an equal opportunity to succeed. In 
most cases, the level field turns out to be another multiple-choice standard­
ized test. 

Efficiency exercises considerable muscle in an age when schools are 
literally inundated by assessment requirements from state mandates, federal 
funding agencies, and local districts. It often comes in the guise of an appeal 
for more emphasis on instruction: "We have to minimize the time we take 
away from instruction, so give us a simple, uncomplicated, and unintrusive 
test." Such a demand promotes the continued dominance of multiple-choice 
standardized tests. 

If we are to reduce our reliance on these four traditional criteria, what 
criteria will we use as alternatives? In fact, we really do not want to suggest 
that reliability and validity should be diminished in importance. Unreliable 
measures just cannot be trusted, especially when it comes to making entry 
and exit decisions for individuals. Without validity, a test could measure 
something other than what it purports to measure, and its use could be down­
right harmful for decision-making purposes. It may be only a slight semantic 
variation, but we like the meaning conveyed by the term trustworthiness, a 
term we have borrowed from qualitative evaluation (see Guba, 1981). In a 
sense, trustworthiness encompasses both reliability and validity; we could 
not trust a decision based on an unreliable or invalid assessment tool. An­
other reason we like the term trustworthiness is that it already has a history 
of application to more qualitative measures. And we think that all assess­
ments, both formal and informal, should be trustworthy. 

A second criterion that we would like to see applied to assessment tools 
is authenticity. Authenticity is more than face validity (Does the task look 
like a reading task?) or curricular validity (Is the task consistent with the 
manner in which it is presented in the current curriculum?). A literacy as­
sessment task is authentic to the degree that it resembles the way literacy is 
used in real life. It is not enough to be consistent with the curriculum, which 
itself may be disconnected from real-life literacy. A slightly less rigorous 
version of the authenticity criterion would be this: An assessment task is 
authentic to the degree that it promotes the use of literacy in the ways stu­
dents are expected to use it in genuine communication acts. 

A derivative (perhaps a slight variation) of authenticity is what has been 
called instructional validity (Pearson & Valencia, 1987). Instructional valid­
ity is almost the logical complement of curricular validity. Recall that an 
assessment task is curricularly valid to the degree that it resembles the form 
and manner in which the phenomenon is used within the curriculum. An 
assessment task is instructionally valid to the degree that it promotes instruc-
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tion that is known to lead to student mastery over authentic literacy perform­
ance (i.e., in genuine acts of communication). In a sense, instructional valid­
ity requires us to turn our traditional approach to instructional research on its 
ear. Normally, in instructional research, we assume the validity of a test and 
then proceed to evaluate the validity of competing instructional approaches. 
We are suggesting just the opposite: We should assume (on the basis of cu­
mulative experience) the validity of the instruction and evaluate the validity 
of the assessment task (by measuring the degree to which it is sensitive to 
assumed growth in the target behavior). 

5. We should change conventional assessments. Although we remain 
firm in our conviction that situated assessments should dominate our instruc­
tional decision making, we recognize the fact that "big" (i.e., wide-scale) 
assessment is likely to remain a part of our educational system for the fore­
seeable future. Thus, we need to improve this tool, however flawed in basic 
conception and purpose we may think it is. We applaud the efforts in Michi­
gan (Wixson et al., 1987), Illinois (Pearson & Valencia, 1987), and many 
other states to reform wide-scale assessments. What is significant about these 
efforts is their use of "authentic" texts and more "authentic" tasks; they are 
more firmly grounded in a constructive model of the reading process. As 
tools for program evaluation, these new assessments are likely to promote 
exciting, alternative literacy curriculum reforms. We have also seen changes 
in recent editions of commercially available standardized tests. Even the SAT 
is being revised to include longer passages, more thoughtful questions, and 
more instructionally valid tasks (Fiske, 1989). In terms of the diverse popu­
lations who have been the focus of our review, the jury is still out on the 
question of whether these sorts of changes will result in more valid assess­
ments. 

6. We should take a more realistic perspective on what assessment tasks, 
especially commercially available tests, can do. Sometimes we act as though 
tests were magic or divine in origin. We would be better off if we remem­
bered a few simple facts and rules of thumb about how to use tests. 

• All tests are samples of peiformance. Because tests are samples, we need 
to admit that they never capture the range of texts and situations to which 
we expect the behavior to apply. 

• Tests are surrogates for the real thing, not the thing itself A test is nothing 
but an indirect index of progress on a phenomenon we happen to care about 
and for which our resources for evaluation are limited. In fact it is the 
limited resources that force us to rely upon tests (indirect samples) rather 
than direct observation of the thing itself. If we remembered this fact, we 
might escape the utter idiocy involved in teaching directly to tests and 
return to teaching to thoughtful conceptualizations of curriculum. 
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• Multiple indices are both desirable and necessary. Anyone would be a fool 
to rely on a single measure of anything that mattered to him or her. What 
we want are converging indices of progress (or the lack of progress) so that 
we can place greater trust in our decisions. 

• Subjectivity can never be avoided, only masked. One of the great illusions 
of standardized assessments is that they are more objective, and hence 
more trustworthy, than assessments for which teachers have to make inter­
pretations and judgments. Yet, someone has to decide what passages to 
use, what questions to ask, what choices to provide for multiple-choice 
items, what the "right" answers are. Those "someones" are people who are 
subject to the same biases as those who make judgments in classrooms. 
And even if we granted, for the sake of argument, that tests could be de­
veloped in a nonsubjective manner, someone would still have to decide 
what a score meant, and that decision inevitably requires interpretation. 
We would all be better off if we admitted that judgment is an inherent part 
of any assessment activity and, in the very next breath, suggested that the 
best and only guarantee against poor judgment is greater professional 
knowledge of literacy processes, instruction, and assessment. 

