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ABSTRACT 

This study describes how literacy is mentally represented as cultural 

knowledge, referred to by educational and cognitive anthropologists as "cultural 

models." These models, widely shared among specific social and cultural 

groups, depict prototypical events In a simplified world. Despite enormous 

research attention identifying 'multiple literacies,' particularly emphasizing the 

literacies of those who live at the 'margins,' the one most closely associated with 

a literary literacy remains prototypical or 'normal' while temris such as 

"functional" reading are viewed pejoratively. This common sense reasoning is 

produced by the White, middle-class who largely control the society, whose 

ideological stances of the way literacy 'ought to be' escape serious scrutiny. 

My research integrates sociocognitive, sociocultural, and 

sociolinguistic analyses by reconstructing the cultural models of literacy 

held by 15, White, urban, middle-class parents of kindergarten age 

children. This reconstruction required the use of numerous interviews and 

interpretation of those interviews. My goal in the analysis was to search 

for pattems across interviewees and interview passages that would be 

indicative of shared understandings. I focused on two features of parents' 

discourse: their use of metaphors and their reasoning. The metaphor 

analysis identifies three schemas that parents have about literacy. The 

reasoning analysis provides the underlying story of the cultural model that 

links the three schemas. 

This study concludes that when middle-class parents of young 

children talk about reading, they conceptualize a literary literacy. Through 
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indirect indexicality, expressing this literacy as a prototype sends a covert 

message which emphasizes moral worth. Such a moral attachment to 

reading books marks and morally elevates one's social-class membership, 

which is itself implicitly linked to racial and cultural status. This moral 

identity distances these middle-class parents from the lower and working 

classes and as well as from the upper class. Furthermore, institutions 

designed to facilitate the literacy of children and families construct a 

similar discourse, where the goal of learning to read is secondary to the 

primary goal of reshaping the moral character of the families, particularly 

non-mainstream and minority families. This discourse hegemcnically 

constructs as 'immoral' the kinds of literacies which do not match a 'moral 

literacy.' 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The past two decades have been a watershed era for the recognition of 

multiple literacies. Numerous researchers (Barton, 1994; Besnier, 1995; 

Bledsoe & Robey, 1986; Collins, 1995; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; 

Finnegan, 1988; Heath, 1983; Kulick & Stroud, 1993; Street, 1984; Taylor, 1983) 

have challenged a unitary or cognitively deterministic quality to literacy and have 

instead viewed literacy as a sociocultural and historical construct whose 

meanings and uses depend upon the social institutions and communities in 

which it is embedded (Scribner & Cole, 1981). As I make clear, the central 

theme of this research Is to shift attention from describing the literacy event to 

examining how literacy is mentally represented as cultural knowledge and how 

that knowledge motivates understandings, behaviors, attitudes, and ultimately 

actions. 

Anthropologists (Holland & Quinn, 1987; Shore, 1996), educational 

anthropologists (Eisenhart & Graue, 1993; Ogbu, 1978) and linguists (Gee, 

1996; Linde, 1987) refer to the internalization of cultural understanding as 

"cultural models" — socially constructed (learned and intemalized) cognitive 

schemas of thoughts and feelings that mediate the interpretation of ongoing 

experiences and the reconstruction of memory (Strauss, 1992). These models, 

widely shared among specific social and cultural groups, depict prototypical 

events (which we take to be "nonrial" events) in a simplified world (D'Andrade, 

1995). As such, cultural models are highly motivating. They not only label and 

describe the world but also set forth conscious and unconscious goals and elicit 

and include desires (Strauss, 1992). For example, a parent who points to the 
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words on a sign and reads aloud to her preschool age child, "Don't feed the 

animals," or a teacher who wants parents to read to their children fifteen minutes 

every evening are widely assumed to be participating in some "neutral" or 

"objective" exercise. However, these seemingly benign events are highly 

ideologized and involve the construction and reproduction of a particular social 

identity, as well as the values and interests of certain groups of people. 

My interest in cultural models was precipitated, like so many research 

studies, by the actions of my own child. When Ethan was an in^nt, I socialized 

him into literacy the way nearly all middle-class parents socialize their children: I 

read to him at various times throughout the day and, of course, he heard a 

bedtime story. By two years old he, expectedly, displayed all the characteristics 

of a child who had been socialized "properly" into storybook literacy. He had a 

favorite book. Goodnight Moon, he was comfortable with a particular interaction 

style, and so forth. But about that same time, Ethan discovered what was for 

him tantamount to discovering God. At a party we attended, Ethan discovered a 

basket filled with Hot Wheels. It was love at first sight. From that moment 

forward, he had no interest whatsoever in hearing books read to him. Ethan 

wanted to play with his Hot Wheels. And if he ever picked up a book, it was only 

because it was covering up a Hot Wheel. As he grew a little older, Ethan had 

two ^vorite expeditions. We would go to any car dealer to look at all the 

vehicles and collect the appropriate brochures. If Ethan wanted to hear anything 

read to him at all, it wasn't Goodnioht Moon, but rather it was reading 

descriptions of automobiles from the brochures I had taken. Our second type of 

expedition was to the shopping mall or grocery store. Actually, our trips never 

involved going into the stores at ail. We walked through the parking lot where we 
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spent countless hours walking up and down the aisles, and it was my job to 

identify the make and model of the various cars by reading their back ends. 

The real issue, of course, was not Ethan's idiosyncratic literacy interests. 

It was my disbelief and at times outrage at his violation of literacy rules which 

had been completely naturalized by me. I'd like to think that my response to 

Ethan's literacy was not the manifestation of a high functioning neurotic parent, 

but rather the result of my cultural model. Therefore, let me state the simple 

question that I had to ask myself, the nonacademic "prequel" to this dissertation 

research question. What must a parent like myself — a White, middle-class 

parent — believe about reading to cause me to talk and act about it in a certain 

way in reference toward myself, my son, and toward others? 

I have a longstanding interest in the relationship between home/ 

community and what Cook-Gumpertz (1986) refers to as "schooled literacy," that 

is literacy associated with schooled competency, a kind of literacy that is socially 

sanctioned by the institution of schooling. Socially sanctioned schooled literacy 

ranges in practice but generally includes formal instruction that occurs during 

specified times of the day. Such instruction involves achieving competency in 

symbols written in an alphabetic code. However, those written texts most often 

come in the fomri of a book or textbook. 

"Basal readers" include student textbooks with a variety of reading 

selections such as stories, songs and poetry and are usually accompanied by a 

student workbook, teacher's manual, and "an array of supplementary material" 

(Weaver, 1988, p. 42). Basal readers have a long and complex history but are 

generally the manifestation of this country's longstanding fascination with 

business, psychology, technology, and the "power of science." Their "modem" 
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origin dates to the early 1900s although other forms such as the McGuffey 

Readers date back even earlier (Goodman, Shannon, Freeman, & Murphy, 

1988). However, whether the instructional focus was on "readability" and other 

guidelines to control difficulty (as has been the traditional basal emphasis), or 

whether instruction has highlighted "immersing" children in "authentic literature," 

the role of some kind of "literary literacy" has long played a significant role in 

schooled reading instruction. More currently, literature based instruction is 

meant to captivate and motivate children, provide a "natural base for developing 

and expanding their language" (Cooper, 1997, p. 15), and authentic texts are 

considered easier to read than texts that have been written to conform to grade-

level standards. 

"Traditional" basal texts and more current literature based approaches 

exist on a continuum of experiences ranging from exceptionally regimented to 

exceptionally flexible. These texts generally belong to the school, exist in 

multiple copies, and are lent to children for use in learning to read. The use of 

basals and "real books" are constituted as "schooled literacy" or what Apple 

(1993) refers to as "real curriculum" (p. 11), officially sanctioned texts that count 

as legitimate and are considered "neutral" knowledge. What both approaches 

also have in common are their emphasis on "literary view of literacy" (Barton, 

1995, p. 169). Such literacy, as Barton points out, did not originate in school but 

its privileging is nurtured and sustained by the institution of schooling. 

While basal texts have become an easy target of condemnation, criticism 

of "real" literature as a privileged fonn of classroom literacy is decidedly more 

taboo. Literature and related instruction such as "book clubs" and "literature 

circles," which capture the discourse of progressive education, emphasize not 
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only so-called "authenticity" but also the social nature of reading, meaningful 

engagement, the active construction of meaning as students read, write, and talk 

about texts, and "interactions around literature' (McMahon & Raphael, 1997, p. 

xii). A book chapter title written by Huck (1998) — The Power of Children's 

Literature in the Classroom — reveals the current ideological discourse, as does 

her chapter introduction, "I believe in the power of literature to make us more 

human, to help us learn to empathize with characters, to crawl inside the skins of 

persons very different from ourselves" (p. 3). 

Literature is metaphorically imbued with physical strength and force and 

has the capacity to act on its own accord to cause profound changes in the 

individual — capturing the very theme of this dissertation research. 

Authentic literature, albeit a vast improvement over the "literature" of Dick 

and Jane, is officially sanctioned, privileged, and presumably less "powerful" 

than unofficially sanctioned reading materials. Educators, teacher educators 

and the general public have come to associate learning to read with learning to 

read stones — imaginative literature seems like the natural starting point. Use 

of such literature, however, excludes unofficial yet prevalent literacies that can 

be found in schools. Forged notes to school authorities (Shuman, 1993), secret 

notes passed and read among students, graffiti written on the walls and carved 

on desks, unofficial texts brought from outside the school such as comic books 

and illicit magazines, lunch menus, print written on lunch boxes, letters of 

apology written by students to other students and teachers, letters that threaten 

other students, names written on jackets and sweaters, notes sent home to 

families, behavior management systems, attendance records — these and a 

myriad of other literacy events in and out of school that children see and 
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participate in regularly are usually referred to as "functional." Functional literacy 

draws its meaning and use from being situated within cultural values and 

practices but is usually viewed and described pejoratively, as the literacy 

equivalent of the poverty line, the amount of reading ability needed in order to 

survive in the modem world (Steirer & Bloome, 1994). When functional texts are 

used in schools, they typically appropriated as a means to "scaffold" children 

into a literary literacy. 

Official literacy requires socialization, or using the more current 

colloquialism, "apprenticeship" (Reeder, Shapiro, Watson, & Goelman, 1996). 

Reading to one's child is marked as one of the single greatest contributions a 

parent can do, an act that is said to contribute to both personal and cognitive 

growth. Becoming "a reader," it is argued, requires a shift in language 

orientation, one that emphasizes a new understanding of the locust of meaning. 

In contrast to the combination of linguistic, paralinguistic and nonlinguistic cues 

that exist in face-to-^ce interpretation, reading is increasingly decontextualized, 

requiring the reader to attend to explicit linguistic information contained only in 

the sentence (Olson, 1977,1984,1991; Snow, 1983). Wells' (1986) longitudinal 

investigation of the development of language and the subsequent development 

of literacy followed children from about the age of one to the end of their 

elementary education in their home and in their schools. Wells concluded that 

children who were read to — specifically, had stories read to them — became 

more familiar with the functions and conventions of print and were consequently 

more successful readers in school. Being read to was more important for 

successful schooled literacy than looking at books, drawing, or writing. 
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Unofficiai literacy presumably requires apprenticeship as well, although 

whether unofficial and official forms of literacy apprenticeship are mutually 

transferable has not been the focus of empirical investigation. However, Snow, 

Cancini, Gonzales, and Shriberg (1989) propose that "[sjtudents who can read 

textbooks, write the reports, and pass the tests ... can also fill out application 

forms, scan want ads, understand the New York Times editorials, and ultimately 

deal with college textbooks, writing assignments, and lectures as well (p. 235). 

While unofficial forms of literacy have received an increasingly amount of 

attention (for example. Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Heath; 1984; Schieffelin & 

Gilmore, 1986; Street, 1993; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988), less attention has 

been paid to the actual socialization process involved in acquiring such 

literacies. It is ^ir to say that the socialization into unofficial literacy events is 

oriented differently than reading aloud stories to one's child. For example, 

unofficial fomns of literacy are undoubtedly informal, vicarious, less ritualistic, 

more collaborative, and immediately purposeful. 

My point, however, is not to contradict any of the aforementioned 

research or to purge reading stories from schools. But I vigorously assert that 

such research agendas and the practices they entail, however progressive, are 

ideologically loaded, with researchers and writers primarily concerned with 

school success. Their agenda addresses a certain kind of literacy that takes 

place within a particular social and historical period time with a specified 

ideological design to construct a certain kind of citizen. 
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Research Agenda 

My research focuses on 15 middle-class parents of young children, 

specifically children of kindergarten age. All parents are also White, an issue 

that 1 will address in chapters 2 and 3. I have chosen this population for several 

reasons. These are parents who are preoccupied with their children's social, 

intellectual and academic achievements. They are a population targeted by the 

media, numerous consumer groups, and various non-profit organizations. For 

example, parent organizations and ^mily literacy projects offer classes and 

articles which provide training in reading aloud to a child along with using the 

"correct" oral interactional styles which emphasize elaborated and 

decontextualized talk — a virtual-reality of teacher-child interactions. A cursory 

glance at child's software packages is evidence of the number of programs 

designed to "jumpstarf children into kindergarten or first grade. Radio and 

television advertisements provide an arsenal of pedagogical reading activities — 

games, tapes, videos — with a money-back guarantee if they do not help 

"improve" a child's reading score. Numerous books and parenting magazines 

feature the importance of reading aloud to young children. While media 

attention to "^mily reading" can be found in newspapers from over a hundred 

years ago, the current obsession has laminated ^mily reading and pedagogy. 

Among many middle-class families, reading aloud is not only a "^mily" affair but 

has become a wholly naturalized preparatory course for successful schooling. 

This "natural" literacy event must be understood as historically constituted, 

ideologically driven, and a culturally reproduced event. Such behavior is 

justified as "common sense," a temn I use following Garfinkle (1959), Geertz 

(1983), and in particular Linde (1993), to refer to: 
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. . .  c l a i m s  t o  b e  u n i v e r s a l ,  t o  b e  t h a t  w h i c h  a n y  r e a s o n a b l e  p e r s o n  w o u l d  
believe or feel or do in a given circumstance. While it attempts to pass 
itself off as merely describing the way things are, the notion of common 
sense also represents a normative attempt to suggest the way things 
ought to be. Common sense is talked about as if it were natural, as if it 
were something that could not be any other way. When we look closer, 
however, we see that any common sense state of affairs is an 
organization that represents a social achievement.... Common sense is . 
.. in issue of morality disguised as an issue of universal factuality. 
Recent investigations of this dual nature of common sense have 
attempted to show in a variety of domains such as sexual behavior, food 
choices, and the understanding of disease that what appears to be nature 
is, in fact, culture disguised. The act of disguise is a deliberate or near-
deliberate attempt by those in power to use the discourse of normalization 
to make the achieved order of the world appear to be a fact of nature, 
because then their dominant position in this order is also a ^ct of nature, 
and hence cannot be changed. (Linde, 1993, pp. 194-195) 

That a literary literacy is so frequently viewed as common sense and 

natural is due less to any real universal Actuality and due more to the nature of 

its socially constructed ideological disguise produced by those in power as the 

way literacy "ought to be" and certainly the kind of literacy that ought to be 

privileged in schools. The source of that production is the White middle class 

who largely control the society (Au, 1993). Although theorists and researchers 

such as Toni Morrison, Bell Hooks, and Michelle Fine (Fine, Weis, Power, & 

Wong, 1997) have argued for research on privileged standpoints, few studies 

have taken up the challenge. White, middle class standpoints escape serious 

scrutiny, the primary reason I have chosen this population. 

Cultural Models 

"Cultural model" theory can explain so-called common sense 

understanding of privileged literacy. While a detailed understanding will be 

developed in the literature review, cultural models can be briefly defined as 



21 

psychoiinguistic correlates to ideologies and discourses (Baynman, 1995). 

Cultural models create a structured expectation of the ways that people 

understand their world, how the world is or should be, what is expected and what 

is taken for granted. Cultural models help us "naturalize" our social world. 

Because cultural models seem so "natural and matter of course" (Holland & 

Quinn, 1987) they hardly seem worthy of examination. But such lack of 

examination leads this discussion back to the emphasis on a literary literacy, 

which is considered the "natural" literacy in White, urban, middle-class U.S. 

society. 

An understanding of the precise nature of the cultural model of literacy (of 

any population or age) has never been systematically examined, presumably 

because researchers — themselves mostly White middle class — assume they 

know what it is. The bulk of attention has been paid to identifying and describing 

the "literacy event" (Heath, 1982,1983), particularly literacy events by those who 

are living at the "margins." The literacy event is analogous to Hymes' speech 

event and defined as "occasions in which the talk revolves around a piece of 

writing" (Heath, 1983, p. 386). The identification of a literacy event — with its 

social interactional rules which are visibly identifiable — is helpful but also 

problematic. It ignores the non-observable ideologies that give meaning to the 

event (Street, 1993a, 1995). 

Consequently, the narrow framing of literacy that persists in school is due 

in part to the absence of an explication of the cultural models of those 

perpetuating and accommodating it—those who are White and who define 

themselves as middle class. An analysis of the cultural model of literacy of the 

White middle class addresses how this group's beliefs about literacy motivate 
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the orchestration of their "literacy events," especially those directed toward their 

children (almost always storybook reading). It is the cultural model that drives 

and motivates the orchestration of this particular literacy event. It is the cultural 

model that excludes other less prototypical literacy events, so much so that even 

though we each engage in a variety of literacy events daily, we dismiss them 

until they're pointed out. They just aren't what we take to be normal. 

Research Question 

• What are the cultural models of literacy from a selected group of White, 

urban, middle-class parents? 

A point that will be explored in the methodology chapter is my use of the 

term "literacy" normally implying both reading and writing. For the purpose of 

this research, literacy excludes writing and focuses only on reading any printed 

material. In brief, this decision was based on simplifying the research as well as 

narrowly focusing the precise nature of the cultural model which is very likely 

different for reading than it is for writing. 

Theoretical Orientation 

My theoretical orientation is informed socioculturally, sociocognitively, 

and sociohistorically, although the sociohistorical orientation is best left to 

chapter 2. I have been influenced most profoundly by Street's (1984) ideological 

model of literacy which attempts to describe literacy in terms of concrete social 

practices and to conceptualize it in t<^rms of the ideologies in which different 

literacies are embedded. Street points out that there are remaricable similarities 

between middle-class academic ways of viewing literacy in post-industrial 
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societies and the social, cultural, and cognitive characteristics purported to be 

the consequences of literacy. The ideological model is predicated on the 

following characteristics (Street, 1984, p. 8): (a) Literacy is a sociocultural 

construct. Nothing about literacy is either universal or inherent; (b) The meaning 

of literacy depends upon the social institutions in which it is embedded. It 

cannot be studied independently of the social, political and historical forces that 

shape it, and (c) Literacy is found in many societies of the worid that do not 

display the social and cognitive characteristics which autonomous models 

predict should accompany literacy. As Gee (1996) points out, "Literacy — of 

whatever type — only has consequences as it acts together with a large number 

of other social factors, including political and economic conditions, social 

structure, and local ideologies" (p. 58). 

Central to Street's position is that an "ideological" model does not attempt 

to simply match a series of literacy practices with a particular culture, thus 

avoiding the dangers of reifying the concept of culture as inventory (Rosaldo, 

1989; Street, 1993a). Contemporary literature has moved away from univocal 

and harmonious visions of culture and focuses instead on "the processes of 

lived experiences rather than on standardized rules of behavior" (Gonzales, 

1995, p. 237). Culture is not a list of characteristics for differentiating one set of 

people from another. Culture is not a fixed thing handed down from the past to 

be preserved by the present (Street, 1993a). Issues of contestation, ambiguity 

and contradiction have become the focus of ethnography. 

Street (1984) contrasts the "literacy evenf with "literacy practices." The 

literacy event signals mainly behavior. Literacy practices signal a much more 

complex, dynamic understanding. While different researchers have employed 
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the term differently, Street (1984) originally used the phrase as a means of 

focusing on "the social practices and conceptions of reading and writing" (p. 1). 

I have more broadly interpreted "literacy practices" to mean "cultural models," 

since Street links literacy events with the social and folk models regarding what 

the nature of the literacy practice is, what makes it work and what gives it 

meaning. Central to the question of literacy practices is who has access to what 

type of literacy, in what social context is each literacy activity learned and used, 

and "what social values are foregrounded in the social context in which acts of 

reading and writing take place" (Besnier, 1995, p. 5). Looking for how certain 

literacy practices contest with other literacy practices in relation to contested 

cultural processes provides a more dynamic and "critical" association with 

cultural conventions, literacy practices, notions of self, person and identity and 

struggles over power (Street, 1995). 

By questioning the "natural" status of the dominant literacy and its 

associated discourses, Street's description of literacy practices achieves a 

critical dimension to literacy studies. Like critical language awareness 

(Fairclough, 1992a), critical literacy attempts to characterize literacy in terms of 

the relationship between literacy and society: whose purpose does a particular 

literacy event serve, what ideologies are being produced and reproduced, whose 

interest does it serve or not serve, frustrate or not frustrate, how does a 

particular literacy achieve domination, and how does all of this achieve a high 

degree of naturalization (Baynham, 1995)? 

My sociocultural orientation is further infomied by sociocognitive theory. 

An individual or intrapersonai understanding of literacy — what It means, how it 

operates, and how this is naturalized — results from an "internalization" of 
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interpersonal living and interacting in the public world, which is organized 

cognitively. These internalized cognitive schemas which I have referred to as 

cultural models are "intersubjectively shared by a cultural group" (D'Andrade, 

1987), revealing the unique ability to create mental models as a way of 

negotiating the intersection of personal and social realities (Shore, 1996). This 

sociocognitive and sociocultural model is greatly indebted to the insights of 

Bourdieu (1977,1984,1990,1993) who argues that human beings are always 

constrained by the dispositions that are inculcated through our experiences and 

everyday practices. Such dispositions or "habitus" are an "embodied" series of 

expectations about the world that guide our actions. 

Bourdieu's emphasis on "practice theory" — the intersection and 

relationship between personal knowledge and action in the social world — leads 

directly to the final theoretical understanding that informs this research, that of 

the habitus and its application to language. Pre-Chomskian North American 

linguists had been influenced by habitual thought and language. In his studies 

of American Indian languages. Boas (1966) argued that the regularity and 

repeatability of the linguistic categories lead speakers to make certain automatic 

associations that are implicitly different from those made by English speakers. 

The famous "Whorfian hypothesis' focused on how automatic and habitual use 

of grammatical categories (e.g.. tense) shape speakers' world views. While 

avoiding a strong, detenninistic interpretation of Franz Boas, Edward Sapir, and 

Benjamin Whorf, the greater insight to be gained is how habitual, routinized use 

of language causes the implicit meanings and associations encoded in particular 

linguistic forms to go unnoticed. Focus on discourse, i.e., language use, rather 

than grammar (Ochs, 1990) characterizes these implicit meanings as knowledge 
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of "norms, preferences, and expectations relating language to context" (p. 301). 

Such preferences and expectations are made available though the habitual — 

and in the context of this research — indexical use of language. 

Importance of This Study 

In order to begin addressing the importance of this study, usually framed 

in educational genre as "so what?" I will very briefly summarize this study's 

conclusions. When White, middle-class parents talk about reading, given the 

choice, they talk about a literary literacy — reading books. Through indirect 

indexicality, expressing this as a prototypical literacy sends a covert message 

which emphasizes moral worth. In other words, engaging in a literary literacy 

constructs a "good" person. Such a moral attachment to a literary literacy marks 

and morally elevates one's social-class membership, which is itself implicitly 

linked to their racial and cultural status. This moral identity distances these 

parents from both the lower and working class and also, paradoxically, from the 

upper class. Furthermore, institutions designed to facilitate the literacy of 

children and families construct a similar discourse where the goal of learning to 

read is secondary to the primary goal of reshaping the moral character of the 

families, particularly non-mainstream and cultural minority families. This 

discourse is hegemonically constructed as "immoral" if the kinds of literacies in 

which they engage do not match a "moral literary." 

Cultural models, while highly motivating, generally remain implicit, 

unacknowledged and very often denied. The cultural model of literacy that I will 

describe in detail is one that fits nicely with the current political conservative 

ideology where reading instruction is afforded more national prominence than 
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ever and has been appropriated by conservatives as a tool for their own political 

gain. However, it is dangerous to suggest that only religious or political 

conservatives have appropriated this issue for debate. The hegemonic nature of 

these literacy discourses — ideological points about morality — are also being 

waged by those who would define themselves as politically progressive. Such 

discourses are in fact neither conservative nor liberal. They are decidedly 

middle class and rendered normative. Like the unmarked race of the middle-

class parents in my study, such ideological messages are invisible but made 

available, and linguistically very productive. By making explicit the implicit and 

naturalized ideological nature of this cultural model, I hope to shift the attention 

of those working with families such as teachers and family literacy workers to an 

examination of the workers' own unarticulated system of beliefs. 

The remaining dissertation is organized in the following manner: Chapters 

2 and 3 are the literature review and methodology respectively. Both foreshadow 

the data analysis and concluding chapters. The data analysis is divided into 

seven chapters. The first three — chapters 4, 5, and 6 — present the 

metaphorical analysis which Is governed by the three schemas; LITERACY IS 

MORALITY, LITERACY IS AN OBJECT. LITERACY IS A SKILL. In each of these Chapters 

I highlight each of the metaphors and describe what they mean in relationship to 

the governing schemas. In these chapters 1 identify the parents in my study only 

incidentally. Chapters 7,8,9 and 10 present the analysis of their reasoning, 

each chapter emphasizing the relationship between two or more themes. 

Chapter 7 describes the relationship between literacy and schooling; chapter 8 

describes "moral joumeys"; chapter 9 describes parents' common-sense 

understanding of written and oral language; chapter 10 describes the complex 
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associations parents mal<e with literacy, individualism, success and freedom. It 

is also within these four chapters that I describe many, although by no means all, 

of the parents in my study. While it would certainly be a more personal piece of 

research to portray these parents first, for the purpose of this research it is really 

unnecessary. What is important is to present the metaphor analysis first 

because these schemas govern the entire analysis, serving as an outline for the 

larger "cultural schema' (Quinn, 1999) for literacy that constitutes the White, 

middle-class model. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter will foreground the themes that I explore in both the data 

analysis and concluding chapters. In cases where the literature is best viewed 

as part of the data analysis and conclusion, I have placed it in the appropriate 

chapters. The literature reviewed in this chapter explores topics that inform the 

theoretical orientation and content of my research which include: (a) the 

historical nature of literacy in the United States; (b) cognitive anthropology and 

cultural model theory; and (c) the social class theory of Pienre Bourdieu and the 

composition of the White, middle class. I conclude this chapter with an 

examination of two related topics; indexicality and metaphor. 

The Historical Perspective 

of the Moral Imperative of Literacy 

As I stated in the Introduction, my research explores how White, middle-

class parents express ideologies about literacy in moral tenns. I am, however, 

not the first person to emphasize the moral nature of literacy. In The Literacv 

Mvth. social-historical historian Harvey Graff (1979) critiques the role literacy 

played in 19th century Canada. Graff challenges the myth that literacy 

contributed to democracy, equality, social mobility, or better conditions for the 

working class and the poor. Instead, Graff demonstrates how schools became a 

hegemonic tool leading to students' "unwilled and unselfconscious consent" to 

the direction that the predominant group imposes on social life — particularly on 

morality, which included attitudes, habits, and values that were based on the 

"cultural necessities of progress and the requirements of the society" (p. 25). 



30 

This was accomplished through mass schooling that would express the dominant 

social assumptions — those of the White, middle class — in order to maintain 

order and control. Particular texts and teaching methods were used so that the 

'inculcation" of morality was foremost and supreme. "Fomial education, through 

the structured provision of literacy, was intended to elevate and assimilate the 

population and insure peace, prosperity, and social cohesion" (p. 27). Education 

would produce "discipline." Literacy was rarely seen as an end in itself. 

Literacy, alone — isolated from its moral basis — was feared by the dominant 

class and considered potentially subversive in that it might lead to rising 

expectations and demands for an increased share of economic resources. The 

solution was to offer particular and limited kinds of literacy to socialize learners 

for specific roles. With proper instruction, the dangers of uncontrolled literacy, 

or of illiteracy, could be neutralized. As children leamed to read they would be 

taught the rules of social order and correct behavior of economic advancement. 

The promise of economic advancement as a result of literacy served the function 

of appeasing the working class while legitimating and reproducing the status 

quo. Literacy was the vehicle for the "moral message and the development of 

hegemony" (p. 48). 

Graff quotes the superintendent of the Kingston schools, whose declared 

aim was to close the gap between the classes and eliminate conflict (but not 

inequality): 

Education is to be the lever, that will not only show the deformity of vice, 
but that will elevate the social state of the poor — assimilating them in 
habits, thoughts, and feelings to the rich and the educated — giving 
them the same intellectual tastes and pleasures and imbuing them with 
the same social sentiments and feelings, (pp. 33-34) 
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Graff points out liow, pardoxically, many rewarding vocational positions 

could have been filled by an "illiterate" since many of these tasks did not 

intrinsically require literacy. Why was it believed that literacy would lead to 

better jobs? Graff argues that it had to do with both ideological interests, as 

have been described, and the construction of the middle class. In the end, the 

acquisition of literacy was not advantageous to the poorest groups in terms of 

either income or power. Income and power depended on ethnicity, and being 

Irish Catholic or Black was a disadvantage. Literacy did make a difference with 

groups already advantaged, such as White Protestants. 

A similar moral-historical development occurred within the United States. 

Literacy was once pluralistic and diverse in conception with a multiplicity of 

literacies associated with specific uses (Cook-Gumpertz, 1986), particularly 

religious and civil (Keller-Cohen, 1993). In colonial America, "illiteracy" only 

referred specifically to the lack of a Latin-based scholastic learning. However, 

during the process of state formation, industrialization, and the movement 

towards mass schooling in nineteenth century North America, the definition of 

literacy narrowed to a context-independent form of "schooled literacy" (Cook-

Gumpertz, 1986) which assumed symbolic and ideological dimensions that went 

far beyond being able to read and write (Graff, 1979). Literacy became 

associated with liberty, morality, intelligence, and economic well-being (Cook-

Gumpertz, 1986). 

The shift from "literacies" to a single "literacy" as ideology was integral to 

its use as a means of governing. Whereas once the state feared the 

development of literacy among the lower class (as Graffs study of Canada, it 

was seen as a social danger, an implement of lower class turbulence and 
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disorder), by the mid-nineteenth century, literacy was mandated as a means of 

social and moral regulation and cohesion. By the end of the century, illiterates 

were the new problem: they were "deviants" who carried the burdens of society's 

evils (Rockhill, 1993). 

In the northern states, newspapers taught their readership the value of 

literacy by linking it with economic progress, public and private virtue, and 

national character. Values were also expressed in children's books and 

schoolbooks. Virtues such as love of country and God, the value of education, 

duty to parents, thrift, honesty, hard work, and obedience were reflected in every 

story. By 1850, reading had become a virtue itself, and the good child was 

distinguishable from the bad child in part by the ability to read (Soltow & 

Stevens, 1981). Newspaper editors constructed a symbiotic relationship 

between home and school, saying parents were obliged to teach 'the rudiments' 

of spelling and reading to their children. Webster's American Spelling Book, 

promoting history, geography and morals (De Castell & Luke, 1983), also made 

it clear that reading was an activity not to be forgotten at home. Webster 

recommended to children that "when they are at home, [they should] read some 

good books, that God may bless them' (in Soltow & Stevens 1981, p. 65). The 

very presence of books in the home was perceived as a formative influence on 

interpersonal relations among ^mily members. The books themselves 

instructed ^milies in their roles: 

When my father comes home in the evening from work. 
Then will I get up on his knee, 
And tell him how many fine things I have learned. 
And show him how good I can be. (quoted in Soltow & Stevens, 1981, p. 
66) 
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Newspapers also created homespun sentiment, describing warm 

evenings by the fire, reading: 

The little family circle is never so closely united and so happy in itself as 
winter evening, especially when the stomn is beating upon the window; 
and he ought to be a happy man who listens while one of his children 
reads, and watches his eyes sparkling when he reads.... (quoted in 
Soltow & Stevens, 1981. p. 66) 

During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as leisure time 

reading was increasingly emphasized, newspaper editors — in their self-

appointed role as protectors of an enlightened and literate society — would step 

in when it was perceived that parents were not doing their job as literacy 

advocates. While the solemnity of children's books of colonial days disappeared, 

there was an increased evangelical linking of literacy with economic success 

through 'proper socialization.' The values of nineteenth century Protestantism 

provided a supportive ideological environment for this trend (Soltow & Stevens, 

1981). 

This was the period of the "common school," an establishment most 

closely associated with Horace Mann (Spring, 1990). The term "common" meant 

that children were to receive a common moral education to create a common 

social class. According to Spring, Mann felt that the common school would end 

the problems between labor and capital by (a) eliminating the friction caused by 

class consciousness, and (b) improving the general wealth of society thereby 

addressing refomners who called for a redistribution of property from rich to poor. 

Mann not only Insisted that it was the right of every American to receive 

an education, but held this right superseded the parents' desires. Mass 

schooling and universal literacy became the primary means to craft national 

identities and allegiances. Literacy was to speak directly to the morality of the 
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individual. It became a way to structure the individual's reality. As a result of 

the flaws in the reasoning of common school reformers, the Utopia of the 

common school was never to be. However, faith in the power of the school 

continued into the twentieth century and the ideology of the common school 

became a standard part of the beliefs of most Americans (Spring, 1990). 

Popkewitz (1987) discusses the importance the school curriculum played 

in crafting national identities. For the middle class, school was intended to 

provide the "taste, aesthetic awareness, and cognitions that would enable their 

children to compete with the older elites" (p. 3). But the curriculum was also 

designed by middle and upper class reformers for the education of this nation's 

poor and immigrants, as a means to eliminate poverty, crime and social 

problems. Socialization through schooling was thought to prepare an emerging 

middle class for its semi-leadership role in society (Popkewitz, 1987), leading 

Spring (1990) to comment that "the idea of education as capital investment and 

as a means of developing human capital has become one of the major 

justifications for schooling in the twentieth century" (p. 93). 