SUMMARY 

These are the future directions that we would like to see assessment 
take. In developing and evaluating new literacy assessment methods or pro­
cedures, we think that it is especially important to keep in mind what we 
know about the reading/writing process, the test performance of students 
from diverse backgrounds, and the potential pitfalls that all assessments pose 
for these students. To meet these problems, we must concern ourselves with 
the development of teachers and administrators' knowledge base. As a sum­
mary to our essay, we close with a list of criteria that we hope educators 
would use in evaluating and creating literacy assessments. Such assessments 
should 

• Engage students in authentic literacy tasks 
• Reflect a constructivist view of reading and writing 
• Reveal student progress over time 
• Emphasize what students can and cannot do (with and without help 

from the teacher, other adults, or their peers) 
• Take advantage of rather than ignore or, even worse, penalize stu­

dents' diversity 
• Provide multiple indices of students' literacy use and interests 
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• Acknowledge students' interpretations (i.e., their "readings") of liter­
acy tasks 

• Encourage the involvement of students, parents, and community par­
ticipants 

Without these characteristics, "new" methods of assessment will be no 
more useful to a diverse society than the "old" methods. 
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19 Negative Policies for 
Dealing With Diversity: 
When Does Assessment 
and Diagnosis Thrn 
Into Sorting and Segregation? 

LORRIE A. SHEPARD 
University of Colorado, Boulder 

The perspective presented in this chapter derives from a series of policy re­
search studies that we have conducted over the past decade aimed at under­
standing several different school placement practices: the identification of 
children as learning disabled, grade retention, and special kindergarten 
placements for unready children. How might the findings from our work and 
the respective research literatures inform the discussion in this volume, 
where the authors are interested in providing meaningful literacy instruction 
to a diverse population of students? Simply put, these placement practices 
can be seen as part of a recurring pattern in the U.S. educational system to 
deal with children who have trouble learning by assigning them to a special 
place where, despite good intentions, they receive systematically poor in­
struction that lessens their chances for important learning gains. As docu­
mented repeatedly in the preceding chapters, children from nonmainstream 
cultural and linguistic backgrounds are disproportionately the victims of 
these ineffective instructional practices. 

The other contributors to the volume cite the detrimental aspects of cur­
rent practice but focus primarily on the arguments for and substantive details 
of alternative approaches to literacy education. My purpose here is to elabo­
rate more explicitly on the arguments for rejecting current practice. Why are 
present institutional arrangements harmful? Is there a theoretical basis for 
understanding the consistent lack of instructional benefits from special place­
ments? I begin by reviewing briefly similarities in the research conclusions 
from the respective literatures on tracking, special education placements for 
the mildly handicapped, grade retention, and special kindergarten programs. 
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In my view each of these practices is based on a clinical or instructional 
model of assessment and diagnosis where the intention is to provide instruc­
tional help specifically targeted to the individual student's needs. Although 
the idea is to individualize instruction, negative side effects accrue as soon 
as students are removed from their peers and assigned to a special place to 
receive help. Hence the title of the chapter is meant to suggest that assess­
ment and diagnosis tum into sorting and segregation when special help im­
plies special placement. The special placement response is especially perni­
cious when it also means receiving dumbed-down instruction. 

Why are students who are doing poorly in school consigned to bad in­
struction? In the second section of this chapter I examine the theoretical 
models and assumptions underlying current practice, characterizing them as 
old and outmoded psychological theories about human ability and learning. 
If we understand how the old theories were flawed, why practices derived 
from them don't work and are even harmful becomes transparent. It should 
also be clear, so long as they remain as the implicit theories guiding deci­
sions, that new versions of the old practices will continue to be reinvented 
until the majority of practitioners make the same shift in perspective that has 
been made in the research community. Practitioners have the right to point 
out, of course, that the views they now hold were taught to them adamantly 
by a different group of researchers 10 to 40 years ago. Nonetheless we can 
now explain with a great deal of evidential support how it is that these old 
theories were mistaken. 

My characterizations of "old" and "new" theories are especially in­
tended for the uninitiated reader who might not know what to make of the 
constant references in this volume to Vygotsky or to the social construction 
of meaning. The authors in this volume all speak from the perspective of the 
new theories, which are based on the last 20 years of research in cognitive 
psychology, a resurgent interest in constructivist developmental psychology 
(from the work of Piaget and Vygotsky), and a broader framework for study­
ing social, cultural, and linguistic influences on learning. The shared view­
points among these authors are not the result of a selection bias on the part 
of the editor but are, in fact, representative of the larger educational research 
community-affecting all areas of subject-matter learning including math 
and science and early childhood education. In the concluding section of the 
chapter, I summarize the key features of the new theories of learning. Draw­
ing from the work in the preceding chapters, I point to the kinds of changes 
in instructional practices that are likely to improve substantially students' 
ability to learn. In addition-because many of these ideas are as unfamiliar 
to teachers as the oddities of classroom discourse are to some groups of 
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students-! consider the kind of support that teachers might need to make 
these transformations possible. 

Tracking 

RESEARCH ON SORTING PRACTICES: 
TRACKING, SPECIAL EDUCATION, GRADE 

RETENTION, AND READINESS ROOMS 

Tracking is one of the most pervasive practices in 20th-century Ameri­
can schools. It was developed early in the century in response to universal 
public education. Once schools were expected to teach all students instead 
of a homogeneous, elite group, institutional arrangements were created to 
deal with their heterogeneous learning levels. At the time, apparent differ­
ences among students were believed to be caused by permanent differences 
in students' capacity to learn. Therefore, students were assigned to different 
classes in elementary schools and to different course sequences in high 
schools to receive instruction consistent with their abilities. Grouping by 
ability is expected to improve achievement by tailoring instruction to what 
students are capable of learning. It is also believed that separating slow learn­
ers from fast learners will improve their self-concepts by providing success­
ful rather than failing experiences. 