Once schools became a convenient method of providing a future labor 

force, teachers found themselves administering tests of both moral and 

economic worth; Could the individual read? For the potential employer, failure 

to read became a useful method to select and sort labor. Moreover, the number 

of years in school could be used to discern how well socialized the individual 

was, a process that was assumed to be accomplished through the number and 

quantity of books read. Socialization "guaranteed" political and social stability. 

Schools began assuming an increasing role in this responsibility, as it was felt 

that the capacity of the family to provide adequate child socialization was 
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diminishing. The elevation of the school was viewed as a panacea for society's 

ills. With this came greater responsibility to teach children reading and writing. 

By the mid-nineteenth century, reformers began the transformation of 

public education into a state-wide graded system. They acknowledged the 

emerging American pluralism, which was perceived as a threat to the essential 

homogeneity of the country. As large numbers of non-English speaking 

immigrants came to this country, two complementary policies of social 

integration evolved (Nespor, 1987): 

(1) Compulsory formal schooling administered by the state, by taking over 
the socialization function of the family, provided the mechanism for 
immigrant children to assimilate into the prevailing norms; (2) literacy 
evolved into a symbol of national identity. The emphasis of "civic-
national" literacy was on promoting and standardizing a national 
language. (Resnick & Resnick, 1977, p. 375) 

Following the European model, reading instruction assumed the form of 

an oral performance for an audience; each student taking a turn reading a 

passage aloud to their classmates and their teacher (De Castell & Luke, 1983). 

Teaching methodology and the content of instructional materials emphasized 

phonological "correctness." Sounds were taught letter by letter and syllable by 

syllable, to stress articulation and pronunciation, as well as to "correct" dialects 

(Robinson, 1977). Those not reading aloud were expected to listen attentively to 

the reader. "The teacher would read a sentence, and the pupils would keep 

pronouncing it until they said it 'properly'" (Robinson, 1977, p. 47). Literacy was 

no longer tied to social practice, critical thinking or religion; the object of study 

was language for no other purpose than the reification of its own existence and 

self-importance. 
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The Book as a Commodity 

In this research, 1 examine how literacy is "objectified." This is 

complicated by the fact that the book is an object and a commodity, the end 

product of a complex and historical process that involves a production and 

circulation aimed at constructing White, middle-class identities. This section 

chronicles that history of commodification and fetishism, and unless othenwise 

noted, is a summary of Radway's (1997) extensive analysis. 

The history of book production in the nineteenth century United States 

was the result of a host of related factors; institutional, economic, social, and 

cultural. This new kind of book was quite different from the "traditional" texts that 

had been conceived of as serious classics — an emanation from an author, and 

a permanent, valuable possession whose intrinsic value appreciated with age, a 

mark of status and education. These new books (usually referred to as 

"chapbooks") were not linked to their authors but to potential readers, marketing 

particularly to pleasure and the expansion of leisure time. They were conceived 

primarily on the "model of commodity, that is, an evanescent object that could 

fulfill particular needs and desires and then be discarded" (p. 129). 

The early mass-marketing of books — the consequence of cheap 

production — was, ironically, highly criticized by the elite for their association 

with pleasure. Nevertheless, cheap book production emerged in concert with 

the newspaper business, and there was much competition between the two. 

Newspapers, in fact, competed with these early popular books by serializing 

fiction. The cheap book trade continued into the 1890s with the institution of 

paperback libraries and the book series; 

Aiming not only at widespread but repetitive sales, these publishers 
sought to open a permanent channel of communication like that 
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pioneered by newspaper and magazine publishers, this time between 
themselves and book buyers, a conduit they then had to keep endlessly 
filled with a predictable supply of stories likely to interest consumers, (p. 
132) 

As a consequence, numerous writers received contracts to regularly write 

books within editorial guidelines. Authors could not publish their works using 

their own names. Further, the content of these cheap books was not considered 

the author's possession but a corporate and collective one. "This book gave 

material form to popular common sense only to disappear shortly thereafter in 

favor of some new instance of this rationalized fomn of cultural bricolage" (p. 

135). 

Still, editors were concerned that these cheap books devalued the worth 

of literature and a "discourse of protectionism developed among some cultural 

arbiters who saw the traditional book as an endangered species and reading as 

an art in danger of extinction" (p. 139). These arbiters took it upon themselves 

to construct various cultural sanctuaries to promote the right kind of reading. 

One of these was the public library, which Soltow and Stevens (1981) argue was 

designed to promote upward economic mobility through reading. (The strict 

code of silence in libraries was meant to foster proper reading habits.) The 

second cultural preserve to promote the right kind of reading was the public 

schools, where children were taught not only what to read but how to read it. 

Post-Civil War upper classes were in part consolidated by the identification of 

particular cultural practices that were either unavailable to or not adopted by the 

masses: 

"This led not only to the creation of great neoclassical museums, libraries, 
concert halls, and educational establishments in every major American 
city but also to the establishment of a new 'high literary zone' first 
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identified with the Atlantic Monthly. Century Magazine, and Harper's." 
(Radway, 1997, p. 140) 

These literary magazines, targeted to an elite, highly educated audience 

that demanded lengthy and highly polished fonns of writing, created a new 

version of literature which constructed all popular writing as nonliterary and 

unworthy of attention. This elite fomi of imaginative writing was conceived of as 

the superior "literature," anointed with a quasi-sacred status, while nonaction, 

journalism, and popular writing was considered mundane. "'Literature' evolved, 

then, as an honorific term to be conferred by experts only on those works that 

rendered themselves distinct' (pp. 143-144). 

The demand for cheap fiction nevertheless continued to increase, 

generating intense debates in American public libraries as to the advisability of 

stocking such materials. A whole new genre of writing evolved devoted to 

infomriing readers how and what to read. These books emphasized not leisure 

reading but rather the instrumental benefits, commodifying even "high literature" 

as a form of intellectual and social benefit. Reading was constructed as a 

"highly disciplined form of cognition" (p. 144), not to be associated with 

emotions. Despite the missionary zeal of the campaigns against reading for 

pleasure, even librarians eventually began to emphasize recreational reading 

and literacy self-determinism. 

By the early 1900s, the book-as-commodity began to take on another 

value by conferring status upon the owner as an educated individual, whether or 

not the owner had actually read them: 

Every book sale could generate two fonns of profit. On one hand it could 
generate cash for its publishers. On the other hand it could also produce 
perceived changes in the status of the individual who bought it because 
the more traditional discourse about the book had managed to associate 
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the social prestige of learning with the particular technology for producing 
that learning in the first place, that is, with the leather- or cloth-covered 
book itself. (Radway, 1997, p. 145) 

Subscription houses such as P. F. Collier and Sons schemed to sell the 

Harvard Classics, building on the celebrity of Harvard's president and the 

country's foremost literary critic, Charles Eliot. Among Eliot's claims was the 

importance of a five foot shelf in the home to hold all the books necessary for a 

liberal education and of self-guided education for 15 minutes a day. Books also 

began to take on a decorative value, and writers for magazines such as Good 

Housekeeping recommended what sorts of books might be placed in the library, 

the bedroom, or drawing room. Advertising constructed individuality as not 

something inherent in the person but a condition that was to be achieved, that is 

"constructed or performed through the tasteful and judicious selection of 

commodities" (Radway, 1997:149) as in the display of books. 

Radway quotes Gurthrle from a 1925 article in Good Housekeeping on 

books and their decorative value: "Try [books] — working out personal needs 

according to space and position, and leam how human and interesting a room 

can be." Radway (1997) comments: 

Gurthrie's comments enable us to see the irony in the fact that as the 
book was more thoroughly objectified by a variety of marketing schemes 
and distribution mechanisms around the turn of the century, it was also 
more thoroughly endowed with an agency and Individuality of its own. By 
suppressing its status as the product of a complex set of social actions 
associated with a determining act of authorship, this consumerlst 
approach to the book foregrounded its capacity to bring about ends by 
virtue of its circulation in the market and Its adoption and application by 
readers In the realm of everyday life. At the same time, it Illuminated its 
status as an animate object endowed with a vitality and life of its own and 
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hence with an agency capable of doing things both to and for readers, 
(pp. 149-150) 

Utilitarian books continued to be valorized as the text of "color" and 

interior design. Their gendering provided a gateway into texts that provided 

"pleasure" and any expression of sentiment and emotion. Books could magically 

create moods and states of mind by their mere presence in a room. 

Radway's discussion of the Book-of-the Month Club, which Harry 

Scherman began in 1926, explains how the success of the club was due to its 

founder's ability to "concertize complex ideological sentiments" such as those 

discussed above, in advertising appeals designed to sell. A volume of 

Shakespeare, with its blue cover, is not unlike the leather-bound version of 

Shakespeare that was offered with a gift of a box of chocolates. As easy to 

acquire as a box of candy, 

Scherman's first volume of the Little Leather Library promised immediate 
gratification and pleasure on the act of consumption Disarticulated 
. . .  b y  i t s  v e r y  s i z e  f r o m  t h e  t r o u b l e s o m e  i n t i m i d a t i o n  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  
great books of high culture, this miniature volume displayed its 
accessibility not to the high and mighty but to the little person, the 
average American. Scherman created, finally, a book aspiring middle-
class readers could use, a utilitarian object vy^ose very possession and 
display would create a numbus of culture, thereby conferring a certain 
social status, even as it held out the contradictory promises of read 
cultural mastery and immediate gratification. (Radway, 1997, p. 152) 

In this first section of the literature review, I have examined several 

sociohistorical processes that significantly influence current understandings of 

literacy. This included the construction of a single literacy as a moral ideology 

as a means of governance and crafting national and labor identities. The 

emergence and production of cheap fiction became one tool toward this end, 

ultimately bestowing upon consumers, particularly those aspiring to become 

middle-class readers, a product that would mark them as such. This history is 
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embedded in our current conceptions of reading and what it means to be literate, 

all becoming manifest in the discourses of the middle-class parents who are in 

my study. In the next section I examine how such ideologies that have been 

described become understood cognitively and expressed socially. 

Cognitive Anthropology, Cultural Models, and Discourse 

Cognitive anthropology is "the study of the relation between human 

society and human thoughf (D'Andrade, 1995, p. 1). As an outgrowth of 

cognitive anthropology, cultural model theory describes how humans organize 

their understanding of the social world. In order to thoroughly explain cultural 

model theory I will develop three themes: (a) the development of prototype 

theory, (b) schema theory, and (c) discourses. 

For more than two thousand years, philosophers have struggled to 

understanding how human beings "categorize." How do we understand what 

things belongs together, what it means to belong in the "same category?" There 

is nothing more basic to human behavior than to categorize (Lakoff, 1987). 

Whenever humans reason about anything as a ^/nd of thing, we are 

categorizing. Reasoning, intentional action, production of speech, all require the 

ability to categorize. Categorization is central to how we think and how we 

function (Lakoff, 1987). 

From Aristotle to Wittgenstein, human categorization was unproblematic, 

not debatable or even considered a theory (Lakoff, 1987). Classical Aristotelian 

categorization easily described category membership. A particular item (usually 

a lexical term) either satisfied the feature or didn't, and all the items that had a 

given property or properties in common formed this category. These properties 
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were necessary and sufficient to define the category. For example, the English 

word "relative" is defined by the computer dictionary (American Heritage 

Dictionary) as "one related by kinship, common origin, or marriage." In order to 

determine membership in this category, a series of yes-no questions could be 

asked to detennine which lexical items belonged in the category: "Is the queen 

of England a relative?" "Is the president of the United States a relative?" "Is a 

father a relative?" "Is a mother a relative?" Eventually a lexical domain of 

approximately twenty words such as "mother," "father," "brother," could be 

generated. In this standard view, everything either has or doesn't have a given 

property, and everything that does have the property fits within the category and 

is given equal status —- categories are well-defined. 

But consider the problem with the term "father." Aristotle couldn't 

anticipate modern reproduction technology. Is a man who donates the sperm to 

conceive a child considered a father? Is the woman who gives birth to an 

adopted child considered a "mother?" The difference between "birth mother," 

"adopted mother," "donor father," and so forth are not permitted in classic 

Aristotelian categorization. Social psychologist Rosch (1978) provided the first 

full-scale challenge to this classical theory. Her prototype theory recognized 

that humans conceptualize categories in terms of consisting of a "best example" 

and then a graded set of other members. Whereas classic categorization 

defined categories in terms of shared properties of members, Rosch 

demonstrated the (now obvious) critical importance of human understanding to 

the categorization equation. She writes: 

In terms of the principles of categorization ... cognitive economy dictates 
that categories tend to be viewed as being separate from each and as 
clear-cut as possible. One way to achieve this is by means of formal, 
necessary and sufficient criteria for category membership. The attempt to 
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impose such criteria on categories marks virtually ail definitions in the 
tradition of Western reason.... Another way to achieve separateness 
and clarity of actually continuous categories is by conceiving of each 
category in terms of its clear cases rather than its boundaries.... 
Categories can be viewed in temns of their clear cases if the perceiver 
places emphasis on the correlational structure of perceived attributes 
such that the categories are represented by their most structured 
attributes.... By prototypes of categories we have generally meant the 
clearest case of membership defined operationally by people's judgments 
of goodness of membership in the category. (Rosch, quoted in D'Andrade 
1995, pp. 118-119) 

Ratings of prototypes are correlated with a wide range of cognitive effects 

(D'Andrade, 1995). When asked to give examples of objects in a category, 

people are very likely to spontaneously list objects with a high prototypicality 

rating. People can judge whether an object belongs in a category if it is 

prototypical rather than non-prototypical, and people are likely to hedge for non-

prototypic objects, such as responding to the question, "Is a penguin a bird?" 

Others have also questioned the classical model, the most cited probably being 

Fillmore's (1975) lexical item of "bachelor." No necessary and sufficient 

collection of features could determine whether such a term could be applied to 

the Pope, or a gay man, or a 90-year-old never married man. These would be 

treated as graded concepts or "fuzzy sets" (Zadeh, 1965) in contrast to the 

prototypical bachelor, a young adult heterosexual man who has never been 

married. D'Andrade (1995) argues that the human cognitive system seems to be 

designed as a "structure seeking device." 

As prototype theory developed in the mid-1970s, researchers in 

psychology, linguistics, anthropology, and artificial intelligence began 

recognizing how human cognition was even more complex, leading to the 

"schema theory" (D'Andrade, 1995). The term — dating more recently to Piaget 

and as far back as Kant — describes how the brain organizes experience as a 
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result of interaction with the environment. The reciprocal nature of schema 

theory operates in the following way; a schema is a chunk of infomnation about 

some part of the world that develops from an individual's prior experience and is 

stored in memory, influencing our interpretations and comprehension of 

subsequent experiences (D'Andrade, 1985,1987,1995; Strauss & Quinn, 1997). 

In order to comprehend those "subsequent experiences," we must "activate" our 

preexisting schemas. Prototypes and schemas are related but not the same. A 

schema is; 

. . .  a n  o r g a n i z e d  f r a m e w o r k  o f  o b j e c t s  a n d  r e l a t i o n s  w h i c h  h a s  y e t  t o  b e  
filled in with concrete detail, while a prototype consists of a specified set 
of expectations. The filling in of the slots of a schemas with an 
individual's standard de^ult values creates a prototype. A prototype is a 
highly typical instantiation.(D'Andrade, 1995, p. 124). 

A schema is considered "genetic" knowledge, Rumelhart's (1975) 

restaurant schema being a popular example, but so can there be a dissertation 

schema, a soda schema, a television commercial schema, a meat schema, and 

so forth, ranging from simple to complex, part to whole, concrete to abstract 

(Strauss & Quinn, 1997). A prototype is the most representative member of the 

category (Holland & Quinn, 1987). It is also a simplified instantiation. If 

examined closely, the Pope or a gay man should be considered as much a 

bachelor as the prototype, as should an ostrich as much as a sparrow be a bird. 

But the fact that these examples are less prototypical indicates that 

categorization based on prototypes is a simplified categorization, with the details 

excluded. 

Strauss and Quinn (1997) argue that people have ongoing, common 

experiences that are mediated by humanly created artifacts and learned 

practices. These experiences lead people who have had other similar 
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experiences to develop a comparable set of shared schemas. From this 

perspective, it can be said that such people share a culture; 

Culture ... isn't some free-floating abstract entity: rather, it consists of 
regular occurrences in the humanly created world, in the very large 
collection of schemas people share as a result of these, and in the 
interactions between these schemas and the word. When we speak of 
culture, then, we do so only to summarize such regularities. This makes 
"culture" a rather fuzzy concept, because we're focusing on people's 
(more-or-less) shared experiences and the schemas they acquire on the 
basis of those experiences, (p. 7) 

The temi for intersubjectively shared cultural schemas, particular those 

that are more complex, is "cultural models" (Strauss & Quinn, 1997) — 

"Presupposed, taken-for-granted models of the worid that are widely shared ... 

by members of a society and that play an enormous role in their understanding 

of that world and their behavior in it" (Holland & Quinn, 1987, p. 4). Because 

cultural models are the worids of common-sense and considered 'natural' and 

'normal,' they are highly motivating (Strauss, p. 1992) since they create a set of 

structured expectations about how the worid is or should be, what is to be 

expected, taken for granted, given. But these expectations are of a simplified 

worid, where prototypical events unfold, "with prototypical roles for actors, and 

prototypical entities, all chained together by shared assumptions about causality, 

both physical and psychological" (Holland & Quinn, 1987, p. 20). An easier way 

to think about cultural models is to imagine that all humans have a vast series of 

videotapes or movies in our mind (Gee, 1996), each one depicting prototypical 

— or what we take to be nomnal — events in a simplified worid. This simplified 

worid where prototypical events unfold involves us in exclusions which we are 

usually not aware of. The purpose of cultural models is to establish what counts 
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as central and typical cases, and to establish what counts as marginal, non-

typical cases (Gee, 1996). 

One excellent example of a cultural model is Holland and Skinner's 

(1967) study of the cultural model of "romance" among American collegiate 

women. Holland and Skinner describe the "taken-for-granted world of 

male/female relations" from the perspectives of the women in their study: 

A male earns the admiration and affection of a female by treating her well. 
Intimacy is a result of this process. The female allows herself to become 
emotionally closer, perhaps as a friend, perhaps as a lover, perhaps as a 
fiancee, to those attractive males who make a sufficient effort to win her 
affection. Besides closeness and intimacy, the process of fomning a 
relationship also has to do with prestige. When a male is attracted to a 
female and tries to earn her affection by good treatment, her 
attractiveness is validated and she gains prestige in her social group. For 
his part, the male gains prestige among his peers when he receives 
admiration and affection from and gains intimacy with females. 

Normally, prestigious males are attracted to and establish close 
relationships with prestigious females, and vice versa. Sometimes, 
however, a male can succeed in winning the affection of a female whose 
prestige is higher than his own. However, the more attractive she is, the 
more he must compensate for his lack of prestige by spectacular efforts to 
treat her well. Correspondingly, females sometimes do form close 
relationships with males who have higher prestige than they do. When 
the male is more attractive or has higher prestige than the female, she 
often must compensate by giving her affection to him without his doing 
anything to earn it. (pp. 89-90) 

This cultural model described is a simplified and "idealized" world. Within 

this world there are certain kinds of men who are unattractive and insensitive 

and are unlikely to receive a female's admiration. These low-prestige men are 

described by the women pejoratively with terms such as "jerk," "nerd," and 

"turkey" because the men don't understand the women's position. In other 

words, these men do not realize they are unattractive and insensitive and 

behave as if their relationship with these women was closer than what the 
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women really want and don't "take a hint' Consequently, these men must be 

rejected by the women in a very direct, unpleasant manner. But derogatory 

terms such as "jerk" and "nerd" are implicitly understood by this group of women 

as "unspoken expectations and common knowledge" (p. 79) of romance. "The 

hearer is expected to infer missing information cued only by the information that 

is included and by the genre in which the information is presented" (p. 79). 

This final section examines the social nature of cultural models. No one 

person has the entire cultural model or an entire series of cultural models in his 

or her head. Cultural models of anything are "contextually distributed" (Shore, 

1996, p. 313) and made available among the "group" so that they can ultimately 

be shared. No two people share all the culture of the group (Cole & Engestrom, 

p. 1993). It is much like the plot of a story where different people have different 

bits and can ultimately share the infomriation to develop the "big picture" (Gee, 

1996). Cole (1996) argues that since schema theory gained wide acceptance 

among cognitive psychologists and anthropologists, it is widely assumed to be 

exclusively mental structures inside the head. On the contrary, schemas and 

their associated cultural models operate "not uniquely inside-the-head" but like 

all artifacts, "participate on both sides of the 'skin line'" (Cole, 1996, p. 128). 

Cultural models don't simply happen in the head. They are enacted as a social 

practice in (tie social world between people. As in the case of the young 

collegiate women, cultural models are teamed In people's ongoing interactions 

among each other. 

Gee (1997) makes this same point by describing the cultural model of 

"bird watchers." Bird watchers have ways of talking, acting and interacting, 

watching, reading, writing, "with associated meetings, written materials, bird 
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reserves, associations, and physical settings for meetings and materials" (p. 

289). This series of social practices with associated people, Gee — developing 

Foucault — refers to as a Discourse (with a capital D) meaning an amalgamation 

of "language, bodies, heads, and various props in the world' (p. 289). The 

Discourse of any cultural model has several functions. First, it serves to 

apprentice new members. Second, the Discourse helps people form cultural 

models since these models never reside solely in their heads because they can 

be found in the newsletters, journals, books, social practices, institutions, 

organizational structures, and conversations of the Discourse (Gee, 1997). 

Finally, the Discourse keeps people's cultural model from deviating too far from 

the other people with whom you share the same cultural model. If a person's 

cultural model deviates too far from the group, "your practice will begin to render 

you marginal to the Discourse" (p. 290). Here, Gee again follows Foucault by 

suggesting that the Discourse will "discipline" members of the culture by putting 

them back in line.^ 

Foucault's (1972) discussion of "discourse" does not pertain to 

grammatical analysis. Rather, he refers to a system of rules that are 

sociohistorically variable. Such a system makes it possible for only certain 

statenfients to occur at particular places and within particular institutional 

settings. "As history constantly teaches us, discourse is not simply that which 

translates struggles or systems of domination, but is the thing for which and by 

' For Foucault (1977,1981), "discipline' was a "technology" of power, with "examination" and 
"confession" as its primary techniques. Disdpline was the manifestation of the architecture of 
institutions such as prisons, factories, and schools, particulariy related to "space." In these 
environments, under constarrt monitoring, the entire body's dispositions are sutqected to 
disdpline, such as in handwriting instruction. Disdpline is considered a technology for handling 
masses of people but does so in highly individualistic ways and sut̂ ects them to normalizing. 
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which there is struggle, discourse is the power which is to be seized" (Foucault, 

1984, p. 110). Foucault goes on to say that: 

In every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, 
selected, organized and redistributed by a certain number of procedures 
whose role is to ward off its powers and its dangers, to gain mastery over 
its chance events, to evade its ponderous, fomnidable materiality." (1984, 
p. 109) 

These procedures include "prohibition." Foucault writes that "we know 

quite well that we do not have the right to say everything, that we cannot speak 

of just anything in any circumstances whatsoever, and that not everyone has the 

right to speak of anything whatever" (Foucault, 1984, p. 109). 

Gee's development of a Discourse as more than just language, but as the 

integration of words with one's "identity kit which comes complete with the 

appropriate costume and instruction on how to act... so as to take on a 

particular social role that others will recognize" (1996, p. 127) can be 

generalized to virtually any other Discourse, including a man, woman, university 

professor, gang member, physician, a skier, or a reader. 

In my review of the pertinent literature on prototype theory and schema 

theory, cultural models, and Discourses, I have tried to emphasize both a 

cognitive and social understanding, where one can only be understood in 

relationship to the other. Literacy, as part of concrete human activity, is 

cognitively organized in such a way as to depict some events as more 

prototypical than others. The organization of those prototypes does not occur in 

a vacuum, but is the result of particular historical and ideological forces. My 

research emphasizes the parents' cultural model of literacy. That model, like the 

model of romance, is a taken-for-granted simplified worid where prototypical 
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literacy events unfold. This model establishes what counts as "typical" literacy 

and excludes other less typical literacies. 

Children are socialized, or what French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu 

(1977) refers to as "inculcated," into this cultural model of literacy beginning in 

their infancy. In the next section, 1 will examine Bourdieu's work and his 

perspective on social class production and reproduction. Bourdieu's theory of 

class is central to this dissertation. Bourdieu's vision of "immaterial fonns of 

capital" (Calhoun, 1993) as forms of status attainment, are much more satisfying 

than orthodox Marxist or even neo-Marxist perspectives (see, for example, 

Aronowitz, 1992) that do not emphasize variable fonns of identity. 

Bourdieu and Social Class 

Bourdieu attempts to understand the concept of "context" in human 

thought through the notion of "practice." That is, meaning is not in the mind of 

an individual or in individual action but in everyday practices which cannot be 

separated from modes of social relations (Cole 1996). Bourdieu argues that 

human beings are always constrained by their lived experiences. The "habitus" 

is the structured inequalities learned from the life experiences of childhood on, 

the long process of "inculcation" from childhood — within the family and other 

households, the school, and other institutions — resulting in implicit assumptions 

about the worid which are "embodied" or "incorporated" as a "subjective state" 

and then reproduced in the taken-for-granted dispositions of everyday life. The 

habitus is sometimes referred to as a "feel for the game" in that it influences 

individuals to act and react in specific situations in a manner that is not always 
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the predictable consequence of strict obedience to rules. Instead, the habitus is 

considered a state of "dispositions" that generates perceptions and practices. 

Like Gee's Discourse, the habitus comprises ways of being, knowing, 

understanding, perceiving, and acting, which are characterized by groups who 

have been "socialized in a particular social location itself defined primarily by its 

peculiar material conditions of existence" (Radway 1997, p. 388). For Bourdieu, 

the habitus is a function of one's existence within a class: 

Class (or group) habitus, that is, the individual habitus in so far as it 
expresses or reflects the class (or group) could be regarded as a 
subjective but non-individual system of internalized structures, common 
schemes of perception, conception and action, which are the precondition 
of all objectification and appreciation; and the objective co-ordination of 
practices and the sharing of a world-view... founded on the perfect 
impersonality and interchangeability of singular practices and views. 
(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 60) 

In Distinction (1984), his study of French cultural capital, Bourdieu 

specifically addresses "taste" — the aesthetic dispositions that operate to 

establish social distinction and people's participation. These distinctions 

account for the similarity in the habitus of individuals from the same social class. 

Taste is class culture that has been "embodied" and naturalized, helping to 

shape the class body. For example, Bourdieu found homologies in the habitus 

of the "upper class" — such as teachers, engineers, and other professionals — 

in what they eat, watch on television, buy for a home, and wear for clothes, as 

well as their politics, taste in art and books. This was distinguished from the 

"lower-class" tastes of office workers and small-shop sales people. Bourdieu's 

analysis demonstrated the very close relationship of cultural practices and 

opinions to educational capital and "social origin." Systems of domination are 

expressed in all areas of such taste preferences; 
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Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier. Social subjects, classified 
by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they 
make, between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and the 
vulgar, in which their position in the objective classifications is expressed 
and betrayed. (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 6) 

Bourdieu's discussion emphasizes how "economic" capital — the quantity 

of income or material good one possesses — is but one resource of personal 

wealth or "modes of domination" (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 183). Capital also involves 

individual attributes and personal qualities that can be used in exchange for 

goods, services, or position. How an individual commands and orchestrates a 

network of several forms of "symbolic power" such as "cultural capital" (an 

aesthetic and cultural knowledge or dispositions) and "social capital" (networks 

and connections) plays a detemnining role in establishing one's social position. 

The possession of cultural capital, which is unequally distributed among 

social and class fractions, allows (or doesn't allow) the individual to enter what 

Bourdieu refers to as a "social field" (Bourdieu, 1993). The field is an 

"independent social universe with its own laws of functioning, its specific relation 

offeree, its dominants and its dominated" (p. 146). 

People do not live in a vacuum, but act in their social world which is 

governed by sets of social relations. The "field" is any social formation, such as 

the economic field, the educational field, the political field, the cultural field, and 

so on, that is defined as a structured space governed by its own laws of 

functioning. Fields are semi-autonomous in that each is "structured 

homologous[ly] with each other" (R. Johnson, 1993, p. 8). The structure of the 

field is detemiined by the relations among the positions that individuals occupy 

in the field at any given time and the "distribution of the appropriate forms of 

capital" (Postone, LiPuma, & Calhoun, 1993, p. 5). 
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Each single field is also a site of struggle where people compete for 

control of either interests or resources specific to that field. While the economic 

field requires "economic capital," other fields such as the literary field requires 

other forms of capital where "entrance" is based on purely symbolic practices 

founded on a dialectic of knowledge (connaissance) and recognition 

(reconnaissance). Bourdieu suggests that "a work of art has meaning and 

interest only for someone who possesses the cultural competence, that is, the 

code, Into which it is encoded" (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 2). 

Bourdieu's concepts of field and habitus allow for the exploration of the 

production of a system of inclusion and exclusion (Popkowitz, 1998), where the 

local knowledge (habitus) of certain groups in the social field treat this 

knowledge as an unmarked universal nomri. Diverse groups, through a system 

of recognition and distinctions, deviate from the universal standards. "In this 

way, diverse groups are only seen from the perspective of a being who is 

different from the norm" (p. 558). 

Bourdieu's discussion is helpful to define the "middle class," a vague term 

used casually in the literature. Part of the difficulty in defining the middle class is 

that the middle class no longer is and perhaps never has been a single 

homogeneous unit. The expression "middle class" originated in the early 

nineteenth century and referred to those who were distinguished from the 

aristocracy as well as from the working class (Savage, Barlow, Dickens, & 

Fielding, 1992). This usage, as Savage et al., (1992) point out, does not 

indicate that different people within the middle class have anything in common. 

Anderson's (1983) definition of a "nation" as an "imagined political community" is 

useful in that members of the middle class don't even know who most of their 
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fellow-members are. The middle class is a group whose members are trapped 

with images of what the "middle class" is (Holland, Lutz, & Nonini, 1999), images 

of their own making and images shaped by the mass media. 

The middle class can range from those who are economically 

'comfortable' to those who are the 'backbone' of the American economy such as 

shop owners, and Mom and Pop businesses, home-based and otherwise 

(Holland et al., 1999). There is the "new middle class," a group represented by 

professions such as teachers who use a college education and the 

"credentialing" process (Glassman, 1997) as a means of economic 

advancement. There are the self-described middle-class two parent families 

where both parents sacrifice so that one parent can stay home full time with a 

child. There Is me, a doctoral student with no savings and a paltry university 

income, not even taxable, who nevertheless would define myself, for reasons 

that will become clear, as middle class. 

In a sense the middle class, and in particular the White middle class, 

operates under its own cultural model of a prototypical middle-class family which 

has more to do with morality than with economy: "People who live a 'normal' life 

in heterosexual families with one or two children, one or two cars, and one or 

two pets" (Holland et al., 1999, p. 4). When self-proclaimed members of the 

middle class challenge or disrupt this model, other 'real' middle-class members 

can be annoyed. Using only an economic measure, the very temn "middle class" 

suggests those who are more or less financially 'in the middle.' Unlike their 

parents, children of the post-World War II economic boom live a lower standard 

of living than their parents (Newman, 1993). The paradox is that while these 

baby boomers suffer their own downward mobility in the guise of industry-wide 
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slumps, loss of jobs and foreign competition, the middle class attributes the 

decline not to change or variability of capitalism but to the moral character of 

themselves and others who become the victims, a point that foreshadows one 

conclusion of this research. Dudley (1999) writes; 

Membership in the middle-class is ... not just a matter of achieving a 
certain standard of material success and, once having done so, resting 
back on one's laurels: it requires the unremitting performance of a 
distinctive moral character— one which, in every community, is as much 
culturally-defined as it is economically defined, (p. 4) 

Any specific definition of the term "social class" will always be contested 

since these are generalizations about large groups of people — about how they 

live and how they make their livings — and necessarily ambiguous. Bourdieu 

(1987) states that a class, social, sexual, ethnic, or othenAnse; 

. . .  e x i s t s  w h e n  t h e r e  a r e  a g e n t s  c a p a b l e  o f  i m p o s i n g  t h e m s e l v e s ,  a s  
authorized to speak and to act officially in its place and in its name, upon 
those who, by recognizing themselves in these plenipotentiaries, by 
recognizing them as endowed with full power to speak and act in their 
name, recognize themselves a members of the class, and in doing so, 
confer upon it the only fomn of existence a group can possess, (p. 15) 

Ehrenreich (1990) and Newman (1993) both argue that the middle class 

includes a diverse range of professions from the "cream" of the middle class, 

such as moderately high paid lawyers, to what Newman refers to as "knowledge 

workers," who are important in numerical terms and because their work is highly 

technical. These are computer programmers, air traffic controllers, and lab 

technicians. The middle can include school teachers, anchorpersons, 

engineers, professors, government bureaucrats, corporate executives (up 

through middle levels of management), some lawyers, advertising people, 

therapists, financial managers, architects. In my study, the professions of the 

parents included teachers, small to medium business owners, a landscape 
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architect, a psychotherapist, a university professor, stay-at-home mothers, and 

an intake director for a "prestigious" drug and alcohol rehabilitation clinic. 

Building on Bourdleu (1984), Ehrenrelch (1990), and Newman (1993), I 

describe the middle class as having these broad four points of commonality; 

1. Occupation. Members of the middle class work for a living, whether 

they are self-employed or part of a large workforce. In instances of two-parent 

families with children, one parent may choose not to work. 

2. Defining experiences. Ehrenreich describes this as a "guildlike quality" 

with more or less shared understandings, struggles, identities, and aspirations, 

as well as shared disappointments. One defining experience for the "new middle 

class" is a college education (Glassman, 1997), a form of cultural capital which 

in western society is associated with, among other things, aesthetic sensibilities 

and the "promotion of civilized modes of conduct" (Warde, 1997, p. 113). All but 

one parent in my study has a university degree and several hold advanced 

degrees. (Extenuating circumstances precluded the one parent from completing 

degree. She attended one semester of college and dropped out. This parent 

has otherwise become professionally successful.). The middle-class generally 

welcome people who have completed a lengthy education and attained certain 

credentials into their 'club.' 