Research on tracking does not confirm the happy intention of the prac­
tice. Although results from controlled studies are mixed-with some studies 
showing no differences in achievement between homogeneous classrooms 
and heterogeneously placed controls, and some studies showing benefits for 
students in the fast track-there is consistent evidence showing that children 
in the middle and slow groups generally lose academically (Good & Mar­
shall, 1984; Slavin, 1987). Separate classrooms also do not protect children 
from negative inferences about their own abilities but rather create a social 
stigma because of the very public nature of being in the class for "dummies." 
In a meta-analysis of 50 studies, Noland (1985) found that ability grouping 
had an average negative effect on students' self-concept. 

More to the point of this volume, countless research studies show that 
tracking affects the quality of learning opportunities provided. Teachers 
would rather teach high-ability students. They hold higher expectations for 
them, spend more time preparing class instruction, expect more homework, 
and ask more challenging questions (Oakes, 1985). In the section on psycho­
logical theories I discuss why it is that teachers deliver a simplified curricu-
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lum to students in low-ability classes. In addition to content differences, 
however, there are also effects on learning created by the cultural norms that 
develop in the separate classrooms. The businesslike atmosphere in high­
ability classes keeps students focused on academic content, thus not eliciting 
a pattern of control and reprimand from teachers. In contrast, students in 
lower-track classrooms must actually transgress the norms of the group to 
pay attention and try to learn (see Oakes, 1985; Chapter 3). 

Other points should also be made about the persistent findings from 
research on tracking. Tests used to make placement decisions are necessarily 
fallible. But two students who are initially indistinguishable from each other 
except for measurement error will become more like the mean of their re­
spective ability groups. Children from poor and minority backgrounds are 
overrepresented in lower tracks. 

Special Education Placement for Mild Handicaps 

Special education was developed originally to serve populations of 
physically handicapped, that is, deaf and blind, children, and the mentally 
retarded. Its boundaries have continually expanded to serve a larger and 
larger population of children with more mild (and more vaguely defined) 
learning problems. Special education is so called because it is intended to 
provide special instruction that acknowledges and accommodates a child's 
disability. 

Beginning in the 1960s, a number of educational researchers and soci­
ologists investigated the validity of claims that being placed in a separate 
educational system was beneficial. Their findings closely paralleled the neg­
ative evidence on tracking. Special education teachers were not necessarily 
better trained. Once assigned, children received a watered-down curriculum 
and lost ground academically compared with control children in the regular 
classroom. Furthermore, the negative effects of placement were greatest for 
the less severely (or less genuinely) handicapped students (see the meta­
analysis of 50 studies by Carlberg & Kavale, 1980). A disproportionate num­
ber of special education students were (and continue to be) minority students. 
And more significantly, the disproportion of minority students increased as 
the number of mildly handicapped students increased (i.e., the more the def­
inition of handicapped was expanded to include vaguely defined learning 
problems, the more minority children were captured by the definition). 

Researchers have also documented the effects of labeling students as 
mentally handicapped. Not only are children stigmatized by negative labels, 
but labeling may also change how adults interact with a student. Labels are 
often reified so that they become the complete explanation of a child's learn-
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ing problems. Because of its origins, special education placements naturally 
assume a medical model or deficit model of educational difficulties (Chapter 
6), which means that problems are thought to be the result of the child's 
intrinsic disorders rather than problems that might have arisen because of the 
instructional context. 

Research findings of negative effects are the basis for current federal 
requirements that children be placed in the "least restrictive environment." 
However, the enactment of federal legislation in 1975 has not necessarily 
alleviated the harmful effects of special education identification. Although a 
smaller percentage of children are now being placed in full-time self­
contained classrooms, the total number of children being labeled as handi­
capped has grown markedly in the last 15 years, especially in the learning­
disabilities category. We investigated the identification of children as learning 
disabled (LD) in a series of studies (see Shepard & Smith, 1983; Shepard, 
Smith, & Vojir, 1983; Smith, 1982). Our methods included interviews with 
directors of special education, surveys of test use and clinicians' knowledge, 
examination of the histories of a representative sample of 1,000 LD pupils, 
qualitative case studies, and observations at staffing meetings. Our conclu­
sions from this research included the following: Most of the tests used in the 
diagnosis of LD are technically inadequate. Many clinicians are unaware of 
the difference between technically adequate and inadequate tests. Also clini­
cians interpret as signs of disorder patterns that occur in a large proportion 
of normal children (this tendency helps to explain why children are almost 
certain to be placed once referred to special education). Despite the tremen­
dous costs of involving an average of six professionals in the assessment and 
staffing process leading to LD placement, only 7% of staffings showed any 
attempt to reconcile the findings from different professionals-that is, the 
school psychologist, LD teacher, speech pathologist, social worker, etc. 
More than half of the children labeled LD in the schools do not match either 
technical or clinical definitions of LD but are more accurately described as 
slow learners, children from non-English backgrounds, highly mobile chil­
dren or those with frequent absences, naughty boys, and average achievers 
in high-achieving districts. From the available evidence it would be fair to 
say that most clinicians have abandoned a "scientific" definition of LD and 
ask instead, "Does this child need special help? If so, he must be LD." Be­
lieving that special education placement is an added benefit, educators are 
willing to place children with no restraint except that imposed by legal or 
funding limits. 

The evidence does not warrant such a completely sanguine view of spe­
cial education placement for "anyone who needs it." Although educators are 
nearly unanimous in their assertions that the LD label does not create a social 
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stigma among a child's peers, it is nonetheless true that labeling a child 
changes the nature of the classroom teacher's responsibility for that child's 
learning in both subtle and explicit ways. For example, once a child is la­
beled for even part-time placement, some standardized testing programs ex­
cuse that child from participation. Consistent with findings from other pull­
out programs, special education resource-room help usually supplants rather 
than augments regular classroom instruction. Although it is assumed that the 
reduced pupil-teacher ratio in resource rooms automatically produces corre­
sponding educational gains, this is not necessarily the case. For example, 
Thurlow, Ysseldyke, Graden, and Algozzine (1983) found that LD students 
were just as distracted in resource rooms (i.e., had poor time on task) as in 
the regular classroom. Most significantly, as documented by Allington in 
Chapter I 7, the instruction in resource rooms is often deadly drill on work­
sheets, which offers little hope of helping children become more active and 
effective in their learning. 

Grade Retention 

Grade retention is another mechanism of inequality that predates both 
tracking and special education. Nonpromotion was the 19th century's answer 
to diversity, developed when the urban poor and immigrant populations be­
gan to attend public schools. The extent of these three practices has tended 
to ebb and flow historically; sometimes one practice has taken on more of 
the sorting function when other practices were quiescent. For example, grade 
retention was discouraged from the time of the depression through the 1960s 
for philosophical reasons and to keep youths out of the work force. During 
the same period tracking flourished. Since the 1970s tracking practices have 
been greatly reduced in elementary schools; concurrently there has been a 
dramatic increase in special education placements and retention. 

Once schools were organized into grades with the expectation that chil­
dren would pass as groups through material sequentially ordered by difficulty, 
then repeating a grade became the remedy for students who were not keeping 
pace with instruction. In the present day, absent a slow track, retention is 
most often the intervention of choice for children who lack prerequisite skills 
for the next grade but whose problems are not serious enough to trigger 
special education placement. It is believed that the repeat year will allow 
students to catch up and be better prepared to go on to new material. 

Contrary to popular beliefs, adhered to by both educators and the public 
at large, repeating a grade does not improve achievement. Holmes (1989) 
recently conducted a meta-analysis of 63 controlled studies. In the years 
following retention, retained students have lower achievement (by one quar-
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ter of a standard deviation) than control students who went directly on to the 
next grade. Although researchers have reported the counterintuitive and 
harmful effects of retention since 1909 (Ayers), the research has often been 
criticized on the grounds that the nonrandomized control groups might have 
been better off initially given that they were promoted despite their low 
achievement. However, Holmes isolated the 25 studies with the greatest de­
gree of initial matching and still found the same negative effects for retention. 

Because the beliefs about the efficacy of retention are so strong, educa­
tional reformers in the 1980s have also seen it as a direct remedy for school 
dropout problems. For example, the chancellor of New York City Schools 
inaugurated the Gates testing program with the following statement: 

Student promotion will be determined by the degree to which the student 
has mastered the basic skills required in each grade. Automatic advance­
ment from grade to grade without evidence of achieving required perform­
ance standards in basic skills places an unfair burden on students in suc­
ceeding grades. The early mastery of basic skills will help to ensure that 
today's elementary school student is not tomorrow's high school dropout. 
The current dropout rate is intolerable and a program to attack this prob­
lem must be mounted immediately. (Macchiarola, 1981, as cited in As­
sociation for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 1984, p. 6) 

Rather than reducing the risk of dropping out, however, the best evidence is 
that retention exacerbates the problem. Research on dropouts has always 
shown that a hugely disproportionate number had been retained compared 
with graduates. In studies where controls were introduced for prior achieve­
ment and background characteristics, retainees were 20% to 30% more likely 
to leave school without graduating than similar students who had never been 
retained (Grissom & Shepard, 1989). 

The conventional wisdom on the social-emotional effects of grade reten­
tion is more congruent with research findings. Almost everyone acknowl­
edges that there is a social stigma associated with flunking, and Holmes's 
( 1989) synthesis confirms a negative effect on personal adjustment measures 
in the majority of studies. Some researchers speculate, in fact, that the hu­
miliation of retention is one of the reasons for its lack of instructional benefit. 
However, such a conclusion cannot be confirmed or disconfirmed from the 
existing literature. It is just as plausible to conjecture that retention doesn't 
work because of bad instruction. Realigning a student by a 12-month relo­
cation on a fixed achievement continuum is not any more likely to address 
an individual student's understandings and learning needs than occurred the 
first time through. 

Of the three placement practices considered thus far, retention relies the 
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least on testing. However, formal testing programs to determine grade-to­
grade promotion have increased substantially during the 1980s. In addition, 
there is some evidence that retention increases as an indirect effect of ac­
countability testing; for example, children may be retained in the year pre­
ceding a high-stakes test. By whatever selection method, teacher recommen­
dation or formal test, minority children are retained at higher rates than other 
groups. 

Kindergarten Retention and Programs for At-Risk Kindergartners 

Unlike tracking, special education, and retention that have century-long 
histories, kindergarten retention and special programs for at-risk kindergart­
ners are very recent phenomena. They are of particular interest here because 
they illustrate the extent to which the powerful belief systems underlying the 
old practices persist and are the basis for inventing new programs in the same 
mold, without any recognition on the part of practitioners that they are re­
creating new forms of tracking and special placement. Special kindergarten 
programs have burgeoned in the 1980s, but only in approximately the past 2 
years have policy groups such as the National Forum on the Future of Chil­
dren and Families sponsored by the National Research Council begun to use 
terms like tracking, when talking about the advisability of such programs. 