3. Income. Within my study, annual household incomes range from less 

than $30,000 to more than $100,000 per year. All the families own their homes 

and earn enough money to live in a neighborhood inhabited by other members 

of the middle class. All the ^milies in my study to some degree participated in 

the kinds of activities that Ehrenreich suggest that middle-class families find 
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money for such as vacation trips, psychotherapy, fitness training, summer camp, 

and the consumption of "culture" in various fomns. 

4. Lifestyles and taste. Occupation, experiences, education, and income 

all shape a commonality of lifestyle and consumer tastes. As I detailed during 

my discussion of Bourdieu, middle-class consumption functions as markers of 

class. Historically, the social prestige of the middle class (and the upper class) 

is associated not only with economic capital but with their claims to be cultured 

(Warde, 1997). These cultured tastes provide the middle class cues by which 

they recognize each other outside of their occupational settings and guarantee 

they do not accidentally fall into the company of someone of lower status 

(Ehrenreich, 1990). Marriage within the group is important to members of the 

middle class and helps give this class, like the other classes in American 

society, a certain caste-like quality. 

Race and the Middle Class 

A fifth point of commonality among the middle-class parents in my study 

— and a significant point — is that they are all White. Of course, not all 

members of the middle class are White, but most are. While some have written 

that race and class are distinct, the argument in this research holds that race 

and class are inextricably tied, the consequence of their mutual histories 

(Frankenberg, 1997). The articulation of a White middle-class identity is 

different than the articulation of an African American or Latino middle-class 

identity. 

Throughout all my interviews, the issue of race is strikingly absent, a point 

also made by Linde (1993) in her work with North American middle-class 
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narratives. For the White middle class, race and class do interact but not visibly. 

Frankenberg (1993) argues that part of the "work" of whiteness involves 

"generating norms, ways of understanding history, ways of thinking about self 

and other, and even ways of thinking about the notion of culture itself (p. 231). 

In other words, the "racializing hegemony" (Hill, 1999) of whiteness makes 

whiteness appear as a natural category that is historically timeless. White 

becomes equated to being American, and being American is conflated to being 

White (Rodriguez, 1998). In such an environment, "Whites are invisibly normal, 

and ... racialized populations are visibly marginal" (Hill, 1999, p. 682). 

Whites in this country live in racially homogeneous neighborhoods and 

consume media that are dominated by Whites (Sleeter, 1994). Their views of 

the world are White and tend to support White privilege but do so in a way that 

appears natural (Sleeter, 1994), as if their world views were only influenced by 

other Whites. Morrison (1992) makes a similar point about the canon of 

American literature. She discusses the silence among literary theorists 

regarding African American influence over our nation's literature: 

For some time now I have been thinking about the validity and 
vulnerability of a certain set of assumptions conventionally accepted 
among literary historians and critics and circulated as knowledge. This 
knowledge holds that traditional, canonical American literature is free of, 
uninformed, and unshaped by the four-hundred-year-old presence of, 
first, Africans and then African-Americans in the United States. It 
assumes that this presence which shaped the body politic, the 
Constitution, and the entire history of the culture has had no significant 
place or consequence In the origin and development of the culture's 
literature. Moreover, such knowledge assumes that the characteristics of 
our national literature emanate from a particular "Americanness" that is 
separate from and unaccountable to this presence. There seems to be 
more or less tacit agreement among literary scholars that, because 
American literature has been cleariy the preserve of white male views, 
genius, and power, those views, genius, and power are without 
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relationship to and removed from the overwhelming presence of black 
people in the United States, (p. 5) 

By its very absence in everyday talk, whiteness — in coordination with 

issues such as gender and sexual orientation — operates in power relations that 

lead to social consequences of exclusion of those who are nonwhite, thus 

hegemonically maintaining and reproducing social class. As McClaren (1998) 

argues that: 

Whiteness is also a refusal to acknowledge how white people are 
implicated in certain social relations of privilege and relations of 
domination and subordination. Whiteness, then, can be considered as a 
fomn of social amnesia associated with certain modes of subjectivity within 
particular social sites considered to be nomnative." (p. 66) 

Even parents such as the ones in my study, who would very likely engage 

in altruistic "anti-racist" debates, by virtue of their whiteness "occupy a privileged 

location" (Bonnet, 1996, p. 98) with the luxury of being passive observers of 

race. White "racial" identity, as Bonnet goes on to say, will never actually be 

torn open or abolished. 

The luxury of having 'no color" is revealed by Haney-Lopez's (1996) 

description of a legal feminist conference where women attending were asked to 

choose several words to describe themselves. No White women chose a 

personal racial description whereas all the women of color selected at least one 

racial term. Middle-class people of color may enjoy class advantages, but as 

racially oppressed and devalued groups living in a segmented society such as 

the United States, they have conscious awareness of how color shapes their 

lives and identities, economically and socially. 
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For example, both middle-class and working-class African Americans are 

limited to the least remunerative and prestigious occupations relative to White in 

the same social class (Higginbotham, 1997). Most middle-class African 

Americans, (Staples reports that approximately 35 to 40 percent would be 

considered middle-class, depending on the definition used) "teach and provide 

health and human services, and professional and managerial services to other 

Black people. The size and affluence of the Black community is a factor in the 

growth of the middle class" (Higginbotham, 1997, p. 407). Black women who 

obtain a university degree or advanced degree must contend with sexual 

discrimination as well as racial barriers to secure middle-class professional 

careers. Frankenberg (1993) refers to "Whiteness [signaling] the production and 

reproduction of dominance rather than subordination, normativity rather than 

marginality, and privilege rather than disadvantage" (p. 236). 

Such dominance is instantiated within the Eurocentric curriculum. This 

curriculum begat the institution of public education that is designed primarily to 

reproduce the economic and social conditions already in society by providing 

middle- and upper-class children with preferential treatment (Bourdieu & 

Passeron, 1990; Bowles & Gintis, 1976). Most U.S. teachers are White and 

come from lower middle-class and middle-class homes (Feiman-Menser & 

Remillard, 1996; Gomes, 1994; Zimpher, 1989). They have grown up in 

suburban and rural areas of the nation and teach geographically close to where 

they grew up. Teachers bring to the classroom their worldvlew that is 
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constructed "within unequal racial relationships" (Sleeter, 1994, p. 252) but do 

not recognize it as such. 

Sleeter summarizes Weiler's (1989) study of White teachers which 

demonstrates that most had little exposure to the experiences and perceptions of 

Americans of color. All but one had grown up in all White neighborhoods. 

Eighteen had absolutely no experience with people of color outside their 

teaching. Their introduction to, and ongoing experience with, people of color 

was only the consequence of classroom teaching. Eight of the teachers had 

experiences with racial diversity acquired through travel. Weiler writes: 

As whites they are in a position of dominance and thus do not identify 
themselves by race, since white privilege is so much a defined part of 
U.S. society that whites are not even conscious of their relationship to 
power and privilege. In U.S. society, white is the norm, people of color 
are defined as deviating firom the norm and therefore their race becomes 
an issue. (Quoted in Sleeter, 1989) 

This last section has summarized Bourdieu's description of the 

relationship between social structure and practice, and how differential systems 

of recognition and distinction are marked by the embodiment of habitus. 

Microanalytic studies that emphasize cultural mismatch between home and 

school (for example, Au, 1980; Heath, 1983; Michaels, 1981; Piestrup, 1973), as 

well as macroanalytic studies that connect school learning with ideological 

structures (for example, Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; Ogbu, 1978) have all 

demonstrated Bourdieu's point that schooling — a product of and for the White, 

middle class — is implicitly and explicitly organized to reproduce the 

perspectives and institutions of those in power (Vasquez, Pease-Alvarez, & 

Shannon, 1994). Apple (1996), building on Bourdieu's description of elite 

culture, habits, and tastes, writes: 
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Shannon, 1994). Apple (1996), building on Bourdieu's description of elite 

culture, habits, and tastes, writes; 

The granting of sole legitimacy to such a system of culture through its 
incorporation within the official centralized curriculum ... creates a 
situation in which the markers of "taste" become the markers of people. 
The school becomes a class school, (p. 23) 

Bourdieu's analysis provides a powerful critique of how a particular set of 

linguistic and cultural capital becomes privileged in a school system which in 

turn dominates the working class and ethnic and nonwhite minorities. The 

White, middle-class parents in my study both consciously and unconsciously 

align themselves with such a dominating system, as well as with all of the 

descriptors that appear before their status as "parents." 

Indexicality 

This final section of this chapter examines the theoretical orientation that 

underlies the semiotic nature of my linguistic analysis that uses metaphors as a 

means of reconstructing cultural models. The central premise of the 

metaphorical analysis involves the indexical nature of those metaphors. 

Metaphors are hardly the exclusive domain of indexical analysis since language 

in general serves an indexical function. But because metaphors are "culturally 

laden" (Quinn, 1999) and meaningful, they serve an extremely useful analytic 

purpose. I begin with a general discussion of indexicality, since indexicality is 

central to any discussion of meaning, language, and culture. I discuss 

indexicality by emphasizing the contributions of Charles Peirce (1955), Michael 

Silverstein (1976), and Elinor Ochs (1990). I conclude this chapter with a 

examination of metaphor from the perspectives of George Lakoff and Mark 
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Johnson (1980), Lakoff (1987) and Johnson (1987), and finally from the 

contrasting perspective of Naomi Quinn (1991). 

All meaning relationships are indexical relationships. Signification — or 

signs — concerns a relationship among objects where one object "directs the 

attention" (Hanks, 1996, p. 56) of its interpreter to another object, without 

describing the object. 

Philosophers have long recognized different kinds of signification, usually 

distinguishing between arbitrary and natural signs. Letters representing 

linguistic sounds provide an example of arbitrary signs since there is no 

necessary relationship between the shape of a particular letter and the sound it 

stands for. The same sound can be represented by different letters in the same 

alphabet or by different symbols in different orthographic traditions (Duranti, 

1997). "A letter represents a sound and can evoke that sound in a reader 

because a convention has been established and accepted by a community" 

(Duranti, 1997). A popular example of a "natural sign" is the smoke alerting us 

that there is a fire. Such a sign is not established by convention, but by the 

knowledge of a recurrent natural phenomenon. "There is a relationship of 

contiguity between the sign (smoke) and the phenomenon it stands for (fire)" 

(Duranti, 1997). A person who sees smoke will likely infer that it is coming from 

afire: 

"The smoke does not 'stand for" the fire the way in which the word 'fire' 
might be used in telling a story about a pat event. The actual smoke is 
connected, spatio-temporally and physically, to another, related, 
phenomenon and acquires 'meaning' from the spatio-temporal, physical 
connection." (Duranti, 1997, p. 17) 
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Charles Sanders Peirce 

American philosopher Charles Sanders Peirce began with a similar 

observation, calling the smoke an index and distinguishing it from completely 

arbitrary signs (symbols) and signs that try to reproduce some aspect of their 

referent (icons). According to Peirce (1955), "A sign ... is something which 

stands to somebody for something in some respect of capacity. It addresses 

somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or 

perhaps a more developed sign" (p. 99). For Peirce, cognition, thought, and 

even human beings are semiotic in their very essence (Noth, 1990). Peirce's 

semiotics is based on three broad categories: "Firstness" is unreflecting feeling, 

without reference to anything. "Secondness" is the category of comparison, 

reality, time, and space. Thirdness" is the category of mediation, habit, 

memory, continuity, communication, representation. It is within the phenomenon 

of thirdness that Peirce explores another triadic relationship —• the categories of 

the sign which he assigns a functional character. 

Signs are not a class of objects. Nothing is a sign unless it is interpreted 

as such. They exist only in the mind of the interpreter. Therefore, an utterance 

cannot directly express anything; it can only stand for it. Any utterance or 

expression is always one step removed from the thing or idea it stands for. For 

Peirce, understanding is dynamic and productive. The sign "addresses 

somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or 

perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which it creates I call interpretant of 

the first sign" (Peirce, 1955, p. 99). For every sign there is an object, or "for 

what the sign stands for" (Almeder, 1980, p. 24). And there must also be an 

effect in an interpreter. If I am asked a question and my interpretation of that 
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question is an elaboration of the first question, I have created a new sign. 

These signs indefinitely reproduce themselves in the world. 

It is with the addition of the interpretant that Peirce joins the object and 

the ground to create the "true sign form." The object is what the sign represents, 

what the sign stands for. It is the contact point between the sign and the world 

of experience. "The sign stands for something, its object. It stands for the 

object, not in all respects, but in reference to a sort of idea, which I have 

sometimes called the ground of the representamen" (Peirce, 1955, p. 59). 

Icons (firstness) stand for something by virtue of resemblance. The 

indexical connection between two objects is aided by some perceived 

resemblance between the two objects. A picture of a deer within a red triangle 

located at the side of a highway indicates that deer are crossing the road and 

drivers must be cautious. Symbols (thirdness) represent neither physical nor 

existential resemblance to the object. "Symbols" — demonstrated in the 

sentence "All dogs have fleas" — have no actual resemblance to the object and 

must conjure up an actual scenario. Symbols seem to be based solely on 

convention. "Dog," "paper," or "sofa" are words that have no similarity between 

the word and its object other than by convention, but the utterance of these 

words produces a relationship between the sign and the object. 

Indices — the indexical sign proper — also require convention. Indices 

(secondness) are a; 

. . .  s i g n ,  o r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  w h i c h  r e f e r s  t o  i t s  o b j e c t  n o t  s o  m u c h  b e c a u s e  
of any similarity or analogy with it, not because it is associated with 
general characteristics which that objects happens to possess, as 
because it is in the dynamical (including spatial) connection both with the 
individual object, on the one hand, and with the sense of memory of the 
person or whom it serves as a sign, on the other hand. (Peirce, 1955, p. 
107) 
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The connection between one object and another is aided by their 

contextual contiguity in the emergent conditions of the semiosis. 

For example, among Spanish speakers, "tu" indexes an addresser and an 

addressee in the context of an infomial speaking event; "tu" further indexes 

singularity. Neither index would be similarly available if these same speakers 

were speaking English. Sometimes further mfomaWon beyond the context may 

be needed for the index to be meaningful. I may repeatedly honk at a slow 

driver on a city street but get no immediate response or satisfaction. The index 

of honking, in this instance, requires instructions, even though the event occurs 

within a context, and it is the relational nature — the utterance (honk), the 

situation (driving), and the object being referred to (or honked at) — that creates 

the meaning. This discussion is crucial in that it helps conceptualize "culture" as 

a pragmatic, "indexical," that is, context bound system of meaning. Signification 

of meaning is impossible without a "ground" or presupposed context. 

Michael Silverstein 

This understanding would be obvious were it not for Western linguistics' 

historical neglect of context, the point Silverstein (1976) addresses in which he 

uses "shifters" (referential indices, such as the Spanish "tu") as a heuristic to 

account for pragmatic analysis of speech behavior (Levinson, 1983). Silverstein 

builds on the work of Jakobson (1960) who emphasizes how the various 

elements of utterances serve as linguistic signals that focus attention on (or 

index) different components of the speech situation to different degrees in 

varying communicational contexts. Jakobson (1960) extends Karl Buhler's 

model of six "constituitive factors of verbal communication" to which he 
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correlated six corresponding functions of language. The functions of messages 

corresponding to each of Jacobson's basic elements of communication are 

detemnined according to the communicative "orientation," the predominant focus 

on the situation. Every message has an orientation toward the context, the 

speech situation. The other important point about Jacobson's model is that 

utterances do not have a single function. They may have a primary function but 

typically will simultaneously realize different functions. 

Silverstein's general desire to account for speech as "meaningful social 

behavior" (p. 11) centers on the indexical elements of speech whose meaning, 

as Jakobson and Hymes point out, "always involve some aspect of the context in 

which the sign occurs" (Sllverstein, 1976, p. 11). By introducing indices, 

Silverstein incorporates the work of Peirce. Therefore, by taking a particular 

sentence and combining the concept of indexicality with Jakobson's functions, 

everything uttered produces an enormous amount of potentially accessible 

indices. 

Silverstein's later papers (1979,1981,1987a) tie his arguments to 

Benjamin Whorf. Lucy (1992) suggests that "this differential susceptibility to 

awareness could help provide a principled basis for an account of the 

interrelation of linguistic structure, function, and ideology' (p. 115). In other 

words, if Whorf is right, then no language is immune from projecting a world 

view. One can generalize Whorf to other categories of language, leading to an 

unreflecting, habitual folk understanding about its very nature. This Whorflan 

position pemriits Silverstein to find secondary and tertiary phenomena even in 

linguistics. We think of language through a filter presented to us at least 

partially by the fomns of language itself. These understandings become part of 



the broader cultural system and show up In areas that are considered 

"ideological." For Sllverstein (1979), this partial awareness of, and ideology 

about, the structure of language, shapes action and is shaped by action. 

Much of Silverstein's 1976 paper works out the main kinds of indexical 

elements of language, beginning with deictics — words or expressions whose 

reference relies completely on context, such as "I," "now," "here" (Fromkin & 

Rodman, 1993). Indeed, "the single most obvious way in which the relationship 

between language and context is reflected in the structures of languages 

themselves is through the phenomenon of deixis" (Levinson, 1983, p. 54). 

Hanks (1990) argues that what is distinctive about deictics and other shifters is 

that "indexical relations are the very core of their general meaning" (p. 38). 

"Shifters," as the name implies, calls attention to how the property of 

linguistic signs such as "here," "I," "you," "this," and "thaf must shift their 

meaning depending on the context in which they are used (Hanks, 1997). The 

index "here" denotes wherever the speaker is (or relatively close) when "here" is 

uttered. "There" denotes someplace further away than "here." Both "here" and 

"there" presuppose the existence of a referent that is identifiable. "1" and "you" 

may be labeled by linguists as pronouns, but both words have no fixed meaning. 

"1" is only the person who is talking. In order to know who "1" is, one must also 

know who the speaker is. Similarly, to know who "you" is, one must know who is 

being talked to. These pronouns do more than imply the existence of an 

addressee, they actually make the social category of "addressee/recipienf 

happen (Duranti, 1997). This infonnation is rooted in the speech moment, their 

meaning fixed by the context of the speech act, and must be within the 

interaction of each moment. It is not a matter of a speaker knowing about the 
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world and conveying it to the listener, but a matter of speaker and listener 

together creating a world to which they will give mutual attention. 

The shifting described here is well represented in Goodwin's (1990) 

analysis of children's oral stories. Here, Goodwin develops Irving Goffman's 

notion of frame analysis who, in turn, built upon Volosinov's analysis of reported 

speech to demonstrate 'who is talking." According to Goodwin, Goffman 

subdivides the speaking individual, "I," into many different entities. "Instead of 

occupying alternative roles in separate domains of action, these entities coexist 

as different levels of an intricately laminated participation structure" (pp. 232-

233). The following is a brief excerpt from a story told by a young girl about a 

policeman who chased people away after a fight; 

An' boy I ran across-the-stree 
Say "lkay=l LIVE RIGHT HERE." 
(1.2) 
He said ((thuggishly in bass voice)) 
"You better-you better live right here." 
That cop. Ool:::(5.4) That was a bard today. (Goodwin, 1990, p. 233) 

In order to determine who "I" is, Goodwin must distinguish between the 

originator of the statement, the emitter of the statement, how Barbara acts as an 

animator, the character (figure) who is being enacted, and the "author" of the 

statements used by the young girl, Barbara, i.e., the one "who becomes socially 

responsible for making those statements" (p. 233). "I," in Goodwin's example, 

does far more than merely refer, in the ideology of fonmal linguistics. "1" projects 

phenomena in the world, and can only be understood relative to the participant's 

framework in which the roles are greater than Barbara and the addressee. 

Barbara's story indexes what Silverstein says are "configurations of contextual 

features" (Silverstein, 1979, p. 206). 
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Elinor Ochs 

Duranti (1997) states: 

To say that words are indexically related to some "objecf or aspect of the 
world out there means to recognize that words carry with them a power 
that goes beyond the description of people, objects, properties, and 
events. It means to work at identifying how language becomes a tool 
through which our social and cultural world is constantly described, 
evaluated, and reproduced, (p. 19) 

Silverstein's point is that if we think about the indexical functions of 

language from a social perspective, two sets of indexicai functions exist which 

he refers to as function^ and function 2 Elinor Ochs (1990), building on 

Silverstein, has characterized these functions as direct and indirect indexicality; 

direct indexicality is the actual intentions that people have when they speak; it is 

unmediated. Indirect indexicality is the effects that people are not consciously 

aware of but can be shown to be present and culturally fundamental. 

Ochs is trying to explain how language acts as a socializing tool, and she 

is concerned with how certain features may index such aspects as social 

identity, roles, relationships, and knowing the speaker. In other words, Ochs 

wants to understand how language indexes "sociocultural infonnation at the 

level of particular communicative events' (p. 292). She argues that there are 

two means of indexing a sociocultural contextual dimension: either a single 

linguistic fomn or a set of linguistic fomns. Referring back to the earlier example 

of the use of "tu," the honorific "usted" indexes the polite nature of the social 

relationship between speaker and addressee, as it does in many other 

languages with similar "tu-vous" distinctions, in other cases, Ochs points out, 

"contextual information is indexed through a set of cooccurring structures" (p. 

294) where a set of linguistic features occur. These features might include pitch. 
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hedge, and (for example) the African American English Vemacular deletion of 

the copula. 

Ochs provides an excellent example of how the more complex indirect 

indexical relation, a feature of the communicative event that is "evoked indirectly 

through the indexing of some of/?er feature of the communicative event" (p. 295). 

The Japanese sentence-final particles such as "zo," "ze," and "wa" indirectly 

index a gendered identity and an affective disposition of both men and women 

— what it means to be a socially constructed female or male. Since Japanese 

women are supposed to be more gentle than their male counterparts, use of wa 

indirectly indexes affective dispositions and female identity. The converse is 

true for zo and ze. In becoming linguistically competent during the language 

socialization process, Japanese children are simultaneously oriented culturally 

and acquire a folk theory of social identities pertaining to gentleness in women 

and aggressiveness in men. 

In a series of papers, Hill (1975,1993,1993a, 1995,1999) has applied 

such a semiotic analysis to "mock Spanish" (previously "junk Spanish") as a 

productive form of "racist discourse." Mock Spanish incorporates the use of 

Spanish language into English by English speakers trying to be jocular and hip. 

Hill has collected nunfierous common and popular expressions that are heard in 

movies ("Hasta la vista, baby') to handwritten signs that have appeared on the 

doors of restrooms ("Casa de Pee-Pee"). They demonstrate how the use of 

Mock Spanish sends both direct and indirect indexical messages. English 

speakers of Mock Spanish maintain that they use it because they have heard it 

and that its use is cosmopolitan. Hill's analysis reveals that Mock Spanish 

projects a second set of indirect indexical messages: "profoundly racist images 
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of members of historically Spanish-speaking populations" (Hill, 1999, p. 683). 

These messages, unlike the direct indexical messages, are never 

acknowledged: 

I have labeled Mock Spanish a "covert racist discourse" because it 
accomplishes racialization of its subordinate group targets through 
indirect indexicality, messages that must be available for comprehension 
but are never acknowledged by speakers. (Hill, 1999, p. 683) 

Hill's use of "must be available" is important since it avoids indirect 

indexicality as a "hard" interpretation of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis of linguistic 

determinism. As Ochs (1990) points out, such a hypothesis can be applied to 

discourse and culture rather than grammar and culture. Language can have a 

"Whorfian effect" (Hill & Mannheim, 1992) where the "hegemonic structure is 

reproduced below the speaker's threshold of awareness, unconscious, but is 

challenged from above the threshold of awareness, consciously" (pp. 389-390). 

Metaphor 

A contemporary theory of a type of linguistic determinism is described by 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Gibbs (1994), Kovecses (1986), Lakoff (1987, 

1993), Johnson (1987), McLaughlin (1990), and Wolsterstorff (1995) among 

other cognitive linguists and philosophers who argue that metaphor plays a 

central role in constituting cognitive thought processes and contributing to the 

"cognitive meaning of our discourse" (Wolsterstorff, 1995, p. 488). The human 

conceptual system is said to be metaphorically structured. Spoken metaphors 

— "What he said left a bad taste in my mouth"— reflect underlying conceptual 

metaphors — IDEAS ARE FOOD —which constitute our understanding. Johnson 

(1987) points out how such a metaphor is our chief means for understanding. 
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Metaphors are said to do the reasoning for us. As Lalcoff and Johnson (1980) 

write: "We have found ... that metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in 

language but in thought and action. Our ordinary conceptual system, in terms of 

which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphoric in nature (p. 3). 

The primary function of metaphor is to understand difficult, complex, or 

abstract concepts in terms of something relatively concrete and familiar 

(Kovesces, 1986). A metaphor, as McLaughlin (1990) points out, "involves a 

transfer of meaning from the word that properly possesses it to other words 

which belongs to some shared category of meaning" (p. 83). 

Each metaphor has a "source" domain — the source of the experience; a 

"targef domain — the abstract concept the metaphor is aimed at clarifying; and 

a "source-to-target mapping" — the conrelation between the two, why the 

particular mapping occurs. The canonical example of such a transfer is in 

ARGUMENT IS WAR, which structures one type of everyday activity, arguments, in 

terms of another, less common activity, war, complete with the physical, concrete 

accouterments of warfare. An argument is partially structured, understood, 

performed, and talked about in terms of war. The concept is metaphorically 

structured, as are the activity and the language. Statements such as "You 

always attack my position," "Your argument is indefensible," and "You shoot 

down everything I say" demonstrate just how productive the source-target 

relationship of metaphors can be. Talking about arguments presupposes the 

war metaphor, but we are hardly ever conscious of it. The metaphor is not 
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merely in the words we use; it is in our very concept of an argument. We talk 

about arguments in a particular way because we conceive of them that way — 

and we act according to the way we conceive of things. 

This chapter began with a discussion of human categorization and ends 

with the same discussion. Lakoff (1987) asks what it is about the human mind 

that allows it to categorize the way it does, intimately linked ecologically to our 

physical and cultural experience (in contrast to the classical view that concepts 

are abstract and separate from human experiences). Lakoff suggests that 

categories can be characterized using four types of cognitive models: 

1. Propositional models "specify elements, their properties, and the 

relations among them" (p. 113). Much of our knowledge is in the form of 

propositional models, such as knowledge about fire — that it is dangerous. 

2. Image-schematic models "specify schematic images, such as 

trajectories, or long, thin shapes or containers' (pp. 113-114). Our knowledge 

about baseball pitches includes trajectory schemas. Johnson (1987) makes the 

point that image-schematic metaphors are our mental representations of 

physical experiences of our spatial position in the world. For example, humans 

have ongoing experience with our bodies as containers and as an object in 

containers, such as a room; we look into containers and take things out of 

containers; our bodies are understood as containers of such things as blood and 

other sensations. Metaphors such as these map understandable and concrete 
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image-schematic understanding of the physical world onto abstract concepts, 

such as the "mind as a container." 

3. Metaphoric models "are mappings from a prepositional or image-

schematic model in one domain to a corresponding structure in another domain" 

(Lakoff, 1987:114). While the ARGUMENT IS WAR is an example of a 

prepositional mapping, a conduit metaphor such as, "I'm trying to get what you're 

talking about" is an example of an image-schematic model. 

4. Metonymic models are "models of one or more of the above types, 

together with a function from one element of the model to another" (p. 114). 

Metonymic models are distinguished from metaphoric models in that the former 

emphasizes a part representing the whole so that one thing might stand for the 

entire category. "Get your butt over here" effectively demonstrates how the part 

stands for the entire person. Whereas metonyms have one conceptual domain, 

metaphors have two conceptual domains and one is understood in terms of the 

others (Gibbs, 1994). 

Kovecses (1986) and Lakoff and Kovecses (1987) argue that many 

categories are organized by a "central metaphor." The numerous idioms that 

express anger, for example, are thought not to be random but as having a 

systematic, coherent organization that underlies their many metaphorical 

expressions. The central metaphor for "anger" is located in the physiological 

effects of anger and is considered to be very rich and productive, "entailing" or 

"carrying over" a series of related metaphors and metonyms. It is from this 
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system that the researcher is said to be able to conceive a "prototypical 

scenario' where all the metaphors and metonyms converge on that scenario 

functioning together to help characterize a single concept (Lakoff, 1987). 

Quinn (1987,1991,1997,1999) understands speakers' use of metaphor 

quite differently from that of Lakoff and Johnson and most others who study 

metaphor. As an anthropologist, Quinn is interested in a well-articulated place 

for culture in any linguistic analysis and she remains concerned with the role that 

metaphor plays in understanding culture. 

In keeping with the anthropological tradition, Quinn (1991) addresses her 

methodological concern: Lakoff and Johnson are never clear how they gathered 

their metaphoric data. One is left to assume they used their knowledge as 

native speakers of English with the help of other native speakers of English. 

From this large data bank, Lakoff and Johnson seem to have used their own 

intuition to interpret and speculate about metaphoric data. Instead, Quinn too 

her extensive corpus of metaphors from numerous and lengthy inten/iews with 

married couples who talked about mamage. She collected hundreds of hours of 

analyzed discourse. Her method of data collection, treatment of the data, and 

concern for culture reveal a different perspective on why people use metaphor 

and how that use of metaphor relates to cultural understanding. 

Instead of a central metaphor about marriage, Quinn discovered that the 

hundreds of metaphors couples used to talk about marriage fell into eight 

classes (In various places, Quinn uses the terms "classes," "prepositional 
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schemas," and "schemas" interchangeably.): lastingness, sharedness, (mutual) 

benefit, compatibility, difficulty, effort, success (or failure), and risk. Each class 

is Instantiated by a wide variety of metaphors. The schemas that MARRIAGE IS 

ENDURING (LASTING), for example, includes the metaphors of MARRIAGE IS A 

MANUFACTURED PRODUCT. MARRIAGE IS AN ONGOING JOURNEY, MARRIAGE IS A 

DURABLE BOND BETWEEN PEOPLE, MARRIAGE IS A FITTING PART, MARRIAGE IS AN 

INVESTMENT, and so forth. The "manufactured" metaphor includes To have that 

bond between us," "when the marriage was strong," "we're stuck together," 

among others. Very often, metaphors will convey several parts of the cultural 

model. For example, Quinn (1991) quotes from one husband; 

Accepting the differences that were there and that were going to — you 
know, and that I would have to put up with some of the situations that I 
didn't like and continue to until we had worked it out. But that however 
long and stony a road it was, we had agreed to set out on it and meet 
each small situation as it came. (p. 73) 

Quinn argues that the "long and stony road" metaphor expresses both the 

difficulty of marriage as well as its lastingness. But she argues against the point 

that these metaphors themselves "give rise" to the inferences that speakers 

make about difficulty and lastingness. Rather, the metaphors clarify that 

marriage is both difficult and lasting. 

Because models can be complex, Quinn's example of marital sharedness 

demonstrates how speakers often use metaphors intended to clarify or make a 

point about aspects of the model: "We present a front of sorts together. Not a 

couple front, but a united front. A common value system that we share and 

things that we want to show to other people. Where we're af (Quinn, 1991, p. 

76). 
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Quinn's example demonstrates how the husband has adopted this 

metaphor to make a point he already has in mind rather than being led to this 

point by a previously unrecognized entailment of the metaphor. 

The superficiality of metaphorical differences, the small number of 

metaphor classes, and their recurrence reveals that metaphors themselves 

cannot be the basis for a shared understanding but are highly constrained by an 

already existing cultural model of marriage (Quinn, 1991). The cultural model 

exists independent of the metaphors, and speakers select the metaphors about 

marriage to explain, clarify, explicate, or draw an analogy to a point about the 

preexisting model. "Elements and relations between elements in the source 

domain make a good match with elements and relations among them in the 

cultural model" (Quinn, 1991, p. 65). This explains why the same metaphors of 

marriage occur again and again. It precludes a "central" metaphor since the 

eight classes were independently related to schemas. 

Instead of a central metaphor the metaphors fit pn'or culturally shared 

categories. The concepts that these categories represent can be themselves 

organized in a larger cultural schema that is a story-like causally-linked event 

sequence which is derived from the speakers' reasoning about marriage. These 

eight classes set into motion a sequence of events that Quinn (Strauss & Quinn, 

1998) summarizes, which I include in part: 

Marriages must be shared in order to be mutually beneficial, given the 
psychological fulfillment that spouses were expected to afford each other 
as the chief benefit of marriage ... [lit had to be beneficial in order to last 
— because twentieth century Americans regard marriage as contractual 
relationship, and individuals will not remain in a mam'age, as they would 
not remain in any contractual relationship, that does not benefit them. 
Lastingness and benefit then, were in potential conflict: A marriage 
should last, but if it is not beneficial, interviewees reasoned, it should not 
last. It is this confiict that sets the rest of the cultural story about marriage 
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in motion. In their reasoning, interviewees resolved the potential 
contradiction between lastingness and benefit in a thoroughly American 
way; They tried to achieve a beneficial marriage and hence one that 
would last by overcoming the difficulties that stood in the way of benefit, 
and they did so by exerting effort. The risk, of course, was risk that 
despite their best efforts, difficulties would not be overcome, benefits not 
attained, and the marriage would ^11 to last. Compatibility came into the 
story because it was compatibility that insured benefit, incompatibility that 
posed the difficulties standing in the way of benefit, and the attainment of 
compatibility — through learning about the spouse's needs, learning how 
to fulfill them, sacrificing to do so, adapting to changes in their needs, and 
the like — that required such effort in marriage, (pp. 161-162) 

In contrast to Lakoff and Johnson, Quinn shows that far from metaphors 

entailing the causal reasoning, speakers do this reasoning without the benefit of 

metaphor, and they sometimes drop one metaphor in favor of another when the 

first metaphor fails to reach to the conclusion they want to reason to; they often 

violate or bend a metaphor to reach that conclusion; they not infrequently 

making the same argument without benefit of reasoning at all (Quinn, 1991; 

Quinn, personal communication, April 3,1998). 

Quinn believes that this account of reasoning seems commonsensical to 

most Americans since it is a completely naturalized model. However, its 

elements and the way it is configured are not fully shared by other people in 

other places and would undoubtedly seem odd when looked at from "outside." It 

is a model that is largely a product of American history, a schema that is 

specifically distinctive to Americans. (Quinn has not, so far as I have read, 

targeted this cultural model of marriage to particular groups or subgroups of 

Americans.) 

Quinn (1991) does recognize that a metaphor's source domain helps 

organize experiences and selectively guide reasoning, particularly in areas 

where there is not a preexisting model. She references Centner and Centner's 
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(1983) example of nonexpert speakers' knowledge about electricity and how 

their reasoning was especially guided by their use of metaphor. Gentner and 

Centner showed how their subjects were aided in their reasoning by analogy 

from a familiar source domain to the un^miliar target domain. But this is not 

how people use metaphors in everyday reasoning. In everyday life, metaphor 

plays a relatively minor role in constituting our understanding of the world. 

Rather, Quinn argues, cultural models themselves play the major role in 

constituting our world. 

The sociocultural, sociocognitive, sociohistorical literature that I have 

reviewed in this chapter establishes the groundwork for the subsequent data 

analysis chapters. The discussion in the following chapter on methodology 

draws heavily on Quinn's model, both methodologically and analytically. 

However, I also draw selectively from Lakoff and Johnson. In general, I am 

arguing that people in my study already have a cultural model of literacy that the 

metaphors describe. Some concepts however, particularly related to learning to 

read, seem to be partially structured by the metaphors. Later, I address this 

issue. More fi^equently, as the next chapter emphasizes, pervasive and 

naturalized use of metaphors when talking about literacy, through indirect 

indexicality, are "cues" that signal particular culturally hegemonic ideologies, 

made available and potentially reproducible, depending upon many factors 

including — as this dissertation strongly suggests — how the metaphors become 

linked to the ways in which individuals mark and shape their social class, and 

how it serves in their "mode of domination" (Bourdieu, 1984). 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

My research reconstructs the cultural models of literacy held by White, 

middle-class parents of kindergarten age children. This reconstruction required 

the use of qualitative research methodology, principally interviews and 

interpretation of those interviews. This chapter addresses the following 

methodological issues; (a) access to parents, (b) interviews as methodology, (c) 

reliability of interpretations, (d) "implicif ethnography, (e) using metaphor and 

accounts as data, (f) analyzing the metaphors, (g) analyzing the accounts, and 

(h) limitations. 

Access to Parents 

Fifteen adults representing twelve Amities participated in this study. Of 

the eleven kindergarten age children, six were boys and five were girls. This 

was not a "statistically balanced" group of families. They were not chosen 

"randomly" but for four reasons: (a) They all had at least one child of 

kindergarten age, although several ^milies also had children who were slightly 

older or younger; (b) they were all White and described themselves as "middle 

class"; (c) they all had professions that were important to them; and (d) they all 

currently lived in an urban environment. 

Because my methodology focused exclusively on interviews, I had fewer 

concerns about "gaining access" to the families than are often found in accounts 

of ethnographic field work. However, finding a reasonable number of families 

that fit my criteria who were willing to contribute the amount of time the 

interviews required took some effort. My initial interviews drew on several 



82 

^milies I knew casually from a weekly playgroup that I had attended along with 

my own young son. I found other families who agreed to participate through 

various contacts and refenrals. For example, one playgroup couple introduced 

me to another family who expressed willingness to participate in the study. After 

I described my study to a graduate course at the university and requested help 

to find more families, one student referred me to family friends. While attending 

a workshop to organize my family photographs, I met a mother of a kindergarten 

boy who very enthusiastically expressed interest. I met another ^mily through a 

student 1 had taught in an undergraduate course. This student invited the 

mother to our class to discuss why and how she home schooled her children 

(which she no longer did at the time of our interview). I was introduced to 

another couple through the parents of a boy who attends the same school as my 

son. One of the more unusual forms of access occurred as I stood in the aisle at 

Toys R Us watching my son play on some equipment. I began talking with a 

woman whose children were also climbing on the same play equipment. By the 

time our conversation had ended, she had expressed a desire to participate 

along with her husband in the study. 

These families encompassed a remarkably wide variety of contemporary 

and diverse configurations, adding credence to the assertion that the "middle 

class" is far from a homogeneous group. Five were fi'om households with single 

mothers. Four of these five mothers had 100% custodial care of their children, 

with no contact ever with a father. One of these mothers is a lesbian and 

artificially conceived her son while in a relationship with her then partner. The 

partner left the relationship almost immediately after their son was bom. While 

this partner has ongoing contact with the child, I never interviewed her. A 
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heterosexual single mother in her late forties with no partner, conceived and 

bore a child artificially. She continues to raise him without a partner. Another 

single mother — also without a partner — adopted her son with the help of an 

international adoption agency. A fourth single mother, divorced, conceived her 

child out of wedlock and raises the child alone. The birth father lives in another 

state and has no contact with the child. After a long legal battle, the mother 

receives child support payment. A fifth single mother adopted her son while 

married. Her husband suffered from mental illness and left the family only 

periodically visiting his son. After our initial interview, this mother met a man 

who was attending summer school classes at the local university. A month later, 

they decided to marry and all three moved away to his home state. Her initial 

interview was so fruitful that I decided to continue our interviews over the phone. 

However, I did not inten/iew her new husband. 

There were, of course, "traditional" two parent, heterosexual families — 

six altogether. Of these families, three husbands earned enough income so that 

their wives chose not to work outside their homes. In the vernacular, they were 

"stay-at-home moms." The wife of a fourth family, with four children altogether, 

worked half-time. Only four of the six husbands consented to be interviewed; 

two claimed to be too busy. All of these families were extremely busy. 

While it would be enjoyable to know more about the lives of these parents 

in more detail and early on (as is the case of many "ethnographies") I have 

elected to elaborate on only some of them. These details do not appear until 

chapter 7, the beginning of the "accounf analysis. I made this decision for 

structural reasons: The metaphor analysis must come first as it structures the 

entire cultural model. For this portion of the analysis, I have drawn selective 



84 

statements from ail the parents, but discussion of their backgrounds was 

unnecessary. Background is relevant for an examination of the accounts, 

although I only use the accounts of eleven parents. 

Interviews as Methodology 

The first part of this section examines the reasons I chose to conduct 

interviews, a methodology so commonplace that approximately 90% of all social 

science research exploits its use (Briggs, 1986). In a society where much of 

contemporary life is examined through interviews — from talk shows to news 

show to doctor's appointments— people are generally familiar with its fonnat. 

However, other methods could have been used. Ochs, Pontecorvo, and Fasulo 

(1996) and Tannen (1984) have tape recorded dinner table conversation. 

Goodwin (1990) tape recorded children at play for her analysis. 

Most interviews, as is the case in this research, involve some form of 

exchange between the interviewer and interviewee so that the interviewer is also 

a participant, and the interview situation becomes a "social encounter" (Holstein 

& Gubrium, 1995). Therefore, the interview is not a "neutral conduif (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 1995) but like all speech events, shapes the fomn and content of what 

is said (Briggs, 1986). 

My choice to conduct interviews was influenced by sociolinguist Linde's 

(1993) Life Stories: The Creation of Coherence and by anthropologist Quinn 

(1999) who also acknowledges Linde's influence. Linde argues that interviews 

must be regarded as naturally occurring talk. She says, "It is a mistake to try to 

make a sharp distinction between the interview and so-called real life or between 
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the interview situation and noncontrived social interaction. The interview is part 

of real life, too" (pp. 59-60). 

Linde addresses whether the data collected from interviews represents 

only the interview situation or if it can be viewed as phenomena that can be 

generalized to other speech situations. The answer depends on the nature of 

the investigation. In the case of Linde's life stories, for example, "interview data 

can be used because the life story, as a major means of self-presentation, 

occurs naturally in a wide variety of contexts ... and is thus quite robust" (p. 61). 

This is the type of interview climate that Quinn deliberately attempted to 

create with her subjects, a scenario that resembled what might occur if two 

people simply got together to chat. Quinn did not want to control the interview, 

but allowed the interviewees to: 

. . .  d e c i d e  h o w  t h e i r  i n t e r v i e w s  s h o u l d  b e  o r g a n i z e d  o v e r  a l l ,  w h a t  t o p i c s  
should come next and what might have been overiooked or unfinished ... 
Our role was that of a good listener in a decidedly one-sided 
conversation. Our only intervention was to guide speakers back to the 
topic when they occasionally wandered off too far. We made every effort 
not to interrupt. As interested listeners, however, we asked our 
interviewees, whenever it seemed appropriate, to expand on their points, 
explain what they meant, spell out the implications of examples they gave, 
and give examples of generalizations they made. (Quinn, 1999) 

This approach is similar to the "formal" interviews that Spradley (1980) 

describes. Spradley distinguishes these from "informal" interviev\/s that may 

occur during the course of participant observation. Fomial interviews usually 

occur at a formal time, the result of a "specific request to hold the interview" (p. 

124). These interviews are both "in depth" and "open-ended," terms I take from 

Siedman (1991) which refers to gathering information about one's life-history, 

beliefs, understandings and practices: 
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In this approach interviewers use, primarily, open-ended questions. Their 
major task is to build upon and explore their participants' responses to 
those questions. The goal is to have the participant reconstruct his or her 
experience within the topic under study, (p. 9) 

I aspired originally to collect data in the way described by Quinn, from 

numerous, in-depth open ended interviews. Quinn describes weekly interviews 

that lasted about an hour at a time, with a frequency ranging from anywhere 

between 11 up to 28 sessions. This kind of exhaustive interview, Quinn claims, 

would yield enough discourse to reconstruct the cultural schemas embedded in it 

as well as to sort individual cultural understandings from larger cultural 

understandings "in order to know when I was dealing with which and to be able 

to explore how the idiosyncratic and the cultural interacted." 

It is with this background that 1 confidently began my interviews, armed 

with only a small number of topics about literacy that I thought might be useful to 

address. While time precluded the number of sessions that Quinn so confidently 

reported conducting, I decided to interview parents between three to five 

sessions. Very quickly I discovered a significant snag in my logic and how 

'unnatural' an interview can be. 

One of the criteria for choosing the parents in my study was their ability in 

a pre-interview scenario to talk at length. I did not want recalcitrant 

interviewees. If, upon meeting a prospective subject, we could have an ongoing 

conversation (unrelated to the specific subject of literacy) this person would 

adequately participate in an interview situation that required him or her to talk 

about the subject. I failed to consider, however, the nature of the subject. My 

first several interviews were, in my estimation, total ^ilures. When asked to 

respond to such purposefully nebulous questions as, "What are your eariiest 
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memories of print?", "Talk to me about reading," or "Tell me about your child and 

his engagement with print," the parents looked at me as if I had asked them to 

describe something they had never consciously thought about. 

As it turned out, they hadn't. What had not dawned on me was that talk 

about such issues as marriage, child rearing, prestige and intimacy, and success 

— subjects that have been the topics of cultural model research — is talk about 

extremely familiar subjects. Couples, for example, talk about marriage all the 

time — to each other, to their friends, to their therapists. The topic of marriage is 

a well-rehearsed discourse. It is not surprising that Quinn was able to elicit so 

many hours of talk in a completely unstructured way. I had assumed that since I 

could talk ad nauseum about issues related to literacy — my own, my son's, the 

world's — so could they. But most people do not talk fluently about things they 

have not had practice talking about. Part of what makes an interview more 

'natural' or makes it feel like 'real life' is the nature of the topic. 

Very quickly I had to reconsider my interview strategy, deciding to more 

tightly structure the sessions. Interviewing styles can range from unstructured 

which involve only a general plan for the topics of the interview where the 

researcher probes for additional information and leads that may arise (Johnson, 

1992) to structured interviews which involve fully specified questions (Johnson, 

1992) such as "How many newspapers do you read?" I opted for a semi-

structured style, where each time I introduced a new theme. The themes were 

generally based on some of my original topic choices. 1 strengthened these 

topics by developing a more specific series of questions, sometimes based on 

statements parents had made in the previous interview. My questions were 

intended to get the conversation started and keep it going. At the same time, I 
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wanted the conversation to go in any direction the interviewee desired, shifting 

according to the responses in the interview (Bernard, Pelto, Werner, Boster, 

Romney, Johnson, Ember, & Kasakof, 1986), as long as it didn't detour too far 

off the topic. I was less interested in eliciting ^cts and figures and more 

interested in eliciting beliefs and ideologies. But if talking about facts and 

figures became a point of departure for talk about beliefs and ideologies, then I 

would pursue such information. 

It became evident that these interviews were not "natural" or "real life" in 

either Quinn's or Linde's sense, but more like Hill and Anderson (1993) 

describe; a speech event "set apart from every norms of communication" (p. 

122). As I describe below, there is further evidence that these interviews could 

not be considered a completely 'natural event.' 

The tape recorder proved uncomfortable for only a few parents. One 

father, who was typically very verbal, immediately became self-conscious and 

quiet the moment the recorder was turned on. Our interviews were more 

productive the moment I turned off the tape recorder. Once it was off, his talk 

was filled with insights never expressed when the tape recorder was running. 

With this particular parent, and on more than one occasion, I asked him to 

repeat what he had just said for the tape recorder. For most parents, once they 

began talking, the tape recorder did not seem to be intrusive. While there may 

be some who argue that the tape recorder is an intrusive tool, it would be 

impossible to do detailed linguistic analysis without it. Taking 

contemporaneously written notes during the interview would also have been 

extremely distracting. However, if a speaker's body movements seemed 

relevant to their talk — such as when parents referred to "high" and "low" 
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reading skills or a "progression" in reading development — I made notes of their 

gestures after the interview. 

There were occasions when asking a question that I inadvertently 

introduced a metaphor and/or a line of reasoning into the interview and the 

parent subsequently used and developed that same metaphor and/or reasoning. 

I tried to not include these examples in my analysis unless their reasoning 

appeared to be well-fomied and well-developed. It seemed that parents would 

not have pursued a line of thought with any passion were it not important to their 

own belief system. There were certainly many times that I deliberately tried to 

pursue a line of reasoning and parents Ignored me entirely and advanced their 

own agenda. 

Parents were interviewed between three and five times. All but one of the 

parents were interviewed a minimum of three times and only three were 

interviewed five times. Most had a fourth interview. All interviews averaged one 

hour. The five interview themes, in the sequence they occurred with each 

family, are discussed below. The parent I interviewed just once was a generally 

quiet man and his responses were not elaborate. At the end of the first fifteen 

minutes of our first interview, he had answered all the literacy history questions 

that all other participants had taken an hour to answer. I continued with the 

questions I had planned for future interviews. After an hour, he answered all of 

the questions I had brought with me, and then expressed a willing enthusiasm to 

interview again. Due to a series of emergencies in his family (and me with no 

questions left to ask), this never happened. 

I initially infomied all the parents that I was studying literacy and families. 

I explained that my interviews were designed to find out their beliefs and 
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practices about reading — their own histories, current practices, and the 

relevant belief and practices pertaining to their children. I did not elaborate 

beyond this. 

Interview #1 

I began the first interview with questions to the parents' history, finding 

out where they were born and raised, the kind of neighborhoods they grew up in, 

their parents' occupation, the level of schooling they reached — a portion of their 

"life story." Discussion of these issues led to my attempts to elicit their earliest 

memories of print. I deliberately used the term "prinf instead of "reading" to 

avoid the immediate association with reading books. Nevertheless, books and 

newspapers were the earliest memories of all parents. This is due in large part 

to the limits of one's memory. As someone with a vested interest in this subject, 

even I cannot recall the print that was salient in my own early life experiences 

other than the books at home and at school. 

A second reason that books were addressed so immediately seemed to 

be most parents' desire to answer "correctly." While I never detailed my 

research subject and certainly not my methodology, all the parents knew that I 

was conducting research for a dissertation although, as I describe above, I did 

not elaborate. The parents were trying to help me. This desire to help me out 

was not restricted to the first interview. Even when parents were talking with a 

large degree of seemingly unrestricted flow, several stopped and asked, "Is this 

okay? Is this what you want?" I assured them that whatever they said was fine, 

but this did not necessarily change their desire to please. They also wanted to 

display themselves as "good parents" having come from and creating "good 
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families." Describing literacy-related tasks related to reading books, as I detail 

in the subsequent chapters, allowed the parents to put their best feet forward. 

Nevertheless, I pursued in the first interviews the question of how their life 

histories directed their attention toward print as well as how their life histories 

directed their children's attention to print. 

interview #2 

Every parent in the first interview talked about being read to as a child. 

They also all discussed their ongoing bedtime story reading with their own 

children. As a result, I created a series of questions for the second interview 

that allowed me find out more their ideologies about reading aloud. I began this 

interview by acknowledging the parents' statement about reading aloud to their 

children, followed by a statement that many people urge parents to read to their 

children at home. I added, "Why do you think they do?" Similarly, I asked how 

they felt about parents who don't read to their children. This was followed by a 

series of questions that focused not only on reading aloud to their children but 

their feelings about such an event. For example, "How will/did you (or how did 

you) know that your child is/was a reader? What evidence will there be? Is that 

the only evidence? The primary evidence?" As will be examined in interview 

number three, many of these questions were designed to remove some of the 

onus of self-disclosure. I learned that it was easier for the parents to disclose a 

theory or opinion about a specific practice that didn't immediately pertain to them 

or their child, then use their own lives as proof of their intellectual assertions. 

Still, a question such as "How will you know your child is a reader?" assumes the 

category 'reader* and further marks the 'interview' nature of our 'conversation.' 
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Further, by this second interview, all the parents knew information about me, 

including the fact that I also had a young child. Certainly parents answered — 

consciously and unconsciously — knowing this information and recognizing that 

we were of a similar discourse community. 

Interview #3 

These interviews required responses to various quotes about literacy that 

I had collected from popular magazines, newspapers and other sources. This 

technique proved very successful, allowing many of the parents to "wax 

philosophical" on the issues of reading which, again, removed some initial onus 

from self-disclosure and potentially allowed them to relate the "quotation-topic" 

to their own experiences. 

Interview #4 

In previous interviews, all the parents talked about their child learning to 

read and how the parent remembered learning to read. During the fourth 

interview, I pursued the issue of learning to read, keeping in mind Kempton's 

(1987) analysis of sets of interviews where individuals expressed their "folk 

theories" of home heat control, particularly thermostat control. While the 

scenarios are not precisely the same, the parents provided what Linde refers to 

as "common-sense theories" about learning to read. It is here, as I explain in the 

data analysis, that specific metaphors help constitute their understanding of 

learning to read. Discussing how children learned to read also provided 

opportunities for many parents to examine issues relating literacy and schooling. 
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Interview #5 

Most, but not all, parents were interviewed a fifth time. This final interview 

focused on specific literacy practices: what they read, when they read, their 

process of reading various texts, borrowing and lending books, use of the library, 

acquiring reading material, value of ownership, and other information including 

issues pertaining to writing. This was the most structured interview, with a series 

of questions that were easy to answer. Parents even commented that I had 

shifted the nature of the interviews, a further confirmation of Hill and Anderson 

(1993). Unfortunately, this interview did not prove to be useful for this study. 

The parents tended to respond to these questions succinctiy and without much 

elaboration or explanation, as if they were providing answers to an examination. 

Admittedly, I may not have pursued their responses as diligentiy as I had during 

previous interviews. By this time, I had already conducted a number of 

interviews, felt that my data were sufficient, and was not feeling enthusiastic 

about transcribing another interview (and a particularly long one at that). 

Validity and Reliability of Interpretations 

Virtually everyone who does research — qualitative or quantitative — 

must somehow address the issue of validity and reliability of their findings to 

their own and their readers' satis^ction. Even among anthropologists most 

"rank informants for validity and reliability, at least in their own minds" (Dobbart, 

1982, quoted in Wolcott, 1990, p. 123). Interpretation of data is a phrase that 

often haunts qualitative researchers. Interpretation based on the symbolic use 

of metaphor and on grounding that interpretation "critically" to account for issues 
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of power, ideology, and liow the discourses secure ideological reproduction 

(Fairclough, 1992), may be particularly susceptible to those haunts. 

While the "data analysis' sections specifically detail how I interpreted the 

interviews, let me say here that as Mr as "validity and reliability" of this research 

is concerned, I have endeavored to collect the data and interpret it accurately 

and systematically. I have reported fully my findings and am candid about the 

contradictions. In trying to make sense of my data, I first summarized the 

interview as a whole, trying to capture as many themes and ideas as were 

presented, and then undertook a line-by-line analysis where metaphors and 

accounts were coded and interpreted. 

However, I did not consult my informants as to the reliability of my 

interpretation, as qualitative researchers frequently do. Asking the parents to 

comment on my interpretations would certain be an interesting interview, but 

would not necessarily corroborate or disconfirm my conclusions, which have little 

to do with actual observable behavior or their own understanding of overt talk. 

Deeply held ideologies are unstated and not necessarily conscious, and probing 

for these ideologies, particularly of those of the dominant Other, is not 

necessarily pretty. In the previous chapter I referred to Jane Hill's research on 

"mock Spanish" as an elite fomn of racism, it is highly unlikely that a speaker 

would confirm an interpretation that one's use of "Hasta la vista, baby" was a 

form of racism. 

There are those who might argue that analyzing metaphors (in particular) 

potentially could be used to prove anything, thus reducing the reliability of 

research like mine. As I point out later, the coding of the metaphors was based 

not only my own interpretation but embedded in other metaphorical research 
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including Gibbs (1994), Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Lakoff (1987,1996), 

Johnson (1987, 1993), and Reddy (1979). It is entirely possible, however, that 

other researchers — including those researchers I have just referenced — might 

interpret some or all of my data differently. As far as reliability goes, I recognize 

the possibility of not getting it all "right" and am reminded of Geertz's (1973) 

essay in "Thick Description": 

Cultural analysis is intrinsically incomplete. And, worse than that, the 
more deeply it goes the less complete it is. It is a strange science whose 
most telling assertions are its most tremulously based, in which to get 
somewhere with the matter at hand is to intensify the suspicion, both your 
own and that of others, that you are not quite getting it right, (p. 29) 

As Geerlz suggests, "deep" analysis — which in the case of this research 

involves socially constructed discursive practices which contribute to 

reproducing social relations, social identities, and systems of knowledge and 

belief— is inherently open to suspicion by myself and (potentially) others. I am 

certain that what I present here is incomplete. Studies such as mine that 

examine these practices will and should always have their "validity" and 

"reliability" tested and contested by those who may use my data, their own data, 

and either one of our interpretive methods to reach the same or different 

conclusions. Ultimately, the more work done of this nature, the more "complete" 

an understanding will we all have. I welcome this. 

Implicit Ethnography and Reflexivity 

Some anthropological and sociological researchers suspect that using 

interviews as the sole fomn of cultural interpretation is a form of decontextualized 

understanding. This is one of Hill and Anderson's (1993) concems. As they 

state, "Those who use interviewing as a research tool are often not in a position 
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to have detailed knowledge about the speech communities of the individuals 

they interview" (p. 121). In contrast to only interviews, ethnographic fieldwork is 

usually recommended, a form of research that involves the study of groups and 

people in their everyday lives (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). Ethnographers 

are committed to the physical proximity and close obsen/ation of the daily 

routines of people. This kind of closeness to a group of people involves, as 

Goffman (1989) describes: 

. . .  s u b j e c t i n g  y o u r s e l f ,  y o u r  o w n  b o d y  a n d  y o u r  o w n  p e r s o n a l i t y ,  a n d  y o u r  
own social situation, to the set of contingencies that play upon a set of 
individuals, so that you can physically and ecologically penetrate their 
circle of response to their social situation, or with their work situation, or 
their ethnic situation, (p. 125) 

I believe that concern for using interviews as sole means of analysis is 

unfounded. Interviews are no more decontextualized than any form of 

interpretation that involves the analysis of cultural categories. Admittedly 

however, I /;ac/originally conceived of this study as being more "ethnographic." 

For the first several months, I observed and took field notes of the parents' 

children in their classrooms. Time constraints precluded me from advancing this 

particular line of research. Additionally, the parents whose children's 

classrooms I observed all wanted me to act as a "spy" and inform them of the 

quality of the teacherand classroom, the content of the curriculum, and what 

their children were doing during the day. This made me uncomfortable, 

especially in classrooms where my honest opinion would not have been 

reassuring to the parent, and I was glad to discontinue this aspect of the 

research. 

This by no means suggests that I was distant or removed from all of the 

families. Some asked me to become involved in their children's education. Most 



of the requests involved the parent's concern over the competence of the 

classroom teacher. One parent requested that I observe the classroom to 

detemnine if her son should remain there. Yet another parent asked that I 

participate in the parent-teacher conference. I spoke at great length with 

another parent whose child's teacher wanted to retain hinn in kindergarten. 

Another parent, concerned that her child's reading was not progressing 

adequately, also solicited my opinion. 

I use the term "implicit ethnography" to describe study elements that are 

not canonically ethnographic in the tradition of Barton and Hamilton (1998), 

Heath (1983), Street (1984), Taylor (1988), or Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) 

among many others. Such factors contributed to my study's ethnographic flavor 

or style and deeply enhanced my insights. Bloome and Green (1996) describe 

how researchers can adopt an "ethnographic perspective" which is less than a 

comprehensive ethnography, but that involves "the use of theories of culture and 

inquiry practices derived from anthropology or sociology to guide research" (p. 

183). Over the course of the year, I grew increasingly friendly with several of the 

families. Having a child the same age as their children allowed me access to 

other contexts than only the interviews. There was never a time in those other 

contexts that I did not note — either mentally or in writing — some aspect of the 

interactions and talk that involved print. Birthday parties, for example, provided 

an excellent context to observe various literacy ideologies. How parents (and 

children) orally and physically responded to books as presents, ^there were 

books as presents, what parents and children did with birthday cards, how 

parents and children negotiated the print on the box a gift came in, further 

informed my understanding of their cultural model. 
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As an 'insider,' my own status and identification with these middle-class 

families also made this study implicitly ethnographic and contributed to my 

understanding of the data. It also helped the interview process. If a parent 

struggled to work out an issue during an interview, a "literacy example" from my 

own family reassured and opened up communication. The parent knew that I 

understood. Similarly, I was able to use my own middle-class competitiveness to 

the advantage of this study. Quite simply, the literacy behaviors of some of 

these children were more 'advanced' than my own son's. I tried to examine my 

own jealousies — what psychoanalytic theorists refers to as "analyzing counter-

transference" — to understand why certain behaviors bothered or didn't bother 

me, why I found some events funny or not funny, how I behaved or didn't behave 

in a situation similar to a parent's, what I wanted or didn't want for my own son. 

This self-reflection allowed me to clarify some aspects of the cultural model. 

Throughout this study, I tried to be very conscious of the familiar anthropological 

refrain: "Make the strange familiar and the familiar strange." 

However, whatever awareness I might bring to this analysis does not 

prevent such an analysis from Including unconscious impositions from my own 

White, middle-class ideology. I have struggled throughout this writing to come to 

terms with many of my own naturalized beliefs and have been lucky to have 

readers point out many of them through various drafts of this dissertation. 

Traditional issues concerning refiexivity in field research address the 

ethnographer's attempt to avoid confusing his or her perspective with the views 

of others. I have had the same concerns but in reverse; (a) I may not have 

recognized particular views because they were so closely aligned with my own. 

Similarly, I may have missed certain cultural understandings because I have 
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unconsciously filled in the 'gaps' in talk; (b) because the parents recognized me 

(unconsciously) as a White, middle-class parent of a young child, their own effort 

to make certain points explicit to me may very likely have been curtailed. The 

periodic but noticeable use of the "discourse marker" (Schiffrin, 1987) "y'know" is 

a good example of a parent's belief that certain cultural information was 

available to me as a recipient of their talk, or that the parent and I share certain 

kinds of knowledge. Since very often I did "know," I may not have pursued a line 

of questioning as diligently as had I not have "known"; and (c) I may have 

unintentionally written parts of this analysis in which my own cultural models and 

social location are transparent (to readers but not me). While I have taken great 

effort to exclude this from the presentation of the data, I am not so naive as to 

believe such an omission is entirely possible. 

The issues that I have described thus far are complicated by the fact that 

it is not my goal — as is in traditional ethnographic accounts — to present the 

parents' point of view. Some parents interviewed might actually deny my 

assertions as "not what I meant." Therefore, whose interpretation is being 

represented — which White, middle-class voice — mine, theirs or an amalgam 

of both, is a complicated subject not easily answered. In the following section, I 

hope that my methodology will clarify that the voice represented is a fair and 

honest of account, not simply the co-construction of superficial responses based 

on mutually shared understandings. 
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Using Metaphors and Accounts as Data 

Metaphors 

My goal in the analysis has been to search for patterns across 

interviewees and interview passages, patterns that would be indicative of shared 

understandings. Following Quinn (1987,1991), I focused on two features of 

parents' discourse, their use of metaphors and their reasoning. I begin with a 

discussion of metaphors as an important methodological tool: 

1. Metaphors are features of discourse that occur frequently (Gibb, 1994; 

Quinn, 1999). While it's possible to speak without metaphors, we cannot sustain 

using literal use of language for long periods of time. Gibbs (1994) summarizes 

several studies that examined the frequency of metaphorical usage including 

"frozen metaphors" ~ those that appeared to be about literal uses of language, 

such as the leg of a chair or the face of the clock— and "novel metaphors' — 

nonliteral expressions such as He's got a hole in his head. Novel metaphors, at 

least in political debate and interview situations, occur every 2 to 3 minutes. In a 

60 year life span, one is likely to utter 4.7 million novel metaphors and 21.4 

million frozen metaphors. If, as Johnson (1987) has argued, metaphor is a prime 

element in stmcturing our experience, then all theory-building is in some sense 

metaphorical (Hastrup, 1995). 

2. Anthropologists have long recognized the significance that metaphors 

play in culture (Gibbs, 1994). They are, as Quinn (1999) says, "culture-laden." 

Gibbs (1994) and Lakoff (1987) describe Brugman's (1983) study of 

Chalctangoa Mixtec, an Otomanguean language in western Mexico. Here, 

Brugman claims that spatial locations are understood via the metaphorical 

projection of body-part terms onto objects, an understanding specific to this 
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language and culture. Basso (1990) interprets a series of Apache metaphors 

which can only be understood within the context of Apache culture. Quinn 

(1991) argues that the metaphors are both governed by the cultural schemas 

and are seen as cultural exemplars of the points speakers intend to make. They 

are valuable to the analyst as they clarify those features of the subject that they 

are meant to exemplify. 

3. Metaphors are mostly out of the conscious control of the speaker 

(Quinn, 1999). As mentioned, parents in my study wanted to put their 'best' 

literacy face forward. Their words and actual literacy actions may have been two 

entirely different things, although I have no reason to doubt anyone's 

statements. But the analysis of their talk derives from their deliberate 

presentation — truthful or othen<vise — but from their largely unrefiective choice 

of metaphors. The parents did not deliberately frame their talk in tenns of the 

schemas that I present in the following chapters. While it is true that parents 

deliberately chose specific metaphors for particular reasons, to paraphrase 

Quinn, they do not talk about literacy in terms of the schemas that I have 

reconstructed. "The premise behind interviewing was that people's talk on a 

subject is the best available window into its cultural meaning for them" (Quinn, 

n.p.). 

Accounts 

The second form of analysis is the close examination of "accounts." 

Accounts, like metaphors, are culture-laden and occur frequently. To introduce 

my use of the term "accounts" I begin with Linde's description of a "life story' that 

I have up to now only alluded to: 
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The life story is a temporally discontinuous unit told over many occasions 
and altered to fit the specific occasions of speaking, as well as specific 
addressees, and to reflect changes in the speaker's long-term situation, 
values, understanding, and (consequently) discursive practices. 

Life stories do not come in one type but rather several discourse units 

including a narrative, the chronicle, and the explanation. Sometimes the 

parents' responses came in the form a life story and had the central function of 

allowing people to express senses of themselves and to create coherence to 

their lives. 

A significant number of responses from the parents did nof come in the 

form of a life story. This is why I have employed the tenn "accounf to describe 

any response which were attempts by the parents to "present themselves to 

others in a certain light and therefore are of necessity related to actors' social 

identities" (Fisher & Groce, 1990, p. 228). Accounts might include a life story. 

Like the life story, the accounts in my research came in the form of either a 

narrative or, more frequently, an explanation (sometimes referred to as 

"reasoning"). 

The oral narrative, at least the classical Labovian oral narrative, is 

probably the most ^miliar discourse unit, partly because of the ^irly regular 

structure that holds it together. Oral nanratives are concemed with personal 

experiences and are taken to represent an actual occurrence (Linde, 1993). 

Narratives, according to Labov (1972), have a fairly linear structure consisting of 

six common elements beginning with an abstract which summarizes the 

experience or substance of the upcoming story. The abstract is followed by an 

orientational clause that describes the background information, such as time and 

place, the identity of the characters, and the circumstances of the narrative. 

This is followed by the main part of the narrative — the narration — which is 
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comprised of complicating action clauses that structure and sequence the event. 

The narration is closed by a resolution which describes what finally happened. 

The coda signals that the time frame has shifted to the present talk. Evaluation 

is the "means by which the speaker uses to convey the point of the story or to 

show why it is worth telling" (Linde, 1993, p. 72) and pervades the narrative, 

pointing out its significance, the meaning of the action, and the attitude of the 

narrator (Riessman, 1993). 

The more common type of account in my research was the parents' 

reasoning, or what Linde refers to as the discourse unit of "explanation." Here 

they expressed, reflected on, or defended their opinion and literacy-related 

experiences. Linde uses the term "explanation," which is not meant to describe 

the social function of explaining but rather a particular linguistic structure. An 

explanation "begins with a statement of some proposition to be proved, and then 

follows it with a sequence of statements of reasons ... why the proposition 

should be believed" (Linde, 1993, p. 90). Speakers in my study used 

explanations as a means to establish the truth or validity about their propositions 

— why I as listener should believe them, particularly if what they are stating 

appeared false, dubious, problematic, or even ridiculous (Linde, 1993). 