In a brief space, it is very difficult to do justice to the variety of special 
programs that have been created to deal with children judged to be unready 
for kindergarten. Programs differ in form, underlying philosophy, and type 
of children defined to be at risk. The generic term for these special placement 
practices is kindergarten retention, which includes 2-year programs like de­
velopmental kindergarten before regular kindergarten, transition room before 
first grade, as well as straight repeating of kindergarten. Depending on local 
philosophy, the children may be selected for immaturity or academic defi­
ciencies. When philosophical positions are congruent with instructional ap­
proach, there is a tendency for those who believe in biologically caused un­
readiness to provide the gift of an extra year and wait for time to promote 
readiness; conversely, those who define unreadiness as environmentally 
caused skill deficiencies provide remediation following a curriculum that 
closely resembles readiness skills tests. We have also observed philosophi­
cally incongruent practices, however, where children were selected for 2-
year placement because of developmental immaturity but given a highly 
regimented rule-oriented curriculum to prepare for first grade (Smith & She­
pard, 1988). The names given to 2-year programs do not help to distinguish 
them substantively. For example, junior-first, prefirst, transition, and readi­
ness room are all used to refer to the grade between kindergarten and first 
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grade and are used interchangeably regardless of philosophical assumptions 
or instructional approach. 

The purpose of 2-year kindergarten placements of whatever stripe is to 
foster "readiness" for first grade as defined locally. By placing similar chil­
dren together and gearing instruction to their needs, the intention is to ensure 
a more successful, less stressful experience in first grade. Advocates for 2-
year programs promise parents that their children will become leaders be­
cause of the extra year and insist that there is no stigma associated with 
kindergarten retention if "it is handled properly." Research evidence disputes 
these claims, however. A review of 16 controlled studies now available 
shows typically no difference academically between unready children who 
spent an extra year before first grade and at-risk controls who went directly 
on to first grade (Shepard, 1989). The findings of no benefit are consistent 
regardless of whether children were placed on the basis of immaturity or 
academic deficiency. In the few studies that included any measure of social 
or emotional effects there is evidence of some short-term or long-term trauma 
associated with the retention decision for a majority of retained children. 

In our research that examined the larger context of kindergarten reten­
tion practices, we also reached the following conclusions: 

1. Increasing rates of kindergarten retention (50% is not uncommon) can be 
attributed to dramatic shifts in the kindergarten and first-grade curriculum 
toward narrow emphasis on reading and numeracy skills. 

2. Tests used to make readiness and retention decisions are not technically 
accurate enough to justify making special placement. 

3. Removing unready children from regular kindergarten actually feeds the 
cycle of curriculum escalation as teachers adjust their expectations to the 
attention spans of 6-year-olds. 

4. Matched schools that do not practice kindergarten retention have just as 
high average achievement as those that do but tend to provide more indi­
vidualized instruction within normal grade placements (Shepard & Smith, 
1988). 

We have also noted· that readiness tests are either thinly disguised IQ tests 
(called developmental screening measures) or academic skills tests (see 
Chapter 18); both types of tests tend to identify disproportionate numbers of 
poor and minority children as unready for school (see Ellwein & Eads, 1990; 
Shepard, in press). 

In addition to 2-year kindergartens, there has been a tendency in recent 
years to group at-risk children together in regular kindergartens. This occurs, 
for example, when there are limited funds for extended-day programs so all 
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of the children who need the extra resource are placed in one classroom. 
Apparently educators do not think of this as tracking or as a potentially harm­
ful practice. Otherwise they might think of other arrangements, such as plac­
ing children in heterogeneous regular kindergartens in the morning followed 
by additional, enrichment activities in the afternoon. But these special place­
ments do lead to a familiar outcome. As documented by Garcia and Pearson 
in Chapter 18, the curriculum in these special rooms is dominated by drill on 
isolated readiness skills with little opportunity for the kinds of literacy activ­
ities and experience with texts that would truly foster reading readiness. 

Conclusions 

Conclusions from the research literatures on these several sorting prac­
tices read like variations on the same theme. Each involves the use of fallible 
tests (or sometimes teacher judgments) to assign children to treatments that 
are ineffective or harmful. Tracking, special education, grade retention, and 
special kindergartens are all intended to individualize instruction by placing 
children in homogeneous groups where their needs are thought to be closer 
to the group average. The logic of these schemes to match instruction to 
student ability is so compelling that they are highly resistant to change even 
in the face of research evidence. Contrary to the promise of special help, 
however, children placed under each of these arrangements are likely to re­
ceive poorer instruction than if their problems had remained undiagnosed. 
Because there are socially understood connotations of incompetence asso­
ciated with each of these special placements, children are likely to suffer 
embarrassment and have less confidence in their own abilities to learn as a 
result of placement. Children from linguistically and culturally different 
backgrounds are selected more frequently than white, middle-class children 
to participate in the groups with slowed instruction. In the next section I 
summarize the old learning theories that account for the ineffective, reduc­
tionist curriculum that children receive in accord with each of these place­
ment practices. Belief systems based on the old theories also help to explain 
why tracking practices continue to be reinvented under new names. 

OLD SORTING THEORIES 

There are two old psychological theories that continue to have pervasive 
influence on what educators and the public believe about learning, especially 
their beliefs about how much children are able to learn and their beliefs about 
how instruction should be organized to facilitate student learning. One 
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theory, about individuals' inherited capacity to learn, is well known as a 
controversial theoretical perspective. The second theory, which is the behav­
iorist's sequential learning model, is much less publicly recognized as a 
theory whose assumptions guide much of current educational practice. My 
rendition of these two models here is necessarily brief and oversimplified. 
My purpose is to sketch the most salient principles of the original theories as 
they are carried forward or reflected in the implicit belief systems of practi­
tioners today. By characterizing both models as old and outmoded psycho­
logical theories, I do not claim that all scientists have rejected these theories 
nor even that most scientists have rejected all of the elements of each theory. 
However, the majority of scientists today find these theories, or explanatory 
viewpoints, incompatible with the weight of evidence. Thus, as outlined 
in the concluding section of the chapter, new models and perspectives 
have been developed that are more compatible with contemporary research 
findings. 