My analysis of the parents' accounts — reasoning (explanation) and 

narratives — provided me with the opportunity to identify two important types of 

links; (a) How parents use metaphors in a single sentence to link at least two 

schemas that constitute that sentence. Similariy, how parents link the 

metaphors in two or more sentences, particulariy when the metaphors constitute 

different schemas; and (b) Implicit cultural understandings that are Inferred when 

speakers "leap" from one assertion to another (or to a conclusion), such as 
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"literacy and schooling." In both of these instances, the use of such language as 

a form of causality is so commonplace, English speakers forget that a 

tremendous number of unspoken, implicit assumptions are left out, in what are 

commonly referred to as "logical gaps' in the informant's sentences. 

The second type of link — implicit cultural understanding — is examined 

by Agar (1980) who describes the analysis of narrative using the life history of 

"Jack." In one particular scenario. Agar describes Jack loitering in Pennsylvania 

Station when a young man approaches and asks Jack to watch his bags; 

. . .  a n d  w h i l e  I  w a s  s i t t i n g  t h e r e  a  y o u n g  c a t  c a m e  u p  t o  m e  a n d  h e  h a d  
his duffel bag and a suitcase, and he said, 'Look,' he said. 'I've got to 
make the john. Will you keep your eye on my stuff for me?' Well, there 
were two black fellows sitting down at the end of the line watching this 
procedure, you know, and I for a few minutes I thought, 'Well, fuck it, you 
know. I'm gonna, the guy trusts me. What's the use of trying to beat him?' 

The seeming lack of cohesion in the unexplained transition from the 

sentence that reads, "Will you keep your eye on my stuff..." to the sentence 

that states, "What's the use of trying to beat [steal from] him?" demonstrates the 

logical gap in the discourse that reveals a cultural model. Why, Agar asks, is 

this connection so immediate? Why are these two seemingly unrelated ideas 

immediately next to each other with no intervening material? What is not being 

made explicit? Agar argues for the transparency of the statement — that anyone 

with Jack's perspective and life experience, would steal the bags. It is simply the 

"righf thing to do and not even worth thinking about. Agar argues that the only 

reason that Jack's comment arises is because, in ^ct. Jack is thinking about it, 

but without stating, "Gee, this stupid guy left his bags with me so of course I had 

to decide whether or not to steal them." None of this is available to be 

articulated because it is an invisible, transparent, highly motivating cultural 
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model. A similar description is made by Charles Briggs (1988) who argues that 

particular scenario words avail the mind to an entire cultural system, allowing for 

a rapid juxtaposition of any number of unrelated ideas and words, even if they 

are not directly talked about. The difficulty in detennining logical gaps, as Agar 

points out, is how we tend to very rapidly assimilate things we hear into our own 

cultural logic and assign them an interpretation without thinking that it may be 

odd. 

Analyzing the Metaphors 

In the previous section, I explained my justification for using metaphors 

and accounts as a means for linguistic analysis. In this section, I explain how I 

went about the analysis. 

After each interview was transcribed, I began the process of identifying all 

possible metaphors. This was easier said than done. Some metaphors are 

obvious, but their ubiquity as well as my own naturalized use of metaphors in 

everyday talk made their identification an arduous task. Statements that cast 

certain texts as sacred documents were relatively easy to identify. More "subtle" 

metaphors, such as need were initially lost on me. I had to repeatedly reread 

(and re-listen) to texts as well as confer with other experts. With practice, the 

metaphors became increasingly obvious and began jumping out at me. 

A second complicated issue was whether the metaphor actually belonged 

in the analysis. Again, sometimes it was an obvious choice to exclude a 

metaphor since the speaker was not really talking about literacy. For example, 

one parent spoke of her child's inability to recognize the printed word no in a 

text. She metaphorically described the "panic in his ^ce." This did not describe 
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or comment on an aspect of literacy as much as an emotional response to his 

inability to read. Similarly, a parent who described reading books in high school 

that were not challenging stated, "All of a sudden it dawned on all of us that we 

were bored." Dawned on us is not a metaphor for literacy but a response to a 

particular scenario that just happened to involve literacy. But I did include 

emotional responses toward texts when these responses appeared to be very 

directly related to talking about literacy. For example, the parent who talked 

about her ^ther being fanatical about the newspaper not only describes a 

specific relationship between the metaphor and the text, but it was also linked to 

a category of religious metaphors that other parents had used. (Of course, 

virtually any metaphor can be used to describe something that is unrelated to 

literacy. There are no metaphors that are exclusive to literacy talk. However, 

not all metaphors can be used to talk about literacy. It is that constrained but 

well-orchestrated group of metaphors that parents use to talk about literacy that 

describes the cultural model.) 

Initially no broad schemas were evident, although I had expected some to 

emerge. Thinking about the "source domain" of the metaphor was very useful. If 

someone is rich with books, values reading, or asserts that books have a benefit 

over other commodities, reflecting upon the meaning of this monetary metaphor 

allowed me to grasp its cultural meaning. In this case, I determined that it's 

better to have money than to not have money because we are better off with 

money. In other words, in our culture we conceptualize well-being with wealth. 

Once something is thought of as being "good for us' then it can be regarded as 

moral. Johnson (1993) and Lakoff (1996) were particularly helpful for thinking of 

the metaphors in this way. 
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As I detail in the subsequent chapters, parents describe many aspects of 

reading using moral metaphors, particularly (though not exclusively) a group of 

metaphors in a schema called LITERACY IS MORALITY.^ There is a type of 

coherence among the metaphors in one schema. In some way, they all have to 

do with some aspect of morality. However, using the term "coherence" suggests 

Lakoff and Johnson's use; a central metaphor that derives many entailments in 

the system. I do not believe this central metaphor exists in my study. Identifying 

the metaphors allowed me to attribute them to particular categories or schemas. 

The real "targef domain for all the schemas was literacy. Sorting and 

classifying eventually led me to identify three schemas about literacy; LITERACY 

IS MORALITY. LITERACY IS AN OBJECT, LITERACY IS A SKILL. All categories of 

metaphor follow Lakoff and Johnson format — small-type capital letters using 

the present tense verb "is" where the metaphorical source domain precedes the 

target domain. 

Identification of the schemas was required first. They provided the 

skeleton for the entire cultural model. Once I identified three schemas, the 

unanswered question was their relationship to each other. I knew the three 

schemas had to be linked since very often at least two were found in a parent's 

single explanation. This was where I needed to examine their accounts. 

Analyzing the Accounts 

Discovering "gaps" in the reasoning of the parents was even more difficult 

than identifying the metaphors. Since I am a middle-class parent, their 

' I have adopted Lakoff and Johnson's (1980) convention by writing all metaphorical categories 
in reduced-size capital letters. 
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reasoning was often my reasoning. Their links were my links. I had to 

overcome the interference of nny own cultural system. 

First I had to identify an account. Accounts could be relatively brief (such 

as a sentence or two) or rather lengthy. Then, once a number of accounts were 

identified, I tried to do what I had done with the metaphors — sort them into 

themes. This was more complex to do than the metaphorical sorting because 

accounts themes are complex. But themes did eventually emerge, and they 

continued to emerge throughout the analysis. The theme of individualism was 

not apparent to me until after I thought I was done. 

Once I had identified the themes, I chose two or three from each group 

that struck me as interesting and potentially revealing. Then I began the 

detailed process of reformatting each account vertically line-by-line. Sometimes 

I wrote the line in an intonation unit and sometimes in a sentence. I tried to 

capture each idea being expressed separately and then link that idea to the very 

next idea. Looking at each theme line by line, I was able to asked myself what 

led the speaker to say X and follow that statement by Y. For example, one 

parent was talking about how she and her son went to a parade. The boy 

couldn't read the program. I present the following excerpt in an abridged form; 

• If he had been reading, he would have figured that out. I think it does 

create a tremendous amount of freedom to tap into your inner self, you 

know. When you read, you can just go in the direction that you want 

to and to figure out what your choices are. 

In a refomnatted form, the account looks like: 

If he had been reading 

he would have figured it out. 
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I think it does create 

a tremendous amount of freedom. 

to tap into your inner self, 

you know 

When you read 

You can just go 

in the direction you want to 

and to figure out 

what your choices are. 

In brief, to analyze this statement I first tried to understand what reading a 

particular kind of text had to do with "figuring ouf anything. Why couldn't the 

child have figured it out any other way and what was the advantage in this 

parent's mind of figuring out anything by reading? But there is also the leap of 

"figuring something out" to the "freedom" that reading would bring him. As I 

demonstrate later in my analysis, the parent tacitly understands a tremendous 

number of cultural assumptions about freedom and individualism. This leads to 

her 'leap' in her talk from freedom to the ability to find one's inner self. What is 

this relationship? (As it turns out, it's a historical one.) What does this have to 

do with the ability to "go in the direction that you wanf as well as "choices"? As 

an analyst of such statements, I have tried to understand many of these 

relationships, what's included, what's excluded, and all the unstated 

assumptions. This is why doing this research tumed out to be so complex. As I 

said at the beginning of this section, I shared these parents' implicit assumptions 

and I could easily overlook important infonnation unless 1 examined the data 

slowly and carefully. 
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Another parent made the following statement; 

• You can give your kid the literacy vaccine and make them love the 

idea of education and literacy in and of itself, or you can give them the 

same version of the vaccine and make them value it for financial 

considerations, a way of helping the ^mily. 

In this statement, the speaker immediately links the love of education and 

the love of literacy. How does this speaker understand the relationship between 

the two beyond the simple acknowledgment that one is supposed to go to school 

in order to learn to read (even though we must not overlook the meaning of this 

assumption)? This same passage has an additional critical link that tells the 

critical "story behind these metaphors" (Quinn, 1999). There is a causal relation 

between the metaphors' literacy vaccine and how one may value that vaccine. In 

my analysis, these metaphors are derived from two distinct schemas: The 

literacy vaccine is derived from LITERACY IS AN OBJECT; value is derived from 

LITERACY IS MORALITY. The metaphor of vaccine itself reveals a vast amount of 

cultural understanding about the use of medicine to protect oneself against 

illness. Its use as a metaphor for literacy is highly ideological, but that ideology 

is only clear if one understands the purpose of a medical vaccine and the 

supposed purpose of literacy. Additionally, as I describe in my analysis, 

vaccines are common-sensibly believed to work on their own, as medicine 

independent of the person's actions after receiving the vaccination. This is why I 

classified it in the schema LITERACY IS AN OBJECT. But this vaccination is also 

'valued.' It is considered good for you. This imbues it with morality, the second 

schema. 
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The causal link also involves the sequence of the propositions. The 

vaccination leads to the valuing, not the other way around. This comment must 

be interpreted that /f you have the vaccination, then you value its worth. As I 

discuss in the final chapter, the event sequence of the schemas does indeed 

proceed from LITERACY IS AN OBJECT to LITERACY IS MORALITY. But that direction 

of causality can only be inferred from when one examines reasoning such as 

this. (Note also how the speaker "valued" literacy for "financial considerations," 

another leap of implicit cultural understanding in which literacy is understood to 

bring economic well-being.) 

One issue that I was forced to address in this analysis was whether the 

themes themselves should stand as independent schemas. For example, I 

considered describing literacy and schooling, oral and written language, literacy 

and success, and so forth as LITERACY IS SCHOOLING, or LITERACY IS SUCCESS. 

After much examination and consideration, I decided that the various themes in 

the accounts were best situated within the three previously established 

schemas. "Literacy and schooling," for example, is located within the schema 

LITERACY IS A SKILL. When the data analysis chapters are read, and the cultural 

model is ultimately revealed and explicated In the final chapter, the relationship 

between the themes and the metaphors will be evident. They are all governed 

by the three schemas. 

Limitations 

In this section, I want to describe several aspects of this research that I 

did not decide to study and could not account for. I will also discuss restrictions 

for some of the tenninology used. 
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Gender 

I do not address the issue of "gender" directly in this dissertation. There 

are several points I want to make regarding this omission. Of the children 

involved in this study, virtually all of the girls were both described by their 

parents or observed by myself as displaying a passion toward book reading. 

The boys were not. The girls, to apply a commonly stated metaphor, 'gravitated 

naturally" toward books without the parents' initiation. 1 recall observing one giri 

wading through a large room cluttered with toys in order to get to one small book 

nearly hidden in a corner. The boys in the study were described as engaging in 

storybook reading at the parents' request or encouragement, usually at bedtime. 

Sometimes the parents bribed them to read. 

Though not as uniformly consistent, this gender division was also true for 

the parents. The women tended to express more interest in book reading than 

the men, although one father's report of his own book reading surpassed all 

other parents. This issue of gender was addressed with a degree of reflection 

by only one parent, a ^ther. As can be seen, he addresses both the children 

and adults in his family: 

• Now when I think of the kids. Max and Wanda, Max seems to be more 

of a physical, do physically with my body, than like sit down and read 

or like you know even though it involves a little physicality. And which 

I really understand that in a lot of ways because I'm that way myself 

more. Where Wanda is very physical but she also like really enjoys 

sitting down, laying down and getting involved in a book, you know, in 

writing. She really seems to just love it. And in my own experience, 
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it's almost like I see Max a little more you know like me. Maybe 

Wanda will be more like Eleanor. 'Cause Eleanor, she can sit down 

anywhere, anytime, if she's involved in reading, and just get into it. I 

mean I've got to be so glued into whatever I'm reading that you know 

for there to be a distraction that I don't just get up. 

I do not want to belabor an analysis of this statement, the issues of 

gender identification, or the construction of male and female roles. If literacy 

behaviors actually differ between males and females, this identification and 

discussion is beyond the scope of this study. More relevant is how male and 

female cultural models of literacy may have socially constructed differences 

related to gender. This, however, requires additional exploration. 

I have also omitted any discussion of the significance of gender in middle-

class formation, an omission also problematic in Bourdieu's work. This issue 

may be very closely associated with literacy, and is only mildly hinted at in some 

of the analysis. Savage, Barlow, Dickens, and Fielding (1992) have contrasted 

the types of leisure activities that groups of middle-class British men 

overwhelmingly engage in with the activities that middle-class British women 

engage in. There are a variety of possible explanations for these differences 

including active choice, time constraints, lack of disposable income, and active 

exclusion by men (such as in certain sports or heavy drinking). Savage et al., 

(1992) also speculate that "some fomns of leisure undertaken by senior white-

collar men are presumably linked to the cultivation of business contacts and 

hoped-for acquisition of further economic assets" (p. 123), which is another fomn 

of exclusion. 
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In reality, issues pertaining to the middle class, literacy, and gender are 

as important as race and social class. What role the "bedtime story," formal and 

informal home literacy pedagogy, and other literacy events play in the fomnation 

of middle-class gender roles is an important area for future research. As an 

example, for one parent in this study, reading a bedtime story to her children 

was inextricably tied to what might be described as her 'female occupation' as a 

mother. Nevertheless, I recognize this matter as a limitation in my study. 

A final issue pertaining to gender involves the description of morality 

itself. Like the tenn middle class, common-sense descriptions of "morality" are 

simplistic, used as if everyone understands what morality means. I have 

described In this study what I mean by morality, an understanding built from 

other academic descriptions that is detailed in the next chapter. However, there 

are literally thousands of books in the philosophy and psychology sections of 

university libraries that address the issue of morality in profound and complex 

ways. A serious discussion of moral theory should address the issue of gender. 

Gilligan's research (1982) takes aim at the general way in which Jean Piaget 

and Lawrence Kohlberg account for morality, vigorously arguing that they are 

biased toward a male point of view, male standards, and male judgments. That 

same criticism could be made of my research. Again, I do not attempt to develop 

a moral theory. I do, however, address moral issues such as happiness, 

empathy, pleasure, well-being, wholeness. Whether these should or could be 

discussed differently for men and women in my study is a second issue I did not 

address. 
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Using the Term "Literacy" Versus "Reading" 

The term literacy has taken on a life of its own in recent years, with 

various definitions, all contestable. Progressive educators have argued for 

broader descriptions of literacy so as to encompass other semiotic systems, 

including oral language. There are also the many uses of the temn literacy that 

suggest specialized knowledge such as "computer literacy," "cultural literacy," 

and even "sexual literacy." 

In this study, I have restricted the use of the term greatly, examining only 

reading. To have examined writing would have required a second study. It 

might have been much simpler to refer to this study as Cultural Models of 

Reading. I have resisted such suggestions for two related reasons. The first is 

to personally resist the current political shift where "reading" is increasingly 

conceptualized by autonomous theorists as an asocial, nonideological task. I 

deny this assertion entirely and recognize that all reading — including solitary, 

silent reading — is situated in a social context. The term "literacy" more or less 

continues to be understood as a social activity, understood in terms of both 

social knowledge and social action. The second reason I used the term literacy 

is because of what I believe is the use of "reading" as an unmarked association 

with schooled literacy. The temi "literacy" for reading is not typically used by the 

general public. In the course of our interviews, the terms reading and literacy 

were frequently interchanged, largely because the parente were following my 

(albeit inconsistent) lead. They never initiated the use of the term "literacy" or 

"illiteracy." 
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Generalizations to the Entire Middle Class 

Cmiel (1990) comnnents that the casual scholarly use of the term "middle 

class" to describe some kind of cultural form such as middle-class morality or 

middle-class speech is a kind of intellectual laziness. "Such phrases miss 

important divisions within the middle class and the precise ways that cultural 

forms operate in specific social settings" (p. 17), a point that I have made in my 

literature review. However, I want to emphasize here that there are only fifteen 

adults in this study. I have avoided making large-scale generalizations about 

the entire middle class. I can say with confidence, however, that I have 

reconstructed a cultural model of literacy for a group of fifteen, urban, middle-

class adults. I also cannot claim that this same cultural model, or aspects of this 

model, is not shared by other groups such as middle-class Blacks, working-class 

Italians, and so forth. 

I would be disingenuous, however, if I did not hope this study carries 

certain implications for a larger body of people in this country. While I obviously 

cannot interview virtually everybody within the middle-class community to 

ascertain their understandings of literacy, I can "probe the language" (Kovecses, 

1986, p. 1) used by most people in that speech community. Further, if this group 

of families can be considered a series of "case studies," even though their lives 

are not ethnographically detailed, their cases can be quite telling, and "serve to 

make previously obscure theoretical relationships suddenly apparenf (Mitchell, 

1984, p. 239). To that extent, I believe that my findings demonstrate some 

generalized regularities that very likely exist under certain contextual 

circumstances. 
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Transcription 

As someone rigorously trained in transcription notation, which typically 

includes coding for pauses, repetition, stammers, rising and falling contour, etc., 

I have self-consciously avoided such notations in this presentation, it is my 

judgment that their use (and subsequent notations in the text) did not influence 

my interpretation of the data. They would, however, interfere with the ease of 

reading. The use of ellipses indicates that a portion of that piece of talk was 

eliminated. I have included this discussion under "limitations' because some 

may justifiably claim that such information would be important for interpretation. 

I accept this possibility and make my tapes available to them. 
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CHAPTER 4 

LITERACY IS MORALITY 

The data in this chapter strongly suggest that parents in my study operate 

under a cultural model where reading is proxy for morality. In other words, the 

primary purpose of their talk about reading is to morally distinguish themselves, 

members of the White, middle class. As I will demonstrate, when parents make 

a statement such as, "Reading is part of my life," the listener understands the 

meaning of "reading" as both the ability and strong desire to do so. But close 

analysis of the metaphor in such a statement, in coordination with a series of 

related metaphors, reveals that in addition to the directly indexed messages are 

a second set of profoundly ideological messages that indirectly index the moral 

character of the speaker, the moral character of their children, and the moral 

character of others. The message is "indirecf because the metaphors evoke 

"some other feature of the communicative evenf (Ochs, 1990, p. 295) and the 

morality is not acknowledged. 

In its simplest and most general fonmulation, morality is understood as 

"set of rules, precepts, and sanctions that are thought to govern behavior" 

(Crittenden, 1990, p. 5). Moral development is the process by which "a person 

comes to accept [these] set of rules" (Crittenden, 1990, p. 5). Morals involve 

accepting the norms of individual conduct (Donagon, 1977) that pertain to "right, 

wrong, good, evil, bad, ought, obligation, duty, guilty, blameworthy, 

praiseworthy, noble, disgraceful, righteous, and virtuous" (Snare, 1992, p. 1). 

A moral philosophy "typically begins with what is a rather deep-rooted 

part of everyday practice, i.e. the making of moral judgments and the thinking of 

moral thoughts" (Snare, 1992, p. 1). Therefore, as Snare points out, moral 
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judgments are not limited to the above descriptors but involve prescriptions of 

"ought to," and "should." More often, however, moral prescriptions (and 

judgments) appear less obvious, and manifest their ways in such seemingly 

benign expressions as "is responsible for..."is liable for...," "fair," 

"deserves," "one's rights," "human rights," "is a responsible person," and so forth. 

Moral theory can be far-reaching, and its complexities are well beyond the 

scope of this study. But to suggest that literacy is proxy for morality requires that 

the term "morality" be grounded in some kind of theoretical framework. Most 

influential to this framework is Linde (1993) whose analysis of the narratives of 

the North American middle class reveal that this group takes great effort to 

establish the moral value of self. According to Linde, members of the middle 

class don't want just any objectifiable self — they want a good self; a self that is 

perceived as good by other people. "People's narratives are an extremely 

powerful tool for creating, negotiating, and displaying the moral standing of the 

self (Linde, 1993, p. 123). 

I describe many of the metaphors the middle-class parents in my study 

use as "moral metaphors" because they indirectly index ideas of goodness and 

badness, or what is an image of a good or a bad person. This image of moral 

personhood celebrates middle-class values and aspirations of psychological 

health including a desire to (a) promote one's well-being and the well-being of 

others; (b) achieve cohesion, unity, wholeness, and completeness; and (c) 

achieve happiness through the pursuit of pleasure and the achievement of 

empathy. For the parents in my study, these are not abstract, intellectual 

theories or principles, but highly motivating matters of "common-sense" that are 

reinforced through real and imagined social approval and disapproval, in other 
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words, parents feel a greater or lesser degree of guilt — or wtiat Spiro (1987) 

refers to (in a different matter) as "moral anxiety" — if such moral principles of 

psychological health are not regularly met. The metaphors that contribute to this 

image of moral personhood and thus constitute the proposition that LITERACY IS 

MORALITY include the following: 

1. LITERACY IS CONSUMPTION. Most of the metaphors listed in this 

category emphasize issues of food. However, they are in fact 

subordinate to a larger metaphor of "need." 

2. LITERACY IS A FITTING PART. These metaphors involve the desire 

to make the self 'whole' by the collection and appropriation of 

particular artifacts (such as a husband, wife, boyfriend, girlfriend, 

partner) and the display of behaviors that are determined to be 

fundamentally essential. 

3. MINDS ARE PHYSICAL SPACES IN WHICH YOU CAN PUT THINGS. 

These metaphors involve the first of a series of descriptions that 

portray abstract ideas or practices as objects, bounded by physical 

space with a surges, an inside, and an outside. 

4. LITERACY IS HAPPINESS. This metaphor emphasizes empathy and 

pleasure. It is different from the other metaphors in that there is not 

just one way of metaphorically describing empathy or pleasure. 

Rather, happiness and pleasure are constituted by a number of 

associated metaphors which are clearly described in the body of this 

text. 
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5. LITERACY IS ECONOMIC WELL-BEING. This metaphor is used to 

describe reading financially in tenns of exchanges, debts, credits and 

balances. 

6. LITERACY IS A HOLY PRACTICE. This metaphor captures the 

religious associations that parents hold of both the act of reading and 

some of the text types that are read. 

7. LITERACY IS PURITY. This metaphor emphasizes the paradoxical 

moral injunctions associated with particular texts when "immoral" texts 

are desired. 

As in all descriptions of the three propositions, no metaphor should be 

considered more significant than another. They are all used to describe a 

different aspect of the moral system of literacy. However, LITERACY IS 

CONSUMPTION, LITERACY IS A FITTING PART, and MINDS ARE PHYSICAL SPACES IN 

WHICH YOU CAN PUT THINGS are more closely related than the rest simply 

because they are associated with the bodily experience. However, as will be 

obvious, the prepositional schema of LITERACY IS MORALITY plays a central role, 

infusing itself Into the other two propositional schemas. As Johnson (1993) 

suggests, human beings are 'fundamentally imaginative moral animals" (p. 1) 

and our shared folk theories of morality are "irreducibly metaphoric" (p. 63). 

Therefore, the proposition that LITERACY IS MORALITY is crucial to understanding 

what motivates conscious and unconscious parental attitudes, understandings 

and behaviors pertaining to literacy. The clues that betray this understanding 

come from the metaphors that they use. 

Striving for goodness, nobility, and a happy life is not only an integral part 

of what it is be human but thought to be naturally determined. In other words, a 
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"life of virtue and a happy life are one and the same" (Chazan, 1998, p. 9). 

Therefore, conceptualizing literacy as a moral act and an index of a moral 

person can be considered highly motivating, and the proposition of LITERACY IS 

MORALITY helps explain particular actions taken by parents in specific situations. 

Most of these actions and behaviors are taken by parents to be natural, normal, 

and simply a matter of course. 

In the remaining section, I review in detail the metaphors mainstream 

parents in my study used during our interviews which constructed themselves as 

moral beings and their literacy as a moral literacy. These metaphors are 

discoursally imposed upon ail people but privilege a particular dominant literacy 

and ultimately marginalize other literacies as less than prototypical since they do 

not fulfill the necessary conditions that I have described for morality. 

Literacy Is Consumption 

In a collection of essays published in 1625, Francis Bacon wrote on the 

art of studying that some books "are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and 

some few to be chewed and digested" (quoted in Manguel, 1996, p. 171). While 

Bacon's was an early use of this gastronomic metaphor, it was hardly the first. 

In the book of Ezekial (2:8-10), the priest has a vision of God who orders him to 

speak to the rebellious Israelites; 

... "Open thy mouth, and eat what I give you." 
And when I looked, behold a hand was sent unto me; and, lo, a roll 
of a book was therein; 
And he spread it before me; and it was written within and without; 
and there was written therein lamentations, and mourning and woe. 

I begin with an examination of food-iiteracy-morality for two reasons. The 

first is that food metaphors related to eating are so well-known and plentiful. 
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That so many metaphors mapping the function of eating onto reading have 

developed and expanded throughout the course of history cannot be by pure 

chance. Eating is one of the few behaviors that is absolutely necessary for 

survival, something that evolutionary pressures seem to have formed us to be 

universally engaged in. The second reason I begin with this metaphor is that it 

is with tastes in food that there is the strongest and most indelible mark of infant 

learning. Like reading, it is typically instantiated by the mother. The 

socializations to these taste are most durable, sustaining themselves over time 

and distance, evoking nostalgic memories in which "pleasure-giving is an 

integral part of pleasure and of the selective disposition towards pleasure which 

is acquired through pleasure" (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 79). 

Detailed, systematic analysis of talk reveals that a literary literacy is so 

profoundly important to the middle-class parents in my study, that the 

metaphorical mapping of food onto reading is not only perfectly logical but 

almost required as a means of conveying self-identity. Reading and eating are 

determined as necessary for survival, which parents in my study consider a 

moral duty that requires some degree of self-love (Donagon, 1977; Goldman, 

1988; Wolf, 1988). "The centrality of food and eating to social and moral order 

has been widely noted" (Ochs et al., 1996, p. 7). Medieval and other scholars 

have linked the rise of civilized society to the preparation, serving, handling, and 

consumption of food (Elias, 1994). In summarizing a number of studies of food, 

Ochs et al. (1996) state that: 

[Cjonduct with regard to food defines persons and groups. What 
one eats, when and with whom are guided by understandings of 
one's identity within society; or to put it another way, alimentary 
conduct helps to define one's identity within society, (p. 8) 
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Like food, literacy has also been linked with the rise of civilized society (see 

Goody, 1977; Havelock, 1977; Olson, 1977; among many others). What one 

reads, that one reads, how one learns to read also defines one's identity within 

society. 

The primary function of eating is nourishing the body to give it strength, or 

what Bourdieu (1984) describes as the "taste of necessity." Food is necessary 

for life and for humans there is no other way of achieving this end than by eating 

and drinking. Evolution has provided for us the tools necessary for this 

achievement; the instinctual act of sucking and swallowing, the teeth needed for 

chewing, the desire to seek out satisfying foods. Evolution has also provided the 

knowledge of nutritional intake. Once physically satisfied, we feel invigorated 

and emotionally satisfied. The related themes of nutrition, chewing, taste, 

physical satisfaction, and digestion constitute our everyday biological 

understanding of the consumption of food. Not to be forgotten is the 

unconscious recognition by even the most primitive creatures that food is 

necessary for survival. 

It is difficult to know precisely what aspects of eating are biological and 

which are purely social. Eating provides a format for social interaction, and this 

ritual seems to be important in every society. But whether this behavior is a 

function of eating is unclear. Additionally, we are all sensitive to the taste of 

foods but there are obvious intra- and inter-cultural differences in the pleasures 

of taste. Generally, humans want food to taste good, and in the United States 

(and many other countries) it does not take keen observation to recognize the 

great efforts that food manufacturers, restaurateurs, and writers of cookbooks 

take to appeal to and construct our rather fussy palates. 
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However, for Bourdieu (1984), food consumption is less about eating for 

survival and more about social meanings and identity; food consumption allows 

individuals to express their social class "distinction." Therefore, a second food 

related class distinction for Bourdieu is the "taste of luxury" (or "freedom"). This 

involves "the tastes of individuals who are the product of material conditions of 

existence defined by distance from necessity, by the freedoms or facilities 

stemming from possession of capital" (p. 177). The taste of luxury presupposes 

freedom of choice. The taste of luxury also involves issues pertaining to the 

quantity of consumption and a concern for refined and non-^ttening foods. As 

Bourdieu (1984) discusses, taste in food — and dietary behaviors in general — 

depend on the ideas that "each class has of the body and of the effects of food 

on the body" (p. 190). 

While 'Americans' in general are known for rather large food consumption 

habits, it is easy to forget how this preoccupation with food — the consumption 

of large quantities, the indulgence in rich, high caloric food, as well as the 

contradictory social pressure to restrict eating to healthier, low-fat or non-fat 

foods, and by dieting — is most closely associated with people of upper social 

class (Bourdieu, 1984). (Many diet books attempt to address the middle-class 

indulgence by conjoining both large consumption and food cravings with healthy 

eating such as the best seller Eat More. Weigh Less [Ornish, 1993], or 

indulgence with dieting, as in The Chocolate Lovers' Diet [magazine article 

quoted in Warde, 1997, p. 89].) Savage et al., (1992) describe a middle-class 

"postmodern" lifestyle where "a binge in an expensive restaurant one night might 

be followed by a diet the nexf (p. 108). It is members of the middle class who 
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tend to adapt their diets to the rules of what is understood to be healthy eating 

(Warde, 1997). 

Middle-class American parents often spend great amounts of time 

contemplating as well as expressing concern about their child's eating patterns. 

Parents often maintain their children do not eat enough, and frequently hound 

their children with reminders that include something about "growing up big and 

strong" as an encouragement to finish the food on their plate. Ochs et al. (1996) 

has observed four general themes expressed during mealtimes in American 

middle-class families, themes that can be categorized in terms of the opposition 

of the taste of necessity and the taste of freedom: (a) food as nutrition, (b) food 

as a material good, (c) food as reward, and (d) food as pleasure. 

Not all associations with food involve pleasure, and these unpleasant 

associations have their "literacy" equivalents. Violation of the "rules" for eating, 

such as overindulgence, causes physical discomfort. However, the availability 

and possession of commodities that allow the individual to overindulge are 

themselves marker of class. A second painful food association is that some 

adults, recalling childhoods spent with parents insisting they eat a required food 

or portion of food, complain they were force fed. A third unpleasant association 

is food not properly digested followed by the (occasional) unpleasant oral 

consequence. 

I argue in this section that eating, and the associations related to eating, 

while obviously a biological necessity is, more importantly, culturally constructed 

by the middle class as a moral necessity and serves as an important source for 

talking about literacy. Eating involves wellness, wholeness, and satisfaction — 

characteristics that historically have been considered by western philosophers to 
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be highly moral attributes. Eating also captures what may be the universal 

human need to pursue pleasure and avoid pain. If food is not forthcoming, "then 

the pleasant state of mild appetite turns into a genuine pain" (Weiner, 1993, p. 

73). Finally, eating (and talking about eating) establishes the importance of the 

body for conveying self-identity, and serves as a mark of hierarchical distinction 

(Warde, 1997) and elite social status for the parent as well as the child 

(Bourdieu, 1984; Warde, 1997). The metaphors used by the parents in my study 

when talking about reading are not statements of fact but markers of their class. 

Books — regarded as so profoundly critical for to the everyday lives of the 

middle class — are conceptualized as food and metaphorically consumed as 

either a taste of need or, more frequently, a taste of luxury: 

I begin with two examples of the manner in which books are consumed: 

• Every time a new issue [of the Boy Scout manual] came out, I would 

just devour it. (Carl) 

• In seventh grade I went on a biography binge. (Lisa) 

Both parents chose metaphors to make the point that, like binging on 

food, the desire to read something they enjoy can be self-indulgent to the point 

of acting in a manner that is uncontrolled and unrestrained. Their metaphors 

reveal the middle class desire to seek excess, and their consumption words are 

consistently verbs of excess rather than moderation. Books are devoured, and 

gorged on. While these metaphors do not reflect a refined aspect of the taste of 

luxury, they certainly reflect their social class identity in the freedom to pursue 

this pattern of behavior. No parent interviewed talked about "feeding," "dining" 

or even simply "eating" a book, metaphors that would reflect the taste of 

necessity. One might imagine the desire to "sample" a book, or even "pick" at a 
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book. However, had these metaphors been used, the impression given would 

be something less than fulfilling (in both senses of the word). 

Another way in which parents talked about reading books is the use of 

two metaphors related to the absorption of food; 

• I thought that every word of the book was valuable. And I didn't want 

to give him the 2-minute synopsis ... I wanted him to ingest a couple 

hundred pages. (Katherine) 

• I would think of digesting at least five or six really good novels a 

minimum a year. (Lisa) 

Both of these examples involve the actual "taking in" of food rather than 

the process of eating itself. The first involves the initial process of taking in the 

food/book; the second involves the actual absorption. Katherine's use of ingest 

is interesting considering the specific context of its use. Her longer narrative 

included an explanation of her desire to rid their house of their television. Her 

husband, Ricardo, a sports fan, resisted this effort. Katherine gave Ricardo her 

copy of Trelease's Read Aloud Handbook (1982) which Katherine had already 

read. In the book, Trelease criticizes the quantity of television watched by 

children in America. Katherine stated: 

• I thought that every word of the book was valuable. And I didn't want 

to give him (Ricardo) the 2-minute synopsis and have him say oh who 

cares about that. I wanted him to have to ingest a couple hundred 

pages, read a bunch of book lists, think about his own childhood which 

was without television because they didn't have the money to buy a 

television. And consider what we were doing in this house. 
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The process of "ingesting" involves the beginning stages of absorption: 

Ricardo is learning about the supposed harm of television. But Katherine's 

metaphor reveals her realistic understanding of Ricardo's personality, and how 

he eventually comes around to agreeing with her. Ricardo has not yet "bought" 

her argument. 

In contrast, Lisa's use of the metaphor of "digesting" involves her greater 

"acceptance" of the material read. While the situations are slightly different, 

Lisa's use of the metaphor reveals less equivocation and a greater degree of 

absorption or assimilation. 

Parents also map certain food types onto books, and that category of food 

is particularly important. Consider Marilyn's example; 

• I get a lot of satisfaction quickly from reading a book. And I'm able to 

get into it, really get into the meat of the book, understand the story, 

get out of it. 

Marilyn's association of physical satisfaction with a dense and heavy food 

such as meat is derived from what Ochs et al. (1996) refer to as "Food as 

Pleasure." Like the middle-class socialization that views a food such as meat to 

be an object of pleasure, satisfaction is derived when engaged with a text of 

some substance. (The metaphor "getting into" suggests cutting the meat and 

commencing to eat it.) Throughout our interviews, Marilyn admittedly preferred 

books that have profound philosophical and social significance, ranging from the 

wori(s of French existentialist Albert Camus, to Euripides' Antigone, to comedies 

by Oscar Wilde. Marilyn consistently contrasted reading a book with reading 

various kinds of environmental print, such as billboards, various signs, and other 

everyday documents. Books, from Marilyn's perspective, have "meat," while 
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environmental print does not. One type of text is satisfying, something from 

which she derives pleasure. She does not derive pleasure from environmental 

print. Finally, in spite of how the "taste of luxury/freedom" suggests foods that 

are refined and non-fattening, in the United States and England, meat has long 

been associated with healthy living, nutrition, taste, oral gratification, complete 

satisfaction, and as Sahlins (1976) points out. strength and virility: "The 

indispensability of meat as 'strength,' and of steak as the epitome of virile meats, 

remains a basic condition of American diet" (p. 171). Meat encompasses all of 

the functions of eating, both biologically, socially, and, in particular, 

psychologically. Therefore, it serves the purpose for speakers to describe and 

privilege the reading of particular texts. 

Jackie provides a similar example by contrasting reading environmental 

print with reading books. Jackie's point is that there is a limited amount of 

infomriation one can discern from a billboard, simply because of the print 

constraints; 

Jackie; I'm thinking of a cigarette billboard. On the bottom it says, 

"surgeon general has." Well yeah, you can see the words 

and you can think, "Oh, cancer." This person said that, but 

until you know what cancer is, how do you know what cancer 

is? 

SB; OK. 

Jackie; More. You need more. And it gives you the information but 

then to be a good reader you want more. 

SB; OK. 

Jackie: I think they, they're sparks for interest. You know they — 
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SB; Say it again, they're sparks. 

Jackie: Sparks for interest. Like they're catalysts. Where it might 

trigger, it might like put a flash like the light goes on, draws 

something to your attention, and then but that's the 

beginning. That's just the start of something. You know it's 

like an hors d'oeuvre but it's not the main meal. 

SB; So using those expressions, tell me what the hors d'oeuvre 

are for Daniel and John, either one of them. What are the 

hors d'oeuvres? 

Jackie; Right now? 

SB; Yeah. 

Jackie; I think it's, I think the signs and everything around them are 

hors d'oeuvres. And what draws their interest, what they 

show interest in, I try to present to them. 

SB; OK. 

Jackie; Present more of. 

SB; But specifically though you think they're the signs. 

Jackie; Uh hm. They're the hors d'oeuvres. 

SB; OK. Menu hors d'oeuvres? 

Jackie; Menus, well that's part of that too. 

SB; The ones you can think of. 

Jackie; Menus, signs, the billboards. 

SB; OK. What's the main meal? 

Jackie; Well that's reading stories. It's also, now the computer and 

the computer games are becoming more. 
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Hors d'oeuvres are by definition an appetizer before the main meal and 

are not intended for complete satisfaction. Hors d'oeuvres satisfy some initial 

hunger pangs but not all. Hors d'oeuvres are not food to "gorge on" or 

"consume" and one should never fill up on them. Still, just as hors d'oeuvres 

have an important place in eating, Jackie does not dismiss environmental print 

at all. Consider the sequence of the meal; Like Marilyn, Jackie recognizes the 

importance that environmental print plays for children, as well as recognizing 

that Daniel expresses an interest in trying to make sense of the print before he 

has done so with books. As Marilyn points out: 

• If you couldn't read and so that you couldn't get to work or you couldn't 

figure out what you were reading at work, I mean you'd be in a world of 

hurt. You know you wouldn't be able to function very well. 

As described earlier, food does not always have a positive association. 

Each of the four food themes that Ochs et al. have identified can also be 

conversely understood as something negative. Food may not be nutritious, may 

not be a material good, may not act as a reward, and may not be pleasurable. 

When the underbelly of socializing to tastes reveals itself, the individual or the 

body of the individual may reject the food. Again, the mapping of one domain 

(the ill-effects of food) onto a dislike for a particular reading experience is 

revealed in some very common metaphors used by parents. 

The first example used by one parent is reminiscent of similar remarks 

made by university students preparing for a midterm or final: 

• I don't like to read something and just regurgitate the information. 

In this example, food metaphorically has been taken in but not been 

completely digested. When considering the common explanations for 
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"regurgitating" information read for an exam, there is usually little pleasure 

associated with the event. The engagement may be considered nutritious (the 

reading has somehow fortified the mind), a material good (the infonnation read 

may have some future value), rewarding (if I do well on the exam, I'll get an "A"). 

However, pleasure (or in this case the lack of pleasure) seems to be a highly 

motivating emotion, one that will become apparent in other metaphors under 

discussion. 

Related to regurgitation is the metaphorical recollection of food being 

forced upon us in childhood, a behavior that most adults usually recall with 

disdain in stories of attempts at rejection: 

• There's one book that everyone should have to read again when 

they're in their 20s, because it usually got jammed down their throats 

as a kid, and didn't like it because it's written in dialect and it's hard to 

read. (Katherine) 

In this example, the book was not desired. The reading was something 

that was assigned by a teacher. Katherine is referring to Huckleberrv Finn and 

acknowledges that this was something that high school students did not want to 

read. Regurgitation implies food that entered the body but was never completely 

digested; none of the nutrients became part of the body. Similarly, the common 

expression "regurgitating inforniation," along with its commonly known 

metaphors ("spewing up a text," "force-feed a book") strongly suggests that the 

reader never fully digests the book, but (as with Katherine's earlier comment) 

only ingests it. 

In spite of the common use of such metaphors, it must be kept In mind 

that, in keeping with socialization to taste, the oppositional stance to food so 
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often taken by children is also an index of middle-class children. In her study 

that contrasts middle-class Italian children and American children's socialization 

to taste, Ochs et al., (1996) reported: 

Most striking of all, American parents and children seldom displayed 
agreement with each other about the tastiness of particular foods.... 
When an American parent brought food to the table that she or he has 
bought and prepared, or when a parent praised the food or elicited a 
confirming praise from a child, the child generally said nothing, or child 
and parent took oppositional stances, (p. 34) 

How do these examples contribute to the proposition of LITERACY IS 

MORALITY? The metaphors of nutrition highlight the bodily experience we 

associate with books (ingest, devour), the intensity in which we perceive the task 

(binge, gorge), the internalization of the product (digest), and the ongoing need 

that sustains us (hungers). The use of these metaphors in everyday speech 

directly indexes such things as pleasure, intellectual health, and understanding. 

However, these metaphors indirectly serve to index a mark of social class, so 

that a person who "devours a book" or "gets into the meat" of a book is 

constructed as a kind of moral person. Similarly, considering food as a material 

good that costs money and requires labor in preparation imbues food — and 

indirectly, the act of reading — with "an ethical meaning" and renders "eating a 

moral activity" (Ochs et al., 1996, p. 20). The individual who reads — that is, 

engages in a literary literacy — is constituted as a moral person in four 

additional ways: 

1. Since eating is required to survive, by metaphorical extension, the 

consumption of literature is considered to be a healthy act because it is a 

necessary act. Our bodies are healthier because we have cared for them, and 
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the very act of taking care of oneself is an act of self-love. A certain kind of self-

love, Chazan (1998) argues, is foundational for moral agency and virtue. 

2. Apart from Bourdieu's classification. White, middle-class American 

simplified cultural understandings of food can be classified generally into the 

categories of 'good food' and 'bad food' (and some foods fail somewhere in the 

middle). Good food is healthy and nutritious, and people are encouraged (and 

sometimes attempt) to consume it. Conversely, good food, when consumed, is 

considered healthy and nutritious. Bad food, by contrast, is considered either 

hannful, or at the very least, not as nutritious. Bad food is less useful to the 

body than good food is. Further, sometimes our body recognizes this fact by 

ridding itself of harmful or deleterious substances. When considering 

food/reading as an act of self-love, the moral deed involves healthy food and 

thus privileges "healthy" texts which are considered to be morally superior to 

others. 

I present an excerpt from Katherine as the object of analysis; 

• Unfortunately there are books that tear down the human spirit. There 

are books that take us in directions that are not healthy for our minds, 

our bodies, our souls. And so books are not good for you always. 

In this example, Katherine uses a nutritional metaphor to explain and 

clarify her position on healthy versus unhealthy books. But there is an added 

dimension to Katherine's account. Books don't only go into your stomach, in the 

sense that I have been discussing. The nutritional aspect of the book includes 

another physical region (our minds) and a metaphysical region (our souls). This 

requires some explanation. 
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While books are metaphorically conceptualized as food, so are the ideas 

contained within the book. Therefore, along with BOOKS ARE FOOD, we can also 

say that BOOKS ARE CONTAINERS FOR IDEAS. Following Katherine's comment, 

ideas can nourish you (or harm you), morally as well as physically. Further, this 

kind of understanding requires several other important conceptualizations (that I 

elaborate upon in another part of this analysis). First is the understanding that 

IDEAS ARE ENTITIES, and those ideas travel from the book via a conduit (Reddy, 

1979) to some physical region in the body which itself acts as a container or 

containers. But first (as the original metaphor in this analysis suggests) those 

ideas are devoured, chewed, and ultimately swallowed, which allows them to 

travel to those relevant regions — the mind and the soul — where they can be 

harmful or helpful. Manguel (1996) suggests that through these metaphors, 

"readers make the book theirs, the end is that book and reader become one. 

The world that is a book is devoured by a reader who is a letter in the world's 

text; thus a circular metaphor is created for the endlessness of reading. We are 

what we read." 

Manguel's discussion is interesting but incomplete for he neglects the 

moral component of the process. The physical act of consumption is a moral act, 

producing pleasure, and the positive morality of the event is increased if the 

product is a healthy moral product. Consider Lisa's earlier example; 

• I would think digesting at least five or six really good novels a minimum 

in a year. 

Lisa is not describing simply enjoying reading. Lisa's metaphors involve 

the complete embodiment of 'good' or healthy texts which are considered 

nutritious for the body. Just prior to this statement, the only books Lisa mentions 
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are those that Hirsch (1987) would applaud: Greek mythology, Jane Evre. Don 

Quixote, and The Brothers Karamazov. The metaphorical act of digesting — 

and thus incorporating — healthy books produces pleasure within the body, or 

what Barthes (1975) refers to as "reading with the body," where the body reacts 

physically to the text. The digestion metaphor signifies the breakdown of the 

books, or better, the meanings within the books, which becomes incorporated 

into the body. As Manguel (1996) would say, Lisa makes the books hers. But 

the texts that Lisa is digesting, the texts that Lisa makes hers and produce 

pleasure, conform to a dominant ideology which has become incorporated within 

her. Through such incorporation, Lisa is in possession of the habitus — 

particular kinds of knowledge — which predispose her to enter a particular social 

game as a legitimate player and act as a dominating hegemonic agent. But 

while she may participate in domination, she is also a dominated agent. She 

occupies a dominated position in a dominant class (Bourdieu, 1993). 

3. As a folk model, people who lack hunger remain healthy. Healthy 

people are thought to perform everyday tasks that in turn further their well-being 

and potential well-being of others. An individual who can contribute to his or her 

own well-being and to the well-being of others is considered to be a moral 

person. Consider, for example, the many charitable programs designed to aid 

the hungry. Those who are well-fed are given the responsibility of finding ways 

to help those who do not have the financial means to feed themselves. In fact, 

many of these campaigns point out to potential donors how they themselves are 

well-fed and do not go to bed hungry. Consequently, it is considered a moral 

obligation — giving money or donations of canned food to various charities — to 
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help those "who cannot help themselves" but who will, once independent, help 

themselves (and others). 

The construction of the metaphor "well-fed" includes the adverb "well" 

suggesting that the result of being well-fed is a healthy individual. In other 

words, individuals who are well-fed, well-liked, and of course well-read are 

healthier because they do not "hunger" (for food, friends, books). But consider 

along with food as a material good the gastronomic notion of indulgence. If I am 

well-fed, I am not eating simply the minimum quantity. I am eating in excess of 

what I must consume. In our society more is better; the "minimum quantity" of 

anything is hardly considered enough. Consider how proud and excited parents 

feel when their little baby, toddler, or young child eats more food than expected. 

Overindulgence is, in certain contexts with certain individuals, considered 

positive, while underindulgence is considered negative. Consider Bea's use of 

"well-read": 

• I read professionally what I need to read and I love to do that kind of 

reading but, you know, I'm not well-read professionally any more. I 

used to be pretty well-read I thought. 

This is but a small sample of Bea's explanation of what it means to be 

well-read. The placement of her "well-read" metaphor following the metaphor 

"need" (to be discussed below) is also relevant since it casts being well-read as 

something associated with survival. There is also regret expressed in Bea's 

statement. Being well-read, at least professionally, is something that Bea 

perceives as a need. Like the person who might say, "I used to eat nutritiously, 

but I just don't have the time to be so diligent," Bea is suggesting that her current 
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stage of life is such that being professionally well-read is just not possible. 

Therefore, not only is she not well-read, she is not well-fed. 

To understand the moral implications, I want to broaden our 

understanding of Bea. More than any parent in this study, I understand Bea to 

be someone who makes every effort for her son Corey to be "well-read." But this 

is not unusual for Bea, since Corey is also involved with piano lessons, karate, 

soccer, ice hockey, and so forth. On weekends, Bea takes Corey on any 

number of 'field trips' in the area, such as visiting a mine, the planetarium, the 

museum, and so forth. Bea described heralding in the New Year by reading to 

Corey a Goosebumos novel for over 3 hours; 

• We spent 3 1/2 hours reading this Goosebumps book to get to the 

end. And we took one break in there and then at New Year's when the 

firecrackers went off. 

Corey — in spite of qualifying for the public school's Gifted and Talented 

Program (GATE) — does not yet know how to read. Bea tearfully expressed her 

own feelings of inadequacy at her inability to teach him; 

• I feel like that somehow I have let him down. 

Bea claims the desire to read is Corey's, not hers; 

• He feels badly about himself that he's not reading. 

As Bea finishes this account, her tears subside and she claims that 

Corey's current inability to not read does not bother her; 

• You know, he's going to read. I'm not anxious about his somehow 

never reading. And that will work out. 

Bea's elderly mother, who lives vtnth them, has also expressed concern 

and has told Bea about two children who are close to Corey's age and 
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apparently read proficiently. The following excerpt reveals the moral implication 

of being "well-read:" 

• It really irritates my mother that this child is reading at sixth-grade level 

now and Corey's not reading. And then we have another friend that, 

you know, he's played with, ever since they were like one, and they're 

in this other play group together and they're in the same class at 

school, and she's now reading at third-grade level or something like 

that. And so Mother kind of doesn't know what to do with this, with 

Corey, because she keeps thinking well I think both of these kids are 

probably not going to do much in life and Corey certainly is. 

There are surely a number of different reasons why Bea believes that 

Corey will do more with his life than the other two children. But, as far as literacy 

goes, there is no one in this study who wants his or her child to be well-read 

more than Bea. A well-read person suggests a large degree of health resulting 

from "good" eating, leading to a particular kind of healthy existence that results 

in particular superlative personality traits, providing Corey with an advantage, 

perhaps allowing him to surpass others. Ultimately, Bea perceives this as 

something positive; excellence, achievement, and doing good for the world are 

all considered to be highly moral characteristics. 

Bea's metaphor entails another related metaphor: Being well-fed/ 

well-read metaphorically makes one physically satisfied or "full," once the food 

has reached its destination. When one is full, one feels more whole or what 

Ramsay (1997) refers to as the "unity of character." The desire for a unified, 

complete, or whole character provides an explanation for an individual's 

behavior, and "an agent's conduct may be described as virtuous only to the 
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extent that her actual character approximates that unity" (p. 32). Ramsay claims 

that the unity of the self determines personhood as well as personal identity. 

While Ramsey is making universal claims by imposing his own cultural values on 

the rest of the world, his claim can be applied appropriately to Bea and other 

parents in this study. For example, the "unity of character" principle provides a 

more complete understanding of Katherine's use of the following metaphor: 

• Literacy makes a full life possible. 

Katherine's statement has profound moral ramifications. It reflects her 

desire to have a more whole, complete life. It also mirrors Katherine's belief that 

without "literacy" her life would be less full, and consequently less whole, and 

ultimately (and more implicit than explicit) less moral. 

But, as discussed, not all types of texts appear to sen/e the purpose of 

constructing one's moral character. While one might argue that the individual 

who walks on the freshly planted lawn with the clearly marked sign reading 

"Keep off the grass" is acting immorally (or perhaps unlawfully), the moral 

essence of that person has been established through behaviors prior to ignoring 

the sign. The metaphors used by parents in my interviews involve food/texts 

entering the body and traveling to the center of the body to help create that 

person, perhaps close to the same physical spot we think of when we say that a 

person is "rotten to the core" or has a "heart of gold." 

Food provides the nutrients needed for survival. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that speakers use a series of related metaphors about literacy that, 

while not cast specifically as food, acts as an entailment of the metaphor. 

Speakers frequently speak of being unable to "survive" without being literate, or 

the more ubiquitous verta "need." These can be taken as a subcategorization 
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(Kovecses, 1986) where LITERACY IS CONSUMPTION is a concept subordinate to 

need. Like the previous food metaphors, the knowledge that one "needs" 

something involves the recognition that something is required for survival, as is 

indicated by Katherine's examples; 

• Illiteracy is [being] unable to perfomi the basic reading and writing 

tasks it takes to survive in today's world. 

In Katherine's second example, her use of "need" suggests that the very 

existence of a democracy is predicated on the ability to read particular texts; 

• If you want a group of people who make decisions on facts, not just on 

emotions, and I'm not sure that the American electorate does that, but 

they have the opportunity to do that if they choose. Then you need to 

be able to read. 

Katherine's comment reflects Rockhill's (1993) and Cook-Gumpertz's 

(1986) description of the shift in the United States from a "multiplicity of 

literacies" associated with specific practices and skills to the ideological and 

symbolic dimension of a single literacy as a means of governance. "Whereas 

once the state feared the development of literacy among the working class, by 

the mid-nineteenth century, literacy was being mandated as a means of social 

and moral regulation" (Rockhill, 1993, p. 160). 

The texts to which Katherine refers are obviously the kind that allow the 

"reader" to morally judge people and issues objectively based on logical rather 

than emotional thought. Hers is a common sense model of the oral society, the 

kind that Havelock (1963) refers to when discussing oral Homeric Greek culture. 

Essentially, Havelock argues, the teller of such tales as the Iliad or the Odvssev 

was under the spell of the epic tale's rhythm. As the listener identified with the 
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telling of the tale, the listener was also under the spell of the story and the spell 

of the teller. Oral speech, so Havelock would have it, represents the "limits 

within which the mind of the members of that culture can express itself, the 

degree of sophistication to which they can attain" (Havelock, 1963, p. 182). 

Ultimately, Havelock maintains, it was alphabetic script which changed the 

technology of communication and allowed the reader to distance himself from a 

text and thus from an emotional attachment to the oral form of the story or the 

storyteller. (Many of his arguments pertaining to the differences between oral 

and written language, the cognitive consequences of an alphabetic script, and 

the applicability of the Greek situation to any other have been refuted by various 

scholars including Finnegan, 1988; Scribner and Cole, 1981; and Street, 1995.) 

While Michael is less desirous for his children to be "well-read" in the 

sense that the other parents express, he also recognizes what he perceives as 

their societal obligation. 

SB; Do you think these are things that you want your own kids to 

read? (Where The Red Fern Grows: That Was Then. This Is 

Now) 

Michael: Sure. Yeah. 

SB: More than another kind of piece of literature? 

Michael: I think they need to be exposed to it. 

Recalling the overarching metaphor, Michael's comments are reminiscent 

of parents who recognize their children should eat vegetables. Some parents 

may emphasize or encourage the eating of greens more than others and the 

ones who don't may very likely at least recognize their nutritional value. 
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Similarly, parents express the understanding that certain types of literacy 

experiences should be as much a part of daily existence as breakfast. Without 

the appropriate nutrition, the child cannot be a complete individual, cannot take 

care of himself or others, and therefore cannot be a complete moral individual. I 

asked the parents what they would think about a parent or parents who are 

capable of reading but don't read aloud to their children. The following are 

representative responses; 

• Because it deprives them of opportunity, that I think children do benefit 

from if you are reading to them, and that... can be a very special 

thing to share with them. (Bea) 

• [Books] present... some areas that the child can think about and 

reflect on. And those things are important to do with children. So that 

kind of reading to them is important. But I also think if there's 

something that they're fascinated by, why deprive them of those 

because they can't read the words. (Katherine) 

• I would have trouble [with a kid not getting read to]. I belief that It's 

had a benefit, but even beyond that I would have trouble with the 

concept of doing that when so much of what I understand to be says 

you should read to kids, that it's important. And I think even if I didn't 

understand it, why it was important, I would probably do it anyway 

because experts and other people are saying Ifs important. And I 

would be afraid to deprive them of that. (Grant) 

The use of "deprived" is a way of describing children being starved of 

food and nutrients. They are starved of nutrients as well as never being full. As 

stated, these are necessary for the love of self and the feeling of wholeness. As 
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is commonly expressed, those who cannot help themselves cannot help others. 

Without these elements, these starving children are less than healthy and less 

than whole and consequently less than moral. 

Literacy Is a Fitting Part 

In his book Bevond Virtue: Integrity and Morality. Ramsey (1997) states: 

Philosophical discussions of integrity generally begin by drawing attention 
to the tension between two ideals; a fonnalist idea of personal wholeness 
achieved by consistent willing in accord with right principles, and an 
aretaic ideal of moral or intellectual excellence. The latter may be either 
possession of one particular moral virtue or possession of a character in 
general reluctant to abandon or compromise moral principles or ideals; 
the former is a broader sense of self-integration, including identification 
with enduring aspects of myself (which may include moral principles or 
ideals) and self-determination in accordance with these, (p. 3) 

The overriding concern in this section is predicated on the belief that this 

group of White, middle-class Americans needs to feel a sense of indivisibility, of 

wholeness. In other words, when the constituent "parts" of the self are present 

in roughly equal strength, we can think of this person as "balanced" (Wolf, 1988, 

p. 51) or whole. The complementary metaphors — "I'm falling apart... I need to 

pull myself together" — present examples of some White, middle-class desires 

to feel "integrated" and "cohesive" and to avoid "fragmentation," or the aspect of 

one's self experience that is not coordinated or fitting together (Wolf, 1988). 

This sense of wholeness, Wolf points out, allows the individual to have a healthy 

sense of him or herself, to maintain self-esteem and well-being. Humans find 

the cultural tools necessary for them to feel whole. Consider both the metaphor 

and tool in the following statement: "I need a boyfriend to make me feel whole." 
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The individual recognizes her psychological needs and implicitly understands 

the cultural tool to reconcile her "lack of wholeness." 

The use of this metaphor LITERACY IS A FITTING PART can be understood 

in two related ways. First, and perhaps most importantly, parents think of 

reading as something that is beneficial for both them and their children. (See 

Quinn, 1987, for a similar observation regarding the metaphors of marriage.) 

Reading — for reasons that I will later explain — is one primary act that White, 

middle-class American parents have determined will help integrate them into a 

cohesive whole. In this regard, there is an obvious relationship between 

LITERACY IS A FITTING PART and LITERACY IS CONSUMPTION. Nutrients are also 

beneficial and therefore "fit into" one's life. We could not feel "whole" without 

food. In this class of metaphors, however, the references are more direct and to 

the point than are the food metaphors. 

Secondly, LITERACY IS A FITTING PART can be understood as an 

ontological metaphor (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). These are metaphors of 

substance where experiences with our own physical bodies provide the basis for 

a variety of metaphors that serve various purposes. In this case, if a book or any 

literacy event is conceived of as an entity separate from another object and 

separate from the individual, then that object can potentially be placed 

somewhere, like a jigsaw puzzle piece. In order for the "literacy jigsaw puzzle 

piece" to be inserted, there must be some benefit (or need) for doing so. That 

benefit is to make the person complete and whole. Wholeness is considered the 

natural, good and correct state of being. When something (say, a manu^ctured 

product) is whole, it is considered to have strength and a durability that it would 
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not have were it not whole. Among the benefits of a well-produced 

manufactured product is its resistance to pressure and destruction. 

The parents in my study all say something very similar: The act of reading 

makes their lives more whole, more complete. Consequently, they — like a 

product — are able to function better in the world, with strength and durability, 

characteristics of the moral individual. Consider the following ways in which 

parents metaphorically talk about the ways in which books make them whole. 

• [Books] fit with my life ... it will fit kind of whatever my lifestyle, what's 

happening in my life at the moment. (Bea) 

• Reading is something that's just part of me. (Eleanor) 

• I guess so, because I take such pleasure in it and to this day is such 

an important part of my/^e. I read every single day. I really enjoy 

reading. It's always given me such great pleasure. (Marilyn) 

• It makes me a better person. (Marilyn) 

Patricia's excerpt below has an additional element worth examining. As 

she states at the beginning, reading acts as the puzzle piece that makes Seth's 

life more whole. But the one example that she provides to illustrate the "piece of 

his life" is the children's book The Berenstain Bears. The Berenstain Bears is 

really the generic names for a series of book titles; 

• [Reading] will be a piece of what he has [E]ven just reading stuff 

like the Berenstain Bears where they, you know, where he relates so 

to the characters and the moral lessons that are shown and to be able 

to say, "Oh that's just the way I feel," and to be able to really see the 

characters in the book and look at his friends and compare them and 
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come up with a way of understanding his behavior In relationship to 

others. That's really important to him. I see that it's important to him. 

Virtually all Berenstain Bears books are morality tales dealing with issues 

such as having good manners, sharing, interrupting, helping others, 

relationships with siblings, and so forth. These are obviously not the only books 

that Seth reads. But Patricia's comment reflects Lisa's earlier statement. The 

act of reading is itself a moral act because it makes one's life more whole and 

complete. But the type of book — in this case a book that overtly teaches a 

moral lesson — can also be considered to be a moral index. 

When all the parts aren't available, the person is not whole, and 

metaphorically begins to deteriorate. Like a hillside erosion or building that 

collapses, Patricia discusses what would happen to Seth in school if he could 

not read: 

• Being in a school for that many hours a day and not being able to read 

is devastating at a certain point. Devastating. It can crumble the 

strongest child's world. 

It is Seth's potential inability to read that may cause the crumbling, not 

specifically the school. The weakness would be within him, not something 

exterior to him. The "fitting parf — the ability to read — makes him the 

complete product. Without that fitting part, Seth (the product), is not as strong or 

durable as he is with that part; without the part, he may deteriorate or "crumble." 

A strong person is considered to be a moral person, since a strong person is 

potentially capable of withstanding the immoral pressures that might cause 

degeneration or deterioration to a person-product who is less than whole. In 

cases of family crisis, for example, it is common to hear expressions such as. 



149 

"You've got to be strong for your family." The individual who is capable of 

heeding that advice is thought to be emotionally "put together" and thus 

considered a moral person (in contrast to the family member who runs away from 

the family crisis). A potentially whole person could be lacking certain elements 

that precludes him or her from being complete. 

Below are samples of the ways parents make this point: 

• [Parents who don't read to their kids] are missing an opportunity to 

enrich their child's life. (Chris) 

• That cultural link to value education wasn't, it was the missing piece. It 

just wasn't there. (Katherine) 

• If you can't read it quickly and understand and remember it, you could 

be missing out on something. (Carl) 

• I tell him [my husband] all the time, he's missing something (because 

he doesn't read books). (Virginia) 

In the following, Bea responds to my question about the parent who 

doesn't read aloud to a child: 

• I tend to think that that's unfortunate and that they're missing a lot of 

things. 

As can be discerned from Bea's statement, there are critical "pieces" 

necessary to "make" a complete and cohesive individual. Reading is not the 

only piece necessary but is considered a pivotal piece that is thought to help 

avoid fragmentation. 
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Minds Are Physical Spaces in Which You Can Put Things 

English metaphorically enables speakers to describe the mind as a 

physical region or "container" (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980) where ideas, thoughts, 

images or events of thinking can be placed and lie or move about in various 

positions in the region (and under their own steam).^ THE MIND IS A CONTAINER is 

a general purpose metaphor for learning. People frequently refer to "soaking up 

infomnation" and "absorbing knowledge." But the application of this metaphor 

can also be specific to reading and a discussion of its specific use clarifies my 

eariier discussion. By conceptualizing the mind as a container, we understand 

its purpose is to hold some product. Once filled with the product, the mind is 

more complete. As in the previous two metaphors, a filled mind is a more 

complete mind, like a carton of milk. The desire to fill the mind with information 

is an attempt to not only provide children (or anyone) with particular fomns of 

knowledge but to use that knowledge to construct a particular kind of moral 

citizen. 

Freire (1970) has offered his own metaphor of "banking" to demonstrate 

how education so often involves teachers who deposit information into the minds 

of passive students. The task, Freire maintains, is for the teacher to "fill" the 

student with the "contents of his narration' (p. 57), turning students into 

"containers" and "receptacles" (p. 58). Parents interviewed do not describe the 

learning process in quite so heavy handed a manner. Nevertheless, the 

^ I use the term "mind" rather than "brain" to avoid an absolute physiological reference. The 
head, of course, is a real container that holds the brain which serves an infinite number of 
biological functions. By using the nrare ambiguous and perhaps nrataphysical term "mind," I 
subscribe to the specific terminology used by parents in my interviews, as well as to a semantic 
meaning which reifers less to the actual biological workings of the brain itself than to the 
immaterial and incorporeal ideas and understandings that parents, both consdously and 
unconsciously, allude to. 
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metaphors they used to indicate how their children were learning to read is an 

indication of the MIND IS A CONTAINER. I have restricted this section, however, to 

metaphorical uses that involve either the socialization to the text or the learning 

of ideas (the content) from a text. This same metaphor is also described in the 

chapter "Literacy is a skill" where it assumes the same characteristics but 

focuses on the pedagogical aspect of learning to read; 

• To be literate is to be able to read, write and think. And not just 

mechanically, to be able to read something, but to understand what 

you're reading and to attach, be able to absorb it and attach your own 

thoughts to it or respond to it. (Katherine) 

• He just vacuums in material. (Jackie) 

• Whatever you choose, there's just more information continually 

evolving about whatever that thing we're doing is. And the better you 

can read and understand that reading, the more information you'll be 

able to gaf/ier quicker with it... rather than, and all these sources will 

help, rather than depending on like ... maybe one source of learning, 

word of mouth by someone or them showing you, so you'd be able to 

to just.. .fill up with more information and do more with it I guess. 

(Chris) 

Katherine, Jackie, and Chris all avoid describing learning to read and 

focus instead on the ideas leamed when reading. Their metaphors such as 

"absorb," "vacuum," "gather," and "fill up" are used to describe a model of 

learning. The next two examples describes the same process. Computer 

technology, however, seems to have contributed to a metaphor that describes 

the way in which people "absoria" information: "input." The goal, however. 
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remains the same. "Knowledge" or "experiences' are objectified as a physical 

entity or substance and used to fill a physical space. In the two examples 

presented, the parents are referring to the socialization to text. In other words, 

being read to as a child (or infant) provides a kind of power that can be inserted 

into the mind: 

• So I think that's good to have that input eahy. Just awareness of 

reading and, you know, this is something to check out. (Eleanor) 

• Well, down the road, suddenly someone who really never got the input 

at home, but for whatever reason saw the value in knowing how to 

read, they would go for it. (Chris) 

If one considers the mind to be a container, then the mind can hold 

varying "levels" of the substance that it possesses, as if it were holding levels of 

water. Consequently, the metaphors entailed by THE MIND IS A CONTAINER 

involve metaphors that locate objects in some position or space. In these cases, 

the more profound understandings are more completely immersed than 

understandings or behaviors that appear at the surface level. This metaphor 

also corresponds to popular Freudian psychology where aspects of 

understanding — particularly the hidden parts — are "deeper" than others 

(Linde, 1993) and, I argue, more important: 

• I can see a deeper meaning happening when I have Sarah write. 

(Peggy) 

• Did [Colonial children] have access to a lot of things to read and write? 

No. Did they have library access? No. Did they have formal schools? 