Inherited Ability to Learn 

Psychology began as the study of individual differences with particular 
emphasis on differences in human intellectual capacity. The earliest concep­
tions of intelligence equated it literally with brain size. Intelligence was 
thought to be an innate attribute-a fixed, unitary trait passed on from father 
to son like height and hair color. The theory that one's ability to learn was 
determined by biology meant that there were naturally imposed ceilings on 
what different individuals could learn. Furthermore, because the theory as 
commonly held did not allow for the influences of past learning on current 
status, it was straightforward to equate capacity or potential with observed 
proficiency. The early history of tracking in the United States is predicated 
on the assumption that children with different measured potential should be 
provided with instruction commensurate with their abilities and designed to 
prepare them for their respective stations in life (see Chapman, 1988). 

A view of intelligence as largely inherited has been discredited over 
time, first by the debunking of IQ tests as measures of potential, by evidence 
of the influence of environment on observed capabilities, and then by exper­
imental demonstrations that children can be taught to think intelligently (see 
Brown, Campione, Webber, & McGilly, in press). This is not to deny that 
there are genetic contributions to manifest cognitive abilities. However, the 
more that scientists have learned over the last 50 years, the more they have 
steadily revised downward their estimates of the relative influence of he­
redity. 

Since the controversies of the 1960s-centering on claims about IQ 
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differences among racial groups-most laypersons have also revised their 
notions about the relative influence of heredity and environment on an indi­
vidual's demonstrated intellectual abilities. However, revisions in the com­
mon view, shared by teachers and the public, have not kept pace with the 
research insights provided by cognitive psychology, sociology, or cultural 
anthropology. Therefore, lay conceptions about abilities tend not to include 
very elaborated ideas about how interactive are the events and processes that 
develop learning ability. Simplistically, today's view is that a person's intel­
ligence is determined by two quantities, heredity plus environment, rather 
than one. But once they are added together and cemented (say, by the time a 
child is 5), the idea is still that the sum of these two contributions sets fairly 
firm limits on how much children can learn. 

I suggest that a "substitute, environmental, theory" has now taken the 
place of the hereditarian theory in the minds of many teachers, but that this 
theory nonetheless preserves many of the properties of the old theory about 
fixed IQ. The substitute theory is another way of looking at what several 
authors in this volume have referred to as the deficit model. Although almost 
all teachers today would consider it socially and politically unacceptable to 
talk about a child's "limited genetic endowment for school learning," substi­
tution of an environmental explanation for school failure, which directly den­
igrates the child's home experiences, is considered acceptable (see Chapter 
6). In addition, although most teachers are usually willing to acknowledge 
that tests, particularly ability tests, are probably biased against minority chil­
dren, there is little awareness of the extent to which their personal judgments 
about children's abilities might be distorted and limited by their own cultural 
experiences and perspectives. As discussed by the authors in this volume and 
in Heath's (1983) study, teachers very often misinterpret a lack of response 
from students as evidence of deficiency, rather than seeing how students' 
abilities to express their understanding and relevant learning are straight­
jacketed by the imposition of school conventions of discourse. Because many 
teachers thus miss seeing the competence of culturally different children and 
hold implicitly to a conception of environmentally determined inability that 
is relatively permanent, they tend to view the problems of children from 
nonmainstream or non-English-speaking backgrounds as insurmountable or 
unalterable. This pessimistic attitude encourages the tracking practices de­
scribed in the first section of the chapter and sets the stage for watered-down 
teaching goals, consistent with the second "old" theory discussed next. 

The Sequential, Bit-by-Bit Model of Learning 

The dominant learning theory affecting education from the 1950s to the 
present time has been behaviorism. Its assumptions pervade both curriculum 
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materials and standardized tests; however, most educators neither describe 
themselves as behaviorists nor recognize that their beliefs about learning 
come from behaviorist principles. Behaviorism goes back to the stimulus­
response conditioning of Pavlov's first experiments. The basic tenet of this 
theory is that all learning can be broken down into constituent skills that must 
be learned sequentially from the simplest to the more complex. For example, 
in Skinner's (1954) words, 'The whole process of becoming competent in a 
field must be divided into a very large number of very small steps, and rein­
forcement must be contingent upon the accomplishment of each step" 
(p. 94). In practice, enactment of behaviorist theory follows the model of 
mastery learning, programmed instruction, and the like, where learning ob­
jectives are carefully delineated and ordered hierarchically so that students 
do not go on to the next objective until they have mastered the lower level 
skill. 

These ideas have a powerful hold on how teachers think about instruc­
tion because it seems so intuitively reasonable to help a student who is failing 
to learn by teaching the prerequisite knowledge that appears to be missing. 
However appealing the premise, the sequential, bit-by-bit learning model 
rests on several fallacious assumptions about learning that, in the light of 
current research, can be seen to lead instruction in the wrong direction. First, 
as other critics have noted, the model of sequential mastery rests on the 
assumptions of decomposibility and decontextualization (Resnick & Resnick, 
1990; Stallman & Pearson, 1990). It is assumed that complex understandings 
can be taken apart (by the teacher or curriculum developer) and given to 
students to practice in isolation. As described by the Resnicks, the implica­
tion is that these separate elements, once learned, can then be reassembled 
into a complex skill, as if one were assembling a piece of machinery from 
prefabricated parts. The truth is, however, that behavioral theory never ex­
plained (nor examined) how constituent parts were to be integrated so as to 
progress from rote skills to conceptual understanding. This "reductionist" 
model leads to bad instruction because it removes learning tasks from any 
context that would make them more meaningful (and therefore easier 
to learn). And, having decontextualized skill learning, it makes learning to 
apply school knowledge to real-world problems into a separate and oner­
ous step. 