No. They were becoming literate in spite of that. It makes you wonder 

if you just have one thing to read, if you could still be a literate person. 
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And the answer is probably yes. Because you might have one thing to 

read but you could take it to deeper and deeper levels. (Katherine) 

When trying to understand this metaphor, it is helpful to imagine that we 

are with an environmental group dedicated to cleaning a river. If we only "skim" 

the surface of the water, we do not act as diligently as if we dredged objects from 

deep within the bottom of the river. To perfomi the latter task, like reading 

deeply, is a greater moral act than simply skimming the surface. Similarly, the 

"deeper" understandings and meanings are within our brain, the greater their 

moral urgency. (As we shall see in the proposition of LITERACY IS AN OBJECT, 

books have levels of depth as well.) 

The last example of this metaphor adds a dimension to an earlier one 

used with food. Katherine responds to my question about an individual who 

does not or cannot read a wide variety of texts: 

• They might be literate, but I wouldn't say they were fully literate. 

Now the earlier food metaphors can be more completely appreciated. 

Being full after a meal indicates the body is a container. It is better to be full 

than empty. Full implies whole. The understanding that one might be "fully 

literate" corresponds to Goody's (1977) cultural discussion of'restricted literacy" 

and his curiosity as to why the potentialities of literacy in some societies have 

not been realized. Goody and Watt (1963) suggest that "full literacy" has only 

occurred in early Greek literacy.^ 

* Barton (1994) discusses the range of restrictions that niay exist in a sodety, including 
censorship, bock burning, literacy campaigns opposed by the government, and so forth. 
Relevant to this discussion is the unde^nding that we think in terms of restrictions of this kind 
as being something that is morally reprehensible. Book burning, so closely associated with 
Hitler's Gemiany, is an immoral act. Censoring newspapers is considered immoral in a 
democratic sodety. Preventing a child from access to an education to become literate is also 
considered immoral. Restrictions on literacy, or precluding a child from becoming lully literate" 
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To be 'full" is better than empty or even partially full. Full is complete. In 

the example below, Lisa's common usage of the metaphor "full" expresses a 

commonly expressed ideology among the middle-class parents who I 

interviewed; 

• Justin does speak well. I mean it's amazing how well he speaks 

compared to most of the kids up here. It has almost shocked me. But 

you see I mean I did know enough, I repeated words to him several 

times. I would speak to him in full sentences about all of his activities, 

so I mean there were things that I did know, that I did with him that are 

different than perhaps what all parents would do. 

While Lisa is not addressing specifically the issue of literacy (although I 

will later address how parents associate "standard" oral language usage with 

literacy), her association with speaking "full sentences" as something that is 

good (and ivas good) for her son makes the interaction more than simply a 

neutral matter of language socialization. Talking to Justin in "full sentences" was 

a moral act, and that act created a kind of child whose language Lisa considers 

to be "better" than his peer group's. Similarly, a "fully" literate person is 

considered to be a better person. 

is an immoral act. To be fully literate is not only a personal moral act, but a moral act as 
represented by the authorities who allow it to occur. As Barton (1994) writes: 

The control and manipulation of literacy is pervasive and depressing in terms of what it 
means for people's rights and development, and their sense of personal power. The ray 
of hope in all this is that despite attempts at restrictions, literacy has a life of its own. 
People taught to read a religious tract are also able to read an opposing view; given a 
glimpse of the possibilities, people will teach themselves and extend their reading and 
writing, (p. 78) 
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Literacy Is Happiness/Empathy 

The pursuit of happiness is considered profoundly related to one's moral 

development (Flanagan, 1991). In fact, there is an important relationship among 

ethical goodness, self-knowledge, psychological well-being, and happiness 

(Flanagan, 1991). That the founding fathers of this country included in the 

Declaration of Independence that people are entitled to 'life, liberty and the 

pursuit of happiness" is indicative not only of a basic right but of what was 

perceived of as fundamental moral obligation. 

One salient characteristic of happiness, or of one who is happy, is that of 

empathy. Happiness is closely associated with acting as a nurturing and 

empathetic individual, and consequently a moral individual. To employ an old 

cliche, loving your neighbor "is appreciably harder when one is feeling bad about 

oneself and when one lacks the basic material conditions of the good life' 

(Flanagan, 1991, p. 331). ® 

There is much in the literature to indicate the relationship between 

happiness and empathy, where empathy (in contrast to sympathy or kindness) 

involves gaining access to someone else's psychological state "by feeling 

oneself into the other's experience' (Wolf, 1988, p. 181). My discussion is not 

intended as a thorough review of the literature on happiness and morality (much 

less some of the more complex biological and genetic factors that are currently 

being entertained, particularly in regards to empathy). Put simply, in the best of 

 ̂This is not meant to suggest that material goods alone increase motivation to perform good 
deeds. One need only look around to recognize how wrong that belief is. However, unhappy 
people are considered less able to nurture and care for others, both emotionally and physically. 
Consider, for example, Dickens' A Christmas Carol. Ebeneezer Scrooge was written to be an 
unhappy and selfish individual, unwilling or unable to care for others until, at the end, he is 
transformed. His own happiness allows him to care for Bob Cratchit's family. Scrooge's 
empathetic behavior, as Dickens wrote it, was a highly moral act. 
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worlds, the troika of goodness, psychological health, and happiness is thought to 

be connected (Flanagan, 1991). Although we do not live in the best of worlds, 

and the behavioral contradictions are glaring, middle-class Americans tend to 

consider these three concepts inextricably tied as states that contribute to 

morality. Consider for a moment the very common refrain spoken to someone 

who has been deliberately hurt or wronged by another: "S/he must not like 

her/himself very much" or "S/he must not be a very happy person." Many 

Americans tend to associate one's own happiness with one's ability to care for 

others, and unhappy people are thought to be less likely to be compassionate 

than happy people, "since they are not likely to want others to be happier than 

they are" (Lakoff, 1995, p. 121). With this in mind, the remainder of the 

discussion will emphasize empathy. 

While there is some philosophical dispute on empathy's role in moral 

evaluation (Kant viewed emotions as far too unreliable a basis for moral action), 

Boler (1997) points out that progressive educators such as John Dewey and 

Louise Rosenblatt wrote about their ^ith in the "social imagination." A social 

imagination is thought to develop in part through literature, which allows the 

reader the possibility of identifying the "other" and thereby developing modes of 

moral understanding thought to build democracy. Hume (Hume & Beauchamp, 

1998) saw emotions as central to our moral behavior. Aristotelian scholar 

Nussbaum (1996) considers empathy to be a basic social emotion. In fact, Nazi 

society was able to accomplish its heinous acts largely through its ability to 

extinguish compassion from many of its citizens. 

Johnson (1993) points out that empathy is imaginative and thus inherently 

metaphorical: 
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[Empathy] requires the ability to imagine ourselves in different situations 
and conditions of past and future times. Unless we can put ourselves in 
the place of another, unless we can enlarge our own perspective through 
an imaginative encounter with the experience of others, unless we can let 
our own values and ideals be called into question from various points of 
view, we cannot be morally sensitive, (p. 199) 

Empathy is achieved by putting ourselves "in the place of another." 

Empathy cannot be achieved by isolating oneself from others. Therefore, 

parents use a group of metaphors which are only superficially different to 

constitute empathy. Taken together, they express the need (in contrast to an 

optional desire) for their children to put themselves in some approximation to 

someone or something else in order for them to understand and enlarge upon 

their own perspective. Literacy is the "tool" for that mode of understanding. 

However — and very importantly — I describe literacy as empathy in this section 

rather than the proposition that LITERACY IS AN OBJECT (in the next chapter) 

because empathy is considered so central, so fundamental to our human nature. 

Empathy is not considered to be an option or a choice. 

Parents in this study wanted literacy engagements to contribute to their 

own empathy as well as the empathy of their children. Patricia's excerpt 

contains several metaphors of empathy. 1 asked her what role print played in 

Seth's life: 

• I want him to be able to open all the worlds that aren't readily available 

in his backyard. You know see all the things and leam about all the 

things that don't pass by his nose but are connected to everything that 

does pass by his nose. I mean I want him to just, you know, visit a 

richer world than I can provide him in our little house. And I think that 



158 

it does. And I also want him to be able to connecf with other human 

beings. 

Empathy is instantiated in Patricia's account by four metaphors. They are 

UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING, LIFE IS A JOURNEY, WELL-BEING IS WEALTH, 

RELATIONSHIPS ARE A DURABLE BOND BETWEEN PEOPLE. The first metaphor is an 

instance of UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 48), a 

"general-purpose metaphor in American usage" (Quinn, 1987, p. 177). In it, 

Patricia recognizes that Seth is decidedly not an asocial being and thus unable 

to exist as an isolated, autonomous entity. The commodities that are for Seth 

now unknown — basic physical and spiritual goods that are "volitions toward 

aspects of human fulfillment" (Ramsay, 1997, p. 68) — can only be understood 

and appreciated by the ability to "seeVexperience them in the company of 

others. To "visit a richer world" is an instance of two related metaphors. The 

first is LIFE IS A JOURNEY, Where understanding of the other cannot occur without 

leaving one's primary location. The second involves a moral accounting 

metaphor, where well-being is understood as wealth (Johnson, 1993), "so that 

doing something that increases the well-being of another is a moral act 

understood via metaphor as giving her a commodity that increases her wealth" 

(p. 44). I call this WELL-BEING IS WEALTH. Finally, to "connecf is an instance of 

Quinn's (1987, p. 176) MARRIAGE IS A DURABLE BOND BETWEEN PEOPLE that I will 

refer to as RELATIONSHIPS ARE A DURABLE BOND BETWEEN PEOPLE. By being 

physically bonded with another, we share the same body/ mind and by doing so 

are thought to understand the other person more "completely" than if we were 

separate bodies. 
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An instance of UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING is the metaphor "exposure," one 

of the most common metaphors used by parents in my interviews. Allowing 

someone to vicariously experience another person's actions or influence 

provides him or her with particular kinds of knowledge that cause understanding 

and empathy. Grant, for example, attributes to reading his ability to identify and 

understand the situation, feelings, and motives of others; 

• It made me more aware of things because I was reading, I do 

remember reading Time and Newsweek probably late in grade school, 

fifth and sixth grade. I think it exposed me to more different points of 

view. 

Michael attributes reading particular texts as valuable for "exposing" 

unfamiliar experiences, providing infonnation that constituted certain feelings of 

empathy; 

• I think they need to be exposed to it. In fact the book That Was Then. 

This is Now. I had no idea there was drugs out there. And it scared 

me to death, the book. And that exposed me to that. Now there might 

have been some kid that was exposed to that and thought that was 

real cool. 

The metaphor of "need" is associated with "exposure." Empathy is not 

considered an optional resource. It is considered an absolute necessity. 

Michael, like all parents in this study, believes that this kind of knowledge and 

experience provides children with a perspective that allows them to develop 

characteristics associated with moral behavior, even when the "exposure" may 

not fit into a family's specific moral convictions. For example, parents want their 

children to understand poverty, crime, drug abuse, and so forth, but from a 
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reasonable distance and from the perspective of their family's moral ideology. 

Whatever that moral ideology, this kind of perspective can develop empathy and 

thus moral behavior. 

A final metaphor that constitutes empathy through exposure — and the 

metaphor that I will examine in some detail since its use is so ubiquitous and 

probably the most subtle — is the orientational metaphor of wide and narrow. 

The association of literacy and the desire for parents to "expose" children (and 

themselves) to a "wide variety" of texts indexes a kind of citizen who 

understands and is empathetic to others. Empathy results from familiarity with a 

"wide variety" of situations, peoples, and knowledge. 

"Classic-contemporary" metaphor theory (such as described by Lakoff 

and Johnson) maps concrete bodily experience to more abstract, less-structured 

domains. This is evident with orientational metaphors such as up-down, in-out, 

front-back, on-off, deep-shallow, central-peripheral. Lakoff and Johnson 

speculate that the metaphorical use of wide-narrow is associated with happiness 

as it correlates physically with a smile and "a general feeling of expansiveness" 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 18). In other words, HAPPY IS WIDE; SAD IS NARROW. 

For example, people don't typically expect someone with a "narrow point 

of view" to be as empathetic (and thus happy) as someone with a "broad 

perspective." The fomner (in theory) does not entertain other ideas, 

perspectives, and opinions. This leads to a number of potential consequences: 

fewer friends, associates who don't talk and share ideas with this person (for 

fear of being rebuked), social isolation (to greater or lesser degrees). This in 

turn results in even fewer opportunities to experience empathy, feel happiness, 

or provide happiness. 
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People tend to think of this kind of person as less moral, since moral 

people are empathetic (empathy results from understanding other people's 

opinions and experiences), compassionate (compassion results from 

understanding other peoples' difficulties), and nurturing (nurturing resulting from 

the desire to give and get happiness to and from others). These personal 

characteristics are salient, particularly that of empathy (which encompasses 

compassion and nurturing). 

In the first two examples, there is an interesting metaphoric overlap 

between LITERACY IS HAPPINESS/EMPATHY and LITERACY IS CONSUMPTION. AS 

described in LITERACY IS CONSUMPTION, eating books is "good for you." Just as 

parents encourage children to eat a "wide variety" of vegetables, they also 

encourage children to read a wide variety of texts: (This is not meant to suggest 

that this practice really occurs. Parents in my study were painfully aware of how 

children get "stuck" reading one particular book.) 

• Books are good for you, and probably a broad range. (Katherine) 

This relatively simple statement suggests that reading an extensive array 

of books makes one a more moral person than if one has only read a narrow 

range of books. 

In the statement below, Bea recognizes the benefits from sources other 

than reading, but says it is reading that causes one, metaphorically, to truly 

increase one's dimensions; 

• My life would be less rich without reading. You know, the thing, I 

guess you know one of the things about reading, and you can get this 

other ways. Like you can get this from movies or you can get this from 
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plays, you know, but I think you know one of the things is the 

expansion that, the conceptual expansion that you get. 

Bea uses the metaphor less "rich" to describe her life without reading, 

even with an admission that some things you can "gef from reading can be 

acquired through other means. The use of "rich" is a case of a "moral 

accounting metaphor" (Johnson, 1993, p. 41) where well-being is thought of in 

temns of having a valuable commodity. In Bea's example, well-being (reading) is 

thought of as wealth as well as a financial transaction (less rich) to "gef via a 

"causal transfer" (Johnson, 1993, p. 41). In other words, the "object given or 

received is understood as a commercial objecf (Johnson, 1993, p. 41). But 

there is something else that one "gets." That is "expansion" or "conceptual 

expansion." Bea's use of "expansion" has the same effect as "wide" in that they 

both mean an increase that leads to positive benefits. One of those benefits is a 

"richness" that would not otherwise be available. Reading, then, allows Bea (or 

Corey) to expand in a way not quite like movies or plays do; this expansion 

allows for a transfer of "richness." Weil-being is conceptualized as wealth which 

can be gained through a commercial transaction of expansion. Thus 

"expansion" leads to richness which leads to well-being which leads to morality. 

In the following statement, Katherine responds to my question about what 

it means to be literate by associating literacy and a breadth and depth of 

experience; 

• To be able to read a wide variety of texts written in different styles. 

Referring to her fondly recalled high school English class, Katherine 

describes the various books that her teacher made available to the students: 
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• He had everything from Dr. Seuss and third-grade knock, knock joke 

books to James Michener's, The Source. You know, really a broad 

spectrum of ability reading. 

In that class, Katherine describes the teacher as someone who created 

an environment so that all students felt like a success. All students would get an 

"A" regardless of what they read: 

• It wasn't an achievement to get a good grade. Everyone would. So 

we started taking chances and we started reading, really stretching 

and reading books. 

Finally, by employing the same metaphor, Katherine discusses the kind of 

literacy that she wants for her daughter, a literacy that develops empathy; 

• We want to provide literacy that is culturally broad. We want to 

provide literacy that has no restrictions on it. That, you know, however 

you might define pornography or religious infomnation that doesn't 

coincide with our own religious choices, or you know things that are 

real hot buttons with people, that she will be allowed to read those 

things. 

In addition to GOOD IS WIDE; BAD IS NARROW, orientational metaphors 

such as GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN also capture a similar moral reasoning, as in 

the following excerpt from Bea; 

• Possibly someone who reads more mde/y would be able to raise their 

skill level. 

There are two propositions being addressed here: LITERACY IS MORALITY 

and LITERACY IS A SKILL While the latter proposition is addressed in detail later 

(LITERACY IS A SKILL), it is important to point out that "elevating" one's reading 



164 

skills constitutes a moral act, as does the short clause that precedes this 

assertion ("someone who reads more widely"). 

In contrast, Katherine points out that there are well-educated people who 

are not "widely read": 

• They only read what they need to read to handle their narrow field of 

interest. 

As I have pointed out, the use of the metaphor "need" involves survival. 

While it is important to survive, existing only to survive does not elevate humans 

above animals and is therefore not a moral act. "Need" must be coupled with 

moral attributes that bring the individual beyond themselves. For reading to be a 

moral act, it cannot exist only for one's survival, as Katherine's use of the 

metaphor "narrow" suggests. These individuals, however well-educated, are 

viewed disdainfully by Katherine for they only read what they "need" to survive. 

Narrow reading is once again proxy for morality, or in this case immorality. 

Chris contrasts the cultural values that educated versus uneducated 

people pass on to their children. One quality is reading which, along with other 

attributes, leads to a wider perspective: 

• [Educated people pass on] an interest in reading, talking, 

communicating and personally for myself in seeing a big picture. 

Trying to see a big picture of this thing we call life. [Uneducated 

people pass on] a more narrow vision of what their life is or could be. 

While Chris is not talking exclusively about reading, reading is included 

as first in a list of attributes that educated people (and presumably moral people) 

pass on. Carl makes a number of associations with literacy: 
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• People think I have a broader knowledge base [because of reading]. 

I enjoy talking to people on a number of different things.... Having an 

awareness of what's going on in the world. 

Carl reads. Reading is linked to the acquisition ("having") of particular 

commodities. The first, Carl claims, is "broad knowledge," which is better than 

narrow knowledge. Awareness, another consequence of literacy, is a further 

commodity to possess. The claim then is that reading has consequences that 

would not be possible without reading, and those consequences are inherently 

positive and moral. 

Literacy Is Happiness/Pleasure 

Another association with happiness is that of pleasure. Metaphors of 

emotion are difficult to describe simply because they have so many associations. 

The use of "pleasure" in particular can blur something as simple as positive 

feelings with erotic satisfaction. Nevertheless, as Weiner (1993) states, "We 

need some word to designate all positive feeling, i.e., all feeling that inclines us 

to engage in an activity rather than avoid if (p. 70). 

Following this hedonistic doctrine, the pursuit of pleasure (which I take as 

more or less synonymous with enjoyment or satisfaction) is a basic human 

motivational mechanism, although the venue for pleasure is culturally 

constituted. As a natural driving force, however, pleasure results in some forms 

of happiness (admittedly at times short lived) and must be considered something 

that is intrinsically good. Marilyn has just finished saying that she finds it 

"personally satisfying to read. It gives me pleasure." I ask her to expand on this; 
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Marilyn; I think it makes me a better person. I think it makes me a 

more interesting person because i think by exposing 

yourself to different ideas and different thoughts and 

different ways of writing and using language, it just makes 

you a richer person. You know, reading, I think it's good for 

your imagination. I think it allows you to look at things 

differently. It lets you understand ideas. 

SB; Do you think it does that differently than reading, you know, 

the map in order for me to find your office or for me to read 

the sign that says Safeway? 

Marilyn; Yeah. I mean those are functional kinds of things that you 

have to do to get through the day. 

SB; Uh hm. 

Marilyn; But that's not necessarily going to, I mean I'm not going to 

get pleasure out of reading the Safeway sign. 

Marilyn's connection between reading, happiness, and morality is marked 

by her association with pleasure. Reading should be pleasurable, and that 

pleasure causes her happiness. Her response to my clarification of pleasure 

involved her association with pleasure and various moral characteristics and 

behaviors ("a better person ... a more interesting person"). Reading, in a 

similar way to Bea's earlier discussion, also makes Marilyn a "richer person." 

How is this kind of morality achieved? It is not by being narrow in one's scope. 

It is not by being close-minded. It is not by avoiding other opinions and 

perspectives. Rather, morality is achieved by "exposing yourself to different 

ideas and different thoughts and different ways of writing and using language." 
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This kind of wide moral perspective "allows you to look at things differently. It 

lets you understand ideas." 

Once again, it is interesting to examine how Marilyn contrasts reading that 

makes her a better person with the kind of everyday reading of signs and other 

environmental print. Arguably, the reading of environmental print occurs more 

frequently than the kind of reading that Marilyn is describing. But Marilyn does 

not associate this kind of reading with pleasure — an emotion so central to one's 

life — and thus with happiness. She doesn't "get pleasure" from the Safeway 

sign, a conduit metaphor suggesting that "pleasure" is an object contained in a 

book that travels via a conduit from the text to Marilyn. (There is a strong 

indirect association between the food metaphors discussed eariier and 

metaphors of pleasure. Consuming food results in a feeling of pleasure and a 

sense of well-being and happiness.) 

Katherine's perspective on texts is similar to Marilyn's. She has spoken 

about environmental print with some disdain, and claims not to even point it out 

to her daughter. Part of her reason, she says with some humor, might be that 

her father owned three advertising agencies: 

• We have friends who are medical doctors. They're very current in 

their field of study but they don't read anything else. They don't read 

the paper. They don't read any sort of relaxation reading. They don't 

read any novels. They don't read any fantasy. They don't read any 

poetry. Nothing. They aren't interested in business writing or 

anything else. But they are very interested in their narrow area of 

study. And so they're literate in that area. But you really can't, I 

wouldn't say that they're truly literate people. 
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Katherine's parallelisms emphasizing "don'f ("They're very cunrent in their 

field of study but they don't read anything else. They don't read the paper. They 

don't read any sort of relaxation reading. They don't read any novels. They 

don't read any fantasy. They don't read any poetry.") more than suggests her 

disapproval of such an emphasis (or lack of emphasis). Except for the 

newspaper, all genres she lists emphasize "relaxation" reading. For Katherine, 

relaxation brings pleasure which in turn brings happiness. 'Truly literate" 

people, because of the nature of their reading, are happy people. 

This discussion suggests one reason why book literacy (usually 

associated with schooled literacy) may be considered more prototypical reading 

than other more abundant and varied fomns of literacy. Heath (1982,1983) and 

Bloome (1987) suggest that literacy activities exist across various settings and, 

in particular, nonschool settings. They are both ethnocentric and situation 

specific and not formally recognized within a literacy curriculum. It has also 

been suggested that many forms of print are rendered invisible by people's 

regular, ongoing engagement with them (Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). 

Reading books are clearly firamed (for example, the bedtime story for children or 

bedtime reading for adults). Further, certain fornis of literacy are privileged 

because of the powerful social institutions with which they are associated 

(Barton & Hamilton, 1998). 

I do not dismiss these very important claims. All parents interviewed 

recognized the abundance of print in their world and the importance that 

environmental print has for their children. Parents interviewed also recognized a 

variety of literacies that were not closely associated with schooled literacy. 

However, unless there is a moral component to that textual engagement, the text 
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is rendered less than prototypical. The precise nature of that text and the 

reasons for this will be discussed in a later chapter. However, happiness and 

the associations of empathy and pleasure are particularly robust associations, 

and these associations appear to overshadow more "mundane" but necessary 

texts that people encounter everyday. Marilyn, for example, says shortly after 

her previous comment: 

• It is funny because one of the things I've never been able to make 

myself read is the newspaper. I never read the newspaper... I think 

it's boring. I think it is, there, very, very rarely is there anything that 

captures my imagination or captures my interest. 

For Marilyn's "imagination" to be "captured" there has to be an 

association with pleasure. For Marilyn, there is no "pleasure" in reading the 

newspaper and consequently it is not a moral act for her in the same manner 

that reading another genre of text might be. Her relationship to books is similar 

to the description of "Food as pleasure" where the experience of eating provides 

pleasure which is "fundamental to the health of body and soul" (Ochs et al., 

1996, p. 25). However, this is not to suggest that others may very not that 

reading the newspaper makes them better or richer persons, or believe that 

newspapers "expose" them to other perspectives, thus contributing to empathy. 

But it must be pointed out how the moral characteristics of wealth and 

empathy result in some form of pleasure. The literacy choice that provides 

pleasure is based on one's own personal psychology. However, within these 

middle-class families, there is massive and overt attention placed upon reading 

for pleasure. As Holdaway (1979) writes in his study of the environment of 
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middle-class families where reading books to their children played a significant 

role; 

Looking at the situation generally in the first instance, we find some 
surprising features. Most obviously, for the parents who engage in it, 
reading books to their youngsters provides a deep satisfaction and 
pleasure. It is not engaged in as a duty or to achieve specific educational 
advantages for the child; it is a simple giving and taking of pleasure in 
which the parent makes no demands on the child, but is deeply gratified 
by the lively responses and questions that normally arise. It provides a 
stimulus for satisfying interaction between parent and child, different, 
richer and more wide-ranging than the mundane interactions of running 
the home. The major purpose from the parent's point of view is to give 
pleasure, and the parent is sustained in this behavior by the ample 
bonuses provided, (p. 39) 

The preoccupation with the importance placed on "pleasure reading" (for 

only two examples see Krashen, 1993 and Thorpe, 1988) reveals a class 

absorbed in its own power. As Foucault (1981) has pointed out, what makes 

power held and accepted is not direct force but its production value. One thing 

that power induces is pleasure. 

Literacy Is Economic Weil-Being 

In the previous description, Carl associated a kind of success with 

financial success. That association is something that Is positive, something I 

alluded to earlier when discussing Patricia's desire for Seth to "visit a richer 

world." In spite of the fact that there are examples to the contrary (rich people 

who squander their riches, or who are deeply depressed), people generally 

prefer to have money than not, to have more money than less money. And, in 

spite of the contradictions, in an American capitalistic ideology, people tend to 

associate money and morality. For example, 1 recently commented to a friend 

that, in spite of their apparent financial need, I refused to give money to paper 
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vendors standing on the street who smoke cigarettes. In my common-sense 

model, if they were really all that needy, they would not spend whatever money 

they made buying cigarettes. Therefore, they are less moral than those who sell 

newspapers to support their families. (I, of course, presume that 'these people' 

do not have families, in spite of their posted signs to the contrary.) 

Within industrial societies — especially the United States where the 

concentration of capital "into ever larger units" (Aronowitz, 1992, p. 77) causes 

these limited or scarce resources that are not shared equitably to be understood 

as valuable commodities, and appropriation of "more" or "greater" amounts of 

those limited financial resources are considered advantageous — tuming books 

metaphoricaiiy into capital has a powerful effect. As I shall demonstrate, "books" 

as commodities are particularly amenable to the economic metaphor as they 

allow consume!^, nomnally forced to "labor under capital's domination in order to 

live" (Aronowitz, 1992, p. 82), to imbue upon the book an economic stature, 

elevating the book's social status as a "symbolic good" (Bourdieu, 1977a, p. 

488), while symbolically liberating themselves from the oppressive nature of 

economic capitalism, thereby constructing the identity of the individual by 

elevating the consumer's social status beyond their expected economic means. 

This can be discerned from Patricia's statement; 

• One of the things my mom really instilled was that we were rich with 

books. It was the one thing that she didn't deny us because of money. 

Patricia grew up in a working class household and is currently a 

classroom teacher and single mother, providing sole support for her son. From 

a purely economic middle-class perspective, she has never lived, nor does she 

ever expect to live a financially 'secure' lifestyle. Her statement provides a 
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powerful example of the purpose of using such a metaphor. Patricia locates her 

economic and social class identity by apprehending that the book is a "cultural 

good" (Bourdieu, 1977a) and gains "symbolic satisfaction" from such 

apprehension. Such an apprehension — which is the consequence of her 

habitus, since Patricia's habitus is a kind of behavior logic that characterizes the 

way she has been socialized at a particular location — gives her greater 

solvency than what her everyday economic existence might otherwise indicate. 

Johnson (1993) describes a metaphor that he refers to as CAUSATION IS A 

COMMERCIAL TRANSACTION. This metaphor consists of parts: The first is a 

causal transfer where "an agent or cause gives an effect to the affected party" 

(p. 41). An example of this might be, "The noise in the room gave me a 

headache." When the object transferred is a commercial object, we get a 

specific version of the "causal transfer" metaphor. Two, Johnson describes the 

metaphor of WELL-BEING IS WEALTH, where, as discussed, well-being is 

understood metaphorically as the possession of valuable commodities. Three, 

he describes the metaphor of EXCHANGE FOR VALUE, where an object — either 

real or metaphorical — is worth "what someone is willing to give in exchange for 

it" (p. 41). 

Clearly, this metaphor can be applied to many areas of life, literacy being 

only one. But that it is commonly applied to literacy is important. As can be 

seen in all of the examples below that follow, parents think of literacy in terms of 

exchanges, debts, credits, and balances for the reasons I have described as well 

as others that will become more evident. 

Bea talked about the importance that reading the play Tea and Sympathy 

had on her life, uses the same richness metaphor as Patricia: 
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• It was a rich sort of story. And it was for me at the time in terms of 

talking about, in temns of coming to terms with moral life decisions that 

sometimes you do what you know in your heart is morally right. 

Other parents use similar metaphors to express how valuable a 

commodity is literacy: 

• Reading aloud to them is an enriching thing. (Chris) 

• My life would be less rich without reading (Marilyn) 

Several parents describe literacy "as a cultural value." As in Chris' and 

Marilyn's previous statements, they are refening to a "literary literacy." In other 

words, this literacy is "worth" something in our society; it is a commodity that can 

be used as an exchange, particularly in schools. Using Bourdieu's (1977) terms, 

this literary literacy is "cultural capital" which embodies a middle-class ideology, 

but is disguised by these parents as an "American value." Like standardized 

testing, which has all the semblances of complete rationality (Bourdieu & 

Passerson, 1990), the "cultural value" of a literary literacy constructs such a 

'thing' as impartial to all class discrepancies. In fact, it is built into the system so 

that the system is able to reproduce this particular class ideology and condition. 

There are other similar ways that parents express the "worth" of literacy. Carl, 

for example, makes a conscious decision to give books as birthday presents: 

• We put more value in giving them a book than just a squeaky toy. 

(Carl) 

Katherine, while not referring directly to literacy, spoke of her husband's 

working-class Latino ^mily: 

• The quest to marry and have children began in high school for the 

^mily.... And that was the thing that was most prized in the family. 
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Instead, as she repeatedly points out, Katherine "prizes" education and 

literacy. This satisfies the understanding that literacy (and education) are 

valuable commodities, ultimately worth what someone is willing to give in 

exchange for it, such as a "good" job. 

In the following examples, literacy is conceptualized as Johnson's causal 

transfer where a payment is made in accordance with a wage agreement. 

However, wage agreements are never neutral. Rather, they are embedded in 

power and domination. Bea responds to my question of what she thinks of 

parents who do not read to their children by saying that parents who do not read 

to their deprive them of "an opportunity." Here, Bea's notion of opportunity can 

be equated with a financial entitlement that children should receive; 

• Because it deprives them of opportunity, that I think children do benefit 

from if you are reading to them, and that... can be a very special 

thing to share with them. 

Grant uses the identical metaphor; 

• I would have trouble [with a kid not getting read to]. I believe that it's 

had a benefit. 

The children whom Bea and Grant are describing (imagined and real) are 

constructed as recipients of various kinds of handouts in much the same manner 

that a welfare recipient might receive "benefits." These children are understood 

as being dependent, in need of (literacy) assistance/benefits which are thought 

potentially to transform them to independent readers. Since reading is 

considered to have such profound material importance, literacy independence is 

thought to mediate the autonomy of the child's future endeavors and material 

rewards. The parents, in the role of the state as the distributors of the necessary 
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"capital," remain in a dominating position in relationship to their children because 

parents provide the benefit. (See chapter 10, "Literacy, Independence and 

Success.") If a young child, for whatever reasons, has not had opportunities to 

be read to by some adult, parents interviewed find available to them similar 

economic metaphors to express their feelings: 

• There are ways that children can compensate for this (Bea) 

• It (learning to read) was an opportunity that she wasn't afforded. 

(Gwen) 

• If no one in a child's life is reading to them it's going to be more 

difficult for that child to value the written word. (Lisa) 

Checkbooks and other financial ledgers must be balanced. More money 

can't go out than comes in. Similarly, parents in my study do not hope their 

children will be "bookworms." In fact, parents describe a desire for their children 

to maintain a harmonious, satisfying equilibrium in their lives, so that all their 

many activities, including reading, are proportional to everything else. In other 

words, they want their children to lead a "balanced" life, which is thought to lead 

to well-being and indicates a love of self, thus a moral life. Cari, for example, 

emphasizes that his role in the car is not only to point out environmental print; 

• Their life is here in the grocery store. That's their current event is 

going to the grocery store. You know, that event, and driving there. 

And, you know driving is a fun experience to go with dad or go with 

mom, you know, to the bank or to the store or whatever the trip is. You 

know there's a lot of things rolled into that. It helps them interact in a 

conversational mode Those things are just a natural part of being 

a parent. So you want to try to balance ail of that stuff (talking with 
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other young children) with also, you know, you can relate to your 

parents, you can talk with us. And we talk about things. 

Grant cares very much that his son has a symmetrical series of 

engagements; 

• There's a balance there and I think [if children are only reading] 

they're imbalanced. 

How "balance" is exercised in daily practice is another matter. For 

example, Carl considers the car rides with his children to be "balanced" since it 

does not involve only pointing out print. However, his desire to help his children 

"interact in a conversational mode" also indicates the pedagogization of 

everyday life. These ongoing metacognitive practices were very common among 

most of the parents in my study. That these parents proclaim a desire for 

"balance' indicates how completely naturalized such pedagogized practices can 

become, leading some parents to actually believe their child's life is balanced in 

much the same way that some people creatively "balance" their checkbooks. 

While a balanced checkbook may mean that more money can't go out than 

comes in, an individual like me finds ways for money to go out even when less is 

coming in and mysteriously believes the checkbook — like a child — is 

balanced. 

Literacy Is a Holy Practice 

As Johnson (1993) points out, whether we like it or not, we are all, as 

Western Europeans, "caught up in a complex narrative web whose roots lie deep 

within the Judeo-Christian tradition" (p. 19). Johnson may be overstating the 

case, ignoring non-Western people living in Western cultures. However, the 
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parents in my study are all part of the Judeo-Christian tradition which consists of 

assumptions, theological stances and reasoning that are consistent with very 

definite conceptions of morality (and immorality) resulting from the constraints of 

a divine being. The metaphors parents use when talking about literacy are used 

to underline and accentuate the nearly "divine" importance of texts or the 

relationship that the individual has toward the text. 

Carl, an Eagle Scout alumnus, talks about the importance of his Boy 

Scout manual; 

• It was Bible-esque for a while for me, you know for a long time for me. 

Every time a new issue came out, I would just devour it. And it really 

helped me In my scouting career because 1 already knew a lot of these 

things and just was almost a reference for it. So if somebody didn't 

know where something was, I would know. Scouting had a lot of 

influence on my life, and being able to have already had a basis just 

going in, put me so far ahead of a lot of the other kids who just... 

wandered around. 

It is additionally emblematic that the Boy Scout organization is a Christian 

religious organization, affirming the existence of God in the loyalty oath that 

appears within the manual itself. 

Patricia describes the profound importance of books, newspapers, and 

other texts in her life as she grew up. As she states, her house was "filled with 

books." In the following passage, Patricia refers to the sanctity of all written 

things; 

• Tons and tons of magazines. And paper. My mother never threw out 

a, if the paper had writing on it, it was a sacred document 
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Lisa describes the importance of setting up "lifelong" and "healthy" 

patterns with children, using a metaphor associated with the order of a religious 

ceremony: 

• Well, it's very orchestrated on my part in a busy day if as a parent you 

don't leave yourself enough energy and really keep that commitment. 

And really I mean ... my schtick is rituals and bedtime rituals. 

There are many similar ways in which parents consider reading to be a 

religious affair. Katherine describes the tradition that she and her mother 

engaged in regularly: 

• We went every week faithfully to the library and got new books. 

Despite her own lack of interest, Marilyn describes her sister's devotion to 

reading the newspaper: 

• I have sisters who read the paper religiously. 

Eleanor describes her son's reading ability. 

• Because I've worked with so many kids who struggle with [learning to 
read], I mean even Max is pretty much I think at grade level with 
whatever he's doing. I think it's like a real blessing that he and other 
people who just pick it up easily have what other people don't. 

Literacy Is Purity 

Moral standards are corrupted by impurity. Metaphors of purity/impurity 

abound in talk about situations other than literacy: 'dirty old men,' 'filthy 

language,' 'she's pure as the driven snow,' and 'cleaning up your act' The 

parents in my study did not use such an array of metaphors. No one talked 

about reading 'filthy' or 'dirty' novels. Nevertheless, most parents used a small 
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number of metaphors to talk about a minor degree of moral corruption, relatively 

benign behavior which undoubtedly has served to satisfy a desire for pleasure; 

Marilyn: I never read like Nancy Drew mysteries, those things. I 

found them very boring, very tedious. I never read a lot of 

that kind of thing. I read a lot of biographies when I was 

little. I found that very interesting. And there's a whole 

series of those that I had that 1 read. I read books on, 

Thomas Alva Edison was somebody that I admired a great 

deal when I was little so I used to read a lot of books about 

him. When I was in high school I remember I started 

reading trashy romances by Georgette Heyer when I was 14. 

But just a variety of books, good literature, you know lots of 

literature. And now I read both fiction and non-fiction. 

SB; It sounds like you value a particular kind of book or piece of 

literature for yourself. 

Marilyn: Uh hm. I like to read a lot, I mean I read a lot of different 

things. I like to 

SB: But you're not the kind of person that for example would 

read Danielle Steele. 

Marilyn; No. I think I've read one of her books but that's not, but on 

the other hand I read trashy romances all the time. I mean 

so it's not like, I mean those I do enjoy. I mean that's really 

escapism like if I just want to totally waste, you know, 2 

days, cause I read very quickly. But I like mysteries, I've 

grown to like mysteries as I've gotten older. I will go back 
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and I'll read things on Native American religion. I'll read 

things, I just finished a wonderful book on the children of 

Henry VIII from the time of his death until the ascension of 

Elizabeth. So 1 consider myself fairly wide read I guess. 

This metaphor provides two important insights. First, it allows parents to 

feel a little naughty in their moral world. Whether the speaker only periodically 

wanders into the world of 'trash' or is a regular connoisseur, reading "trashy" 

books allows them to permissibly divert from 'morally correct' behavior. In other 

words, reading "trashy" books may allow parents to engage in the moral act of 

reading while simultaneously allowing them a safe degree of immorality, to be 

bad. It's not surprising that more often than not "trashy" books tend to involve 

sex — and typically infidelitous sex a kind of sex that challenges the way we 

construct our current sense of morality. 

It is not my intent to oversimplify the reading of the romance novel. There 

are many reasons people read them, as Radway (1984) has demonstrated. 

Radway discusses how women read romance novels to escape from 

responsibility, to feel happy, and to ensure a sense of well-being, among other 

reasons. I have argued, simply, that most of these reasons contribute to the 

construction of a moral being. 

More importantly, the use of metaphors such as "trashy" and "waste" 

indexes the entire LITERACY IS MORALITY proposition. These metaphors make 

obvious the moral purity indexed by all of the other metaphors presented thus 

far. For any text to be metaphorically described as "trashy," "dirty," "garbage," or 

"junk" (even humorously) reveals how the moral system itself resists corruption 

or contamination. Too much reading of this kind of literature is hardly — as 
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Katherine puts it — "Literacy based on humanity." That someone might giggle 

when publicly revealing a devotion to reading Danielle Steele, or that one may 

secretly read hard-core pornography (or less secretly, Harlequin Romances) is 

less an index of the text itself than an index of who this person is morally. The 

desire to achieve literacy is the desire to achieve morality and these 

contradictory goals become manifest by slight embarrassment, shame, guilt, or 

secrecy. 

In summary, the metaphors in this chapter can be interpreted as 

metaphors of morality. They are moral metaphors because they are associated 

with well-being, wholeness, and completeness, and happiness through pleasure 

and empathy. Taken together, they reveal aspects of a cultural model that 

emphasize that particular literacy events — specifically a literary literacy — are 

self-enhancing, LITERACY IS CONSUMPTION targets food as a material good that 

costs money and requires labor in preparation. Food is imbued with "an ethical 

meaning" which renders "eating a moral activity" (Ochs et al., 1993, p. 20). 

Metaphorically, the act of reading and the artifact of books are similarly 

rendered, LITERACY IS A FITTING PART captures the belief that humans desire to 

feel whole and complete — either in the eyes of themselves or in the eyes of 

others — and search for culturally meaningful artifacts that create that sense of 

completeness, MINDS ARE PHYSICAL SPACES IN WHICH YOU CAN PUT THINGS is a 

general learning metaphor which in this class of metaphors refers to both the 

content of what is learned by reading as well as the socialization of reading 

books, LITERACY IS HAPPINESS is composed of empathy and pleasure. Empathy, 

itself constituted by selected metaphors, is considered one consequence of 

reading literature. Literature is thought to greatly enhance, among other things, 
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respecting other perspectives, appreciating cultural diversity, and becoming 

socially responsible. 

Pleasure is an emotion sought by all, but the artifacts that people use to 

achieve happiness are selective. Reading books is considered by these parents 

as an important source of pleasure, for both themselves and their children. The 

importance of "pleasure" as a motivating factor is profound. Although it is listed 

as a separate metaphor, pleasure is a constituent part of all the metaphors in 

this section. In other words, one derives pleasure from eating, from having a 

book as part of my life, from filling my head with the knowledge, from empathy, 

from being rich with books, from religiously going to the library, from reading 

trashy romances. In LITERACY IS ECONOMIC WELL-BEING, the target domain of 

literacy is understood by the source domain of money and the importance of 

having money. Therefore, parents talk about the "benefits" of having a "wealth 

of books" in the home to indicate how money is a valuable commodity. Similarly, 

LITERACY IS A HOLY PRACTICE uses the source domain of religion to indicate how 

profoundly important are particular kinds of books as well as certain literacy 

events (such as going to the library). Finally, LITERACY IS PURITY emphasizes 

the moral/immoral dichotomy of all texts through the use of our everyday 

knowledge of garbage- or waste-like terms to describe certain texts. 

While common-sense understandings of a literary literacy are understood 

by these parents as a moral literacy, two points must be emphasized. First, as 

detailed in the literature review, associations with literacy and morality are hardly 

without precedent. Literacy has served to inculcate individuals into a variety of 

moral "truths" and social values ranging from love of God, to love of country 

(Resnick & Resnick, 1977), to moral virtue in its own right (Soltow & Stevens, 
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1981). Second, a literary literacy has more recently been associated with 

various sorts of cognitive consequences (see Olson, 1977; Reeder, Shapiro, 

Watson, & Goelman, 1996; Snow, 1983) although Scribner and Cole's study 

(Scribner & Cole, 1981) has offered a major corrective to large, generalize 

claims. 

But common-sense beliefs about the "importance of reading" (and in 

particular the importance of reading aloud to one's child) take on even greater 

moral certitude when historical ideologies conjoin with popular and "expert 

theories" (Linde, 1987) about its cognitive and social importance. This becomes 

part of a powerful cultural model of these White, middle-class parents, 

completely naturalized and projected as universal truth so that not only can they 

not imagine their own life without a literary literacy but cannot imagine anyone 

else's life without it. How this schema articulates with the other schemas is the 

subject of the remaining chapters. 
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CHAPTER 5 

LITERACY IS AN OBJECT 

In this section, I argue that literacy — conceptualized by the parents in my 

study as either the text, the print, the content of the text, or the presupposed 

necessary skills — is described as an entity or an object. In the academic 

community, this understanding has been treated in several related ways. 

Academics such as Olson (1987) have described how "highly literate parents' 

(p. 186) socialize their children in a distinctive orientation toward language, 

expressed in a metalanguage. In essence, language is treated as an artifact, 

and it is this objectification that is said to be the precursor or roots of literacy. As 

Olson points out: 

Literate parents are those who... tend to treat language as an object (my 
italics) and who, therefore, have and use an elaborate metalanguage for 
referring to language. They believe that language is an object and that 
therefore it can be taught somewhat systematically, to children, (p. 187) 

Others such as Wells (1991) and Wells and Chang-Wells (1992), have 

emphasized the significance of meaning represented in a text that allows 

meaning to be preserved beyond the point of utterance, increasing the 

possibility of the written text functioning independent of context. 

Intimately associated with treating language as an object is "metalinguistic 

awareness" — conscious awareness of language — which is said to underiie the 

onset of formal reading and writing (Ehri, 1979). Metalinguistic awareness is 

further said to lead to cognitive developnfient, critical thought, detachment, and 

objectivity. The specific emphasis on metalinguistic awareness presents a 

rather narrow perspective on how speakers objectify language. 

In this section of analysis I will depart from the usual emphasis that 

connects objectification of language and metalinguistic awareness, and instead 
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emphasize how the parents in my study find many ways to treat language — 

particularly written language — as if it were something outside of them, a distant 

asocial entity that 'imposed [itself] upon its users' (Street & Street, 1991). As an 

example, consider the following statement by one parent; 

• The thing that made us able to become who we are in America...was 

the ability to handle the language of this country. (Katherine) 

Oral language is metaphorically conceptualized as an entity that exists 

outside the person, something to be physically manipulated. In a similar vein, a 

friend recently remarked about her time spent in a foreign country: 

• After two months there, I picked up the language. 

In this example, language is metaphorically conceptualized as an entity, 

existing on some physical plane and grabbed as if it were a purse. This begins 

to demonstrate how the entire class of metaphors of LITERACY IS AN OBJECT is 

really a series of examples of what Lakoff and Johnson (1980) describe as 

ontological metaphors which are used to describe our experiences in terms of 

objects and substances; 

Understanding our experiences in terms of objects and substances 
allows us to pick parts of our experience and treat them as discrete 
entities or substances of a uniform kind. Once we can identify our 
experiences as entities or substances, we can refer to them, 
categorize them, group them, and quantify them — and, by this 
means, reason about them. (Lakoff & Johnson, p. 25) 

Referring to literacy as an object is not significantly different than referring 

to inflation, to finding happiness, or to seeking fame, except for the ^ct that all 

print-related artî cts are actual objects. Still, as will be seen, parents in this 

study objectify many more aspects of literacy than the artî ct, and those 

abstract understandings are objectified by artificial boundaries. This type of 
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objectification allows for literacy to be referred to, quantified, and seen as both a 

cause and as an effect. This class of metaphors also allows "literacy" to act 

directly upon the person or the situation as an active, autonomous agent. I will 

cull from the many examples in this chapter to briefly demonstrate this point. All 

uses of "it" refer to some aspect of reading; 

• It gave me a much broader knowledge base. (Bea) 

• I think it makes me a better person. I think it makes me a more 

interesting person. (Marilyn) 

• It's the key to one's society. (Lisa) 

• If reading opens the doors to reasoning and knowledge...then that will 

allow for greater awareness. (Katherine) 

• The written word ... has obviously given us more power. (Lisa) 

• It makes you a richer person. (Marilyn) 

• Literacy makes a full life possible. It makes it possible for you to 

understand things quickly, that you don't have any experience with. It 

makes it possible to fight when you need to fight for your life. 

(Katherine) 

None of the parents believe that literacy is literally a wizard's wand that 

dispenses magic. But these parents do describe literacy as wielding its own 

symbolic power, exhibiting their understanding of "literacy" in terms of its 

consequences. 

"Consequences" have long been thought to be the outcome of literacy. 

Academics (Goody, 1968,1977; Havelock, 1963,1978; Luria, 1976; Ong, 1982) 

who have made broad historical and interrelated claims about the consequences 

of literacy and culture must describe literacy ontologically to justify their 
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propositions, in their sophisticated yet flawed analysis, literacy appears to have 

purposeful agency, functioning autonomously, as if "if had a life of its own. 

Consider Katherine's use of the well-known metaphor where LITERACY IS 

MEDICINE: 

• You can give your kid the literacy vaccine and make them love the 

idea of education and literacy in and of itself or you can give them the 

same version of the vaccine and make them value it for financial 

considerations, a way of helping the family. 

If a child gets an ear infection, taking a round of antibiotics usually has an 

effect on the bacteria, killing them no matter what the child does during the day 

(sleep, play, or watch television). Literacy — like an antibiotic — acts as an 

agent, independent of any effort on the part of the individual. With that in mind, 

consider the following excerpt from an article in the Financial Times of Canada 

(July 4,1988, quoted in Barton, 1994), where illiteracy is objectified as not as 

the medicine but as the virus: "Like a germ that learns to enjoy penicillin, 

illiteracy consumes all the armies sent to fight it." 

In the novel Ute, (Chatwin, 1988), the narrator says: 

At the end of last summer I happened to pass through Prague on my way 
back from the Soviet Union. The mood, especially in smaller cities ... 
struck me as exceptionally buoyant. The Soviet education system, I felt, 
had worked all too well: having created on a colossal scale, a generation 
of highly intelligent, highly literate young people who were more or less 
immune to the totalitarian message, (p. 118) 

In the first example, illiteracy acts as a supervirus, an entity able to 

withstand attacks from all efforts aimed at eradication. In the second example, 

literacy is an inoculation, causing one to be immune to brainwashing from Big 

Brother. Once literacy is objectified, it is relatively easy to establish a cause and 
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effect relationship; Literacy has a benefit, and illiteracy brings upon an individual 

or community a number of social ills, from criminality to poverty to a drain on the 

economy. 

In the rest of the chapter, I will detail the many metaphors that constitute 

the ontological metaphor of LITERACY IS AN OBJECT; 

1. LITERACY IS A TOOL. These metaphors involve the ways in which 

literacy is conceptualized as a tool to mediate various events. Many of 

the other metaphors in this category are entailments of this metaphor. 

2. LITERACY IS MEDICINE. This metaphor — already described in this 

chapter— emphasizes the medical aspect of the ability to read where 

the previously illiterate person is inoculated with the ability to read. 

3. LIFE IS A JOURNEY. This describes how various life joumeys are 

enhanced and aided by literacy which functions as a tool in that 

joumey. 

4. GOOD THINGS EXIST BEHIND A DOOR THAT REQUIRES AN 

OBJECT OR DEVICE FOR ENTRANCE. These are metaphors that 

employ literacy as a kind of key to unlock a door. 

5. BOOKS ARE OBJECTS TO ENTER. These metaphors describe a 

book as an object of dimension, space, time, and activity, that can be 

physically "entered" for leisure purposes 

6. MEANINGS ARE COMMODITIES CONTAINED WITHIN BOOKS. 

This is, in effect, a series of conduit metaphors where abstract ideas 

such as "pleasure," "meaning," and "information" are described as 

objects and transferred from the book to the person. 
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7. LITERACY AS PERSONIFICATION. This metaphor involves 

attributing human characteristics to literacy. 

8. LETTERS MAKE AUDIBLE NOISES. An entailment of personification, 

this metaphor involves attributing letters with the capability to 

verbalize sound. 

9. SOUNDS ARE MANUFACTURED PRODUCTS. An entailment of the 

eariier metaphor, this emphasizes the letter's ability to construct 

sounds. 

10. WORDS AND BOOKS ARE CONTAINERS. This is also an 

ontological metaphor where words have dimension. 

Literacy is a Tool 

One of the most powerful ways in which literacy is conceptualized as an 

object in found in its use as a tool to mediate a varied number of events 

requiring certain kinds of sociocultural knowledge. To describe literacy as a tool 

is to first, presuppose the ontological nature of literacy, and say that 'thing' has 

mediated various human needs. While literacy has collected around a number 

of rationales, it is not an end in its own right, as Lewis (1953) points out; "The 

only literacy that matters is the literacy that is in use. Potential literacy is empty, 

a void" (quoted in Graff, 1987, p. 4). 

This leads to a conflation of the tool — the object — and the tool's many 

potential uses. Of course, not all speakers engage in identical literacy practices, 

and in reality the tool and the use of the tool are easily distinguishable. But 

when these parents describe LITERACY AS A TOOL, they immediately address a 

cause and effect relationship of literacy. In other words, they do not describe 
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themselves as active agents as much as they address the question, "A tool for 

what purpose?" it is the relationship between the tool, the task, and the 

individual that will be the focus of the metaphor LITERACY IS A TOOL. 

To begin, there are a limited number of metaphors with which parents in 

my study assert that LITERACY IS A TOOL, and it is usually by stating quite simply, 

"Literacy is a tool." This statement, as I have suggested, is almost always 

coupled by an example of the task, suggesting that in the mind of the speaker, 

the semiotic relationship among the tool, the task, and the individual may not be 

distinct.® 

Virginia provides an uncomplicated example of the intermingling of tool 

and task. She is responding to my question about what I think about parents 

who don't read to their children: 

• I think that kids miss out on things that are valuable and ... it's 

interesting, because a lot of things come up when you're reading. It's 

a tool also, not just the reading itself but you learn a lot about the way 

your parents think, the things that they value when you get to ask 

questions and say well that happened in the story, what do you think 

about it? And so it definitely opens up lines of communication. But 

parents that don't read to their children, they lose out, not just the kids, 

but the parents as well, that time of personal sharing time when doors 

are open that aren't open any other time, where kids feel comfortable 

" In my own preliminary understanding of this data, I initially argued that the various metaphors 
under current discussion descritied the schema of LITERACY IS A RESOURCE where the 
metaphors that speakers used constituted the numerous functions or tasks, those most closely 
assodated with the "literacy event" (Heath 1983). I argued initially that these tasks 
metaphorically existed in a kind of "literacy resource pool' wtiere people —depending upon their 
needs, desires, and drcumstances — cho% for some purpose. While that resource pool does 
exist, I do not think of the numerous tasks as being the actual schema itself but rather a 
manifestation of the psychological perception of the relationship between the tool, the task, and 
the individual, which are so dosely assodated they are neariy semiotically indistinguishable. 
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and are able to share, parents are able to share. So I think that you 

definitely, kids miss out a lot if parents don't read to them, not only in 

learning that reading is important but being able to share and 

communicate. 

Virginia begins with a response — the metaphor to "miss out" — that 1 

discussed earlier in detail. This is immediately followed by the metaphor that 

reading is "a tool." But the metaphor is hardly enough to make her point, and 

she must provide an example (or examples) of the task that the tool serves. In 

Virginia's case, the first task is for children to learn the parents' values. This 

leads to more communication between parents and children. Virginia's final 

statement provides another example: 

• So I think that you definitely, kids miss out a lot if parents don't read to 

them, not only in learning that reading is important but being able to 

share and communicate. 

She restates her initial point — that kids "miss out" if parents don't read to 

them. But she then adds a two-part assertion. She states reading is "a tool 

also, not just the reading itself but you learn a lot " By stating "not just the 

reading," she is also arguing that the act of reading for its own sake is also 

important (although not the only purpose). But, obviously, Virginia also wants to 

explain how the tool of reading mediates a relationship with her children (or ail 

parents and children); "to share and communicate." 

In the examples to follow, I continue to demonstrate the close association 

between the tool and task, and how symbiotically united they can be. The 

examples provided are not meant as an exhaustive list of the metaphors that 

people use to describe the tool. Still, the metaphors were common among 
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almost all parents Interviewed, suggesting that they may be the more salient 

metaphors which tap into a wider cultural theme at this time in American history. 

Life Is a Joumey 

One of the most common metaphors is that of journeys in which the image 

can take many forms. Consistent with all joumey metaphors, however, they 

begin, they proceed in a linear fashion, and they progress in stages toward 

some direction or goal (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). One form of the journey 

metaphor occurs when parents describe their lives or their children's lives, and 

the important role that reading plays for them. This is particulariy useful when 

trying to understand the relationship between the tool and the task. 

I am retaining the 'generic' description of this metaphor — LIFE IS A 

JOURNEY — because the use of the journey metaphor shifts slightly, depending 

upon how the parents decide to employ it. The parents all described how their 

various life journeys were enhanced and aided by literacy, and how literacy 

functioned as a tool in that joumey. 

In the first example, the act of reading aloud is metaphorically 

characterized as an automobile that transports the passenger. Virginia's 

husband, Michael, does not consider himself much of a recreational reader and 

is noticeably less concerned than she is about the quantity of recreational 

reading performed by their children. (Virginia claims to force him to read to their 

children at bedtime.) Still, his more laissez faire attitude does not preclude the 

recognition that reading is not an endpoint but rather serves a purpose: 

• I'm involved with a whole lot of Royal Rangers, which is a Christian 

Boy Scout organization. If you were to ask the kids, 'What did you 
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remember the most?" it was sitting around the campfire talking, telling 

stories. If they were wild stories, whatever. Joking, having the 

togetherness part of it. That is probably what's more important. 

Reading is just a vehicle to get to ttiat point probably. 

Michael's use of "point" indicates the journey metaphor where one of the 

destinations (or goals) along the way in life's journey is "togetherness." The task 

of reading is objectified as an automobile that provides the means for the family 

to take that journey, much like a "^mily vacation." Michael might have said, 

more literally, "I read to my children" and this is what brings them together as 

family. Certainly he recognizes this fact. But the use of the ontological 

metaphor of reading as a tool gives the "acf a significant amount of agency. 

Lisa employs the vehicle metaphor as she talks about the "basic 

standards" of literacy that she feels are necessary; 

Lisa: I've read about basic standards for like high school tests. 

Can you write a check? Can you read a contract? Can you 

fill out a job application? Can you begin to read the income 

tax form enough to know you want to turn it over to a 

professional? 

SB: Yeah. 

Lisa: Functional. Ah, is that it? OK? 

SB: OK. 

Lisa: The functional literacy, where you just use your reading for 

basic maneuvering around society. 

Society is described as a series of roads where tasks must be performed 

at various locations. Reading is conceptualized as the vehicle that transports 



194 

one to different locations and allows the individual to successfully engage in the 

tasks. 

Katherine also employs the LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor, albeit with a 

twist. "Reading" is not the vehicle but the path itself which leads to various 

destinations, including a good life, acceptance, a good job, and property: 

• Reading is the gauge, and it's the way to the good life in this country.. 

.. In immigrant talk [reading is] the way to get over. It's the way to get 

over being an immigrant, it's the way to make money, it's the way to be 

accepted in society, it's the way to get a white-collar job. It's the way 

to have enough money not to rent but to own. 

The vehicle and the path are both tools which accomplish desired goals 

or tasks. The task for Katherine is social and economic betterment. What is 

particularly interesting is the contrast between the first two parents who 

characterize literacy as a vehicle for life's joumey, and Katherine who 

characterizes it as a road. While both examples metaphorically objectify literacy 

as an entity, the automobile highlights the actors navigating the road. As actors 

in this journey, they are active participants. When literacy is objectified as a 

path, what is highlighted is the map and the actors are following, not actively 

navigating it. 

Good Things Exist Behind a Door 

That Requires an Object or Device for Entrance 

Another common way to refer to LITERACY IS A TOOL is the metaphor 

GOOD THINGS EXIST BEHIND A DOOR THAT REQUIRES AN OBJECT OR DEVICE FOR 

ENTRANCE. As my lengthy title states, on the "other" side of a locked door lie 
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goods and benefits which can only be unlocked with a key. The ability to read 

is, of course, represented by the key: 

• They will learn so much from reading that it's the key to their life for 

the future. (Eleanor) 

A key is needed not because the door is closed, but because it is locked. 

To consider a locked door as a barrier to the 'goods' is significant in terms of our 

understanding both of the goods and the tool to access those goods. Goods 

that lie behind locked doors are very important goods. That is why the door is 

locked and not just closed. The goods behind the door are not available to just 

anyone but only to those who have a key. 

We are not bom with keys. The acquisition of a key requires a degree of 

effort. In our society, effort is deemed a moral act. Middle-class Americans tend 

to think more highly of someone who has worked hard to become financially 

successful than someone who bought a lottery ticket with a single dollar and 

won. In the example above, the parent states that the child will "leam so much 

from reading." Knowledge is a valuable good that can be attained from behind 

the door. "Reading" is referred to as the key that will metaphorically open the 

door for the child's future. In other words, the goods behind the door are highly 

desirable and life enhancing; the door is locked; the entrance to the door 

requires effort, but ultimately the effort results in the acquisition of a key 

(reading) which will open the door. The act of acquisition is deemed moral and 

the acquisition of good is deemed as moral. 

Patricia is a special education teacher and her comment below refers to 

her experience working in schools; 
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• Seeing kids who don't read, seeing really smart kids who don't read, 

you know, because of a learning disability or lousy teaching or 

whatever it ends up being, the self-concept that, you know, kids' self-

concept is so wrapped in their reading ability once they're, you know, 

anywhere into the school program that, yeah, they start thinking of 

themselves as successful people or not successful people. You know, 

those that have the power to advance and those that don't. Even if 

there are people that have outrageous talents that they will eventually 

be able to make gobs of money on, you know, when they get to be 

adults, they're forced to go through a school system for a good twelve 

years where they are absolute failures because they're locked out of 

the reading. 

While much of what Patricia has said is important, most relevant for this 

discussion is her placement of reading itself as the highly prized commodity that 

is locked behind the door. But reading is never an end unto itself, and while 

reading may be described as the goods that exist behind the door, the 

attainment of that resource ultimately leads to another locked door that has 

behind it the ultimate goods. The acquisition of 'reading' is the key to the goods. 

Even when parents are not referring directly to a locked door which must 

be opened by a key, there is always a door that can either be open or shut, as 

Bea indicates; 

• You thwart a lot of opportunities if you aren't able to read or if you're a 

poor reader. So I think you close doors to opportunities if you're not a 

good reader. Or maybe even if you don't enjoy reading, you probably 
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close doors to enjoy a wide array of different kinds of jobs and 

activities. 

Reading is the tool that allows one to open doors that are closed. Equally 

important is the moral indexing embedded in her metaphors. She refers to "a 

wide array of different jobs and activities." Wide, as will be recalled, is good. It 

is better to be wide than narrow, better to have a wide array of potentially 

available jobs. This links literacy with a variety of choices within the potential 

opportunity pool. As may be remembered, Katherine expressed dismay that her 

doctor friends only read a limited variety of genres. The middle-class 

perspective that "more is better" is generalized here to expect a large array and 

variety of resources. This ideology is reminiscent of the joke that certain parents 

say to their child in their senior high school year — not "Do you want to go to 

college?" but, "Which college do you want to go to?" Like candy in a candy 

store, having available more options is good, but to "thwart a lot of opportunities 

if you aren't able to read or if you're a poor reader" is bad. The active-voice use 

of "thwart" is itself revealing since it implies some kind of deliberate effort on the 

part of the individual to avoid use of the tool and consequently avoid a wide 

range of potential resources. The door to the resources isn't opened or closed 

by someone else (as in a "gatekeeper"). Rather, it is the individual who has the 

power to either open or close the door, not only as a result of the inability to use 

the tool (being able to read) but the lack of joy or pleasure in the tool itself (if 

they don't enjoy reading). Recall Marilyn's close association with reading and 

pleasure, and the desire for pleasure as a moral act. 

Patricia further demonstrates this point when she refers to the importance 

of books in her family as she was growing up; 
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• It was the one thing I thought [my mother] felt would open up the whole 

world to us. 

While Patricia refers to her mother and not herself, our interviews 

demonstrate that Patricia perceives books similarly. The "world" metaphorically 

is represented as a physical realm of human activity, interest and, of course, 

resources. Human beings are part of that domain but at the same time kept 

separate from it. What separates humans, metaphorically, is a door. This 

recalls the metaphor of being complete and whole. By remaining separate from 

the larger domain, we are not whole and thus must strive to achieve 

completeness. Therefore, to "open up the whole world" is the achievement of 

becoming whole and complete, and thus a moral person. What is the tool for 

opening up the world? "If in the context of the entire narrative refers to books. 

"If is in the subject position, assuming agency and performing the action. Books 

become the tool — the agent — that provides access to the valuable resources 

and practices. 

Further, Patricia uses the metaphor "open up" rather than simply to "open" 

which would also work grammatically. Recall how "up" is an orientational 

metaphor conceived as something good and desirable. Therefore, to "open up" 

the worid which contains the goods, is a positive act, one that should be strived 

for. Books are moral tools bringing moral goods that contribute to a whole/moral 

person. 

The metaphor of "opening up' the worid entails a related use of the same 

metaphor. The "worid" is one kind of domain that can be "opened," but so are 

other objects. When the domain shifts, the tool takes on a slightly different 

meaning which I jokingly refer to as the "can opener" metaphor. That is, literacy 
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works like a can opener, usually with the goal of causing someone to be more 

aware, astute, or have more information. The associated metaphor that is 

typically used in one form or other involves having an "open mind." Obviously 

for this to occur we must consider the mind as a container, as discussed earlier. 

The following excerpt is one typical example of the use of this metaphor: 

• I suppose you can make the argument that literacy has the potential of 

opening someone's mind. (Bea) 

Having an "open mind" is itself a desire since, like a door, it is better to be 

open than closed. The "can opener" — like a key — is the tool to cause an open 

mind. We must be cautious when analyzing such comments, however. 

Consider the following seemingly similar statement: 

• But literacy is only good if you have people with open minds who are 

going to consider the topics and not just absorb the information. 

(Katherine) 

In this statement the use of the metaphor "open mind" is qualified by the 

recognition of necessary agency on the part of the individual. In other words, a 

mind might unreflectively "absorb" information but not deterministically so. 

Literacy is only useful when used in conjunction with some form of critical 

thought. 

There is another ideological component to this class of metaphors. While 

the "door" may be closed and even locked, no parents in my study referred to 

the doors metaphorically as being "bolted" shut. Middle-class parents' romantic 

visions of their worid, of their relationship with their children, and of the market 

place would appear to be deeply embedded in the metaphors they choose to 

describe the "consequences" of having the key. Economics, class, and race are 



200 

issues absent from their talk. While one could argue that our interviews did not 

involve these other variables (and when pressed, no parent thought of literacy 

as the only tool to open doors), the assertion that literacy was a tool to "open up 

the world" in a variety of ways was most evident. "This view of a worid without 

politics and without social class appears to be particulariy middle-class 

American' (Linde, 1993, p. 166). This is not to suggest that their talk should be 

dotted with such references as race or class. As previously noted, all parents in 

my study are White and middle class. As part of the dominant culture — the 

culture of power — their attitudes and beliefs about "access" and "doors" are 

profoundly different from those who have experienced racism or classism (See 

Ogbu, for example).^ What is revealing is the current "voluntary absence" of any 

of these issues. 

Cari provides another example of how parents talk about the tool. In this 

case, the metaphors also provides insight into the closely knit semiotic nature of 

tool-task-individual: 

• I got my first Boy Scout manual, within like two days I had the entire 

thing read and it was a great resource manual 'cause it was a 

tremendous number of things that, you know, guys like to know in that 

book. You know, handling knives and safety and you know, tracking 

and ail kinds of things, it was a great reference tool and I just slept 

with that thing. 

In this example, Carl uses both the temns "tool" and "resource" to describe 

the importance that the Boy Scout Handbook played in his life. For Cari, the 

 ̂Had I interviewed these same speakers during economically difficult times, their talk might 
conceivably be dotted with references to that effect, as Linde (1993) discovered in her own 
research on narratives. But this is just my own speculation. 
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metaphors are interchangeable. But what is the actual purpose of reading the 

information in the handbook? That purpose is to learn to "handle knives' and 

track. In other words, to "be" and act as a Boy Scout. 

But what precisely is the "tool" that must be used to perform the task? 

From Carl's perspective, that tool is the Boy Scout manual. But does the manual 

act as a tool to allow Carl to handle knives and track in the same manner that a 

screwdriver acts as a tool to install a deadbolt? The screwdriver perfomris a 

direct action, acting as a "prosthetic" tool (Bruner, 1990) which allows human 

beings to exceed their biological limits. The book and the screwdriver are not 

the same kind of tool. The book does nothing physically. Further, when 

Vygotksy's associate, Alexander Luria wrote about "tool" mediation, he "did not 

have in mind only such artifacts as hoes and plates" (Cole, 1996). Language 

was considered the "tool of tools." 

Does Cari mean that the language of the book mediates his 

understanding of the activities necessary to be a Boy Scout? This is getting 

closer since written language is language. But it still does not address the real 

issue as to why Cari refers