Perhaps the most deadly assumption of all is the belief that thinking or 
development of "high-order" skills should be postponed until after students 
have mastered the basics. Notice that the original premise of behaviorism 
was that children should be taught prerequisite knowledge, which came to 
mean prerequisite skills or information, rather than prerequisite understand­
ings. Behaviorists never wanted any truck with unobservable constructs like 
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"understanding" -a principled stance against the earlier reification of intel­
ligence. However, this led necessarily to the specification of learning objec­
tives that could be behaviorally defined and observed but that also were nar­
row and often trivial. Despite overwhelming evidence from cognitive 
psychology that all learning involves thinking-even comprehension of 
simple texts (see Resnick & Resnick, 1990), instruction predicated on the 
old model denies "poor" students opportunities to think until they have mas­
tered prerequisites. 

Evidence of the numbing quality of instruction delivered to low­
achieving students on the basis of these assumptions is cited over and over 
again in the foregoing chapters. For example, in a series of studies Allington 
(Chapter 17) found that good readers are expected to be self-directed and are 
given assignments that imply that the purpose of reading is comprehension 
of meaning. Poor readers, on the other hand, are taught in a markedly differ­
ent way, emphasizing externally controlled fluent decoding, not understand­
ing; "teachers interrupted poor readers more often, asked poor readers fewer 
comprehension questions, assigned more skill-in-isolation work, and so on" 
(p. 000). Similarly, Borko and Eisenhart (1986; see also Chapter 3) found 
that children who had been assigned to reading groups on the basis of stan­
dardized test results had fundamentally different views of what reading was 
about. "Only high group students mentioned understanding or meaning as an 
aspect of reading" (p. 3). During instruction, high-group readers were given 
the opportunity to read and discuss extended texts and were held accountable 
for understanding, whereas low-group readers were publicly accountable for 
decoding skills and appropriate classroom behaviors. Rueda in Chapter 7 
documents that language-minority students in special education programs re­
ceive instruction that treats them as passive learners, with emphasis on 
private drill and practice using worksheets. Hiebert and Fisher in Chap­
ter 10 comment that poor achievers (who haven't learned as the result 
of bad instruction) are then assigned to special placements, Chapter 1, 
and special education, "where a philosophy of 'more of the same is better' 
reigns". 

I have not attempted to analyze in this chapter how the secondary as­
pects of tracking and special placement-for example, being separated from 
peers and internalizing a sense of failure-might lead to negative outcomes. 
It should be clear from the preceding discussion that special placements are 
harmful in large part because the treatments themselves limit learning. Bas­
ing their beliefs on flawed and outdated psychological theories, teachers are 
pessimistic about the abilities of non-middle-class children and resort to bit­
by-bit teaching strategies in low-track placements, thereby constraining op­
portunities for children to learn. Although intended to be helpful, the practice 
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of assigning poor achievers to special places where they receive bad instruc­
tion is analogous to sending debtors to prison in Victorian England. The only 
comforting thought in the face of this dismal picture is to realize that millions 
of public school children are failing because of, not in spite of, the concerted 
effort vested in special programs. The prospects for the future would be much 
grimmer if the evidence suggested that the educational system had already 
made its best effort. 

SUMMARY: NEW THEORIES AND NEW PRACTICES 

When Binet first invented the idea of mental measurement, he worried 
that teachers would find it "an excellent opportunity for getting rid of all 
children who trouble us" (Binet & Simon, 1905!1973, quoted in Brown et 
al., in press, p. 19). As noted by Brown et al. (in press), Binet foresaw the 
reification of individual's scores and the development of self-fulfilling pro­
phesies: "It is really too easy to discover signs of backwardness in an individ­
ual when one is forewarned" (Binet & Simon, 190511973, p. 170). The sort­
ing and segregating educational practices of the past 90 years have been the 
enactment of Binet's worst fears. Although there have always been voices 
crying against the injustice and false science of these practices, it has only 
been in recent decades that a major shift has occurred in the research com­
munity away from the conceptual frameworks that had given support to in­
jurious practices such as tracking and watered-down instruction for slow 
learners. 

The alternatives to current practices are the substance of this volume on 
literacy for a diverse society. Although the authors do not come from pre­
cisely the same disciplinary and research perspectives, they share common 
views about learning and literacy instruction. These views, which I have 
characterized as the "new" theories, are the culmination of findings and 
cross-disciplinary insights from the last 20 years of research in cognitive 
psychology, sociolinguistics, anthropology, and education. This new theoret­
ical perspective-which sees learning as an active constructive process-has 
been adopted by researchers and curriculum specialists in all areas of subject­
matter learning, not just literacy. For example, this cognitive-constructivist 
perspective is reflected in the new curriculum standards of the National 
Council of Teachers of Mathematics (1989) and in the National Research 
Council (1989) report Everybody Counts. The same perspective pervades the 
standards for developmentally appropriate curriculum developed by the Na­
tional Association for the Education of Young Children (Bredekamp, 1987). 
Thus we are witnessing a profound and pervasive effort to change the shape 
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of educational practice based on research understandings about how children 
learn. 

The respective chapters in the volume provide detailed elaborations of 
current theory and implications of theory for practice. Therefore, I will not 
attempt to redevelop and explicate those ideas here. However, for the benefit 
of the novice reader, and to contrast with the old theories, let me enumerate 
some of the principles of the new theories: 

I. Intelligence and reasoning are developed abilities. Intelligence is nei­
ther a biologically nor an environmentally determined trait but is the result 
of complex interactions of the individual with his or her social environment. 
Humans learn how to think based on the models of thinking that they have 
the opportunity to see and try out. Metacognitive processes (that are synon­
ymous with intelligent thought) such as planning and evaluating during prob­
lem solving, self-checking for comprehension during reading, developing a 
mental representation of a problem, drawing analogies to previously learned 
concepts are learned. Furthermore, when an individual fails to learn these 
thinking strategies "naturally," they can be instructed explicitly. The model 
of reciprocal teaching described by Palincsar and David in Chapter 9 is a 
successful practical application of the new perspective with special attention 
to this principle. Notice that reciprocal teaching makes it possible to teach 
the metacognitive strategies involved in effective reading even before chil­
dren have mastered the basic skills of reading. 

2. Developed ability and learning-to-learn strategies are largely context 
specific. Although there are some habits of mind that are applied across con­
texts and tend to predict how individuals will behave when confronted with 
novel problems, most thinking strategies are highly developed within specific 
contexts. This means that children who have developed the language and 
social interaction patterns appropriate in one context will look ignorant and 
deficient to teachers who are unaware of the arbitrary language and learning 
conventions they impose on the basis of their own cultural norms. Shirley 
Brice Heath's (1983) work, cited by several authors here, documents how 
the mismatch between community and school communication patterns leads 
to the perception of deficit. Her work with teachers also demonstrates how 
much more successful children from different cultural backgrounds can be 
when, with greater insight, teachers make one of two accommodations: 
Either teach children explicitly the school conventions that are essential or 
change the conventions that are unnecessary and dysfunctional. For example, 
African-American children in Heath's study showed much more impressive 
story comprehension when they were invited to retell a story rather than to 
respond to isolated recall questions. 
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3. Learning is a constructive process. Passively taking in endless bits of 
unconnected information quickly exhausts the brain. The learner cannot ac­
quire new ideas nor see the connection between ideas unless he or she ac­
tively constructs a mental schema of relations. Reading comprehension is the 
process of thinking and making meaning from text. It requires interpreting, 
retelling the story to oneself, and rereading when the thread is lost. Thus all 
learning involves thinking. If thinking is officially postponed until after skills 
are acquired, learning will be stunted. 

4. Furthermore, meaning is socially constructed. What children learn, 
how they learn, and whether they are able to apply their knowledge in partic­
ular contexts are determined by cultural patterns and social arrangements 
(see Chapters 3 and 8). 

(Regarding points 3 and 4, the reader will note that there are multiple 
meanings of constructivism in the field presently. Cognitive researchers are 
concerned primarily with the construction of meaning that goes on inside an 
individual's head-the building of knowledge structures, the chunking of 
related information, etc. Anthropologists and sociolinguists are interested in 
the social construction and negotiation of meaning among individuals in a 
culture. Vygotsky's theory, quoted so often in this volume, provides the 
bridge between the two levels of contructivism, because he suggested that a 
child's cultural development occurs first on the social plane and then is inter­
nalized to the intrapsychological plane and becomes a part of the individual's 
mental functioning.) 

It follows from these principles that effective instruction should engage 
children in meaningful, contextually situated tasks where the goal is to prac­
tice and develop strategic thinking about important subject matter. The prog­
ress of instruction should be designed to help students use what they already 
know to arrive at new understandings. And prior knowledge is defined not 
just as vocabulary and information mastery but includes all of the images, 
language patterns, social relations, and personal experiences that a student 
relies on to make sense of something new. This volume is full of examples 
of the kinds of instructional practices that are faithful to these cognitive­
constructivist principles. 

One final word of caution is called for, however. Despite the extensive, 
powerful evidence in this volume that alternatives to present practice are 
possible and essential, it is not realistic to expect that practice will change 
quickly or easily. Even when explicit policy changes forbid practices such as 
tracking or retention, there is ample evidence that new ways can be found to 
get rid of hard-to-teach children unless fundamental changes are made in our 
habits of mind (see Chapter 15). The great majority of teachers are novices 
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to the principles of constructivism and to the models of culturally responsive 
literacy instruction described in this book. Old beliefs die hard. It is no more 
reasonable to expect teachers to adopt these complex new views whole than 
it is reasonable for them to expect that all children bring precisely the same 
experiences to school learning. Teachers will need support of the kind de­
scribed by Gaffney and Anderson in Chapter 13 for their own process of 
learning to become experts with these ideas. More importantly, if they are to 
be active and constructive learners, they will need support from each other 
to develop fully elaborated conceptions of what these ideas mean in practice 
and to evaluate and improve their own efforts over time. One such model of 
collegial support is the staff review group suggested by teacher Anne Martin 
(1988) as an alternative to special education labeling. Staff review groups are 
comprised of regular teachers coming together to help each other brainstorm 
about new ways to connect with a child by recognizing and capitalizing on 
that child's strengths. In addition to the more promising learning prospects 
for children treated in this way, Martin also reported that staff participants 
experienced a sense of exhilaration and renewed commitment to teaching. 
Martin's conclusion is a fitting closing to this chapter as well: 

Perhaps if schools were to drop their screening procedures, to stop 
sorting out children on the basis of tests' results, and to refrain from pre­
dicting success or failure for entering students, they would be free to 
accept all children as learners with unique and interesting abilities. Staffs 
and small groups of teachers could work together to support each other's 
strengths, and thus support children's strengths, instead of dwelling on 
problems. Public education can only succeed when all children are ac­
cepted equally as contributors in a classroom community and when teach­
ers work together, trusting themselves to teach and children to learn. 
(p. 501) 

This volume should prove to be a rich resource to groups of teachers inter­
ested in transforming their own practices by trying out new habits of mind 
with literacy instruction. 
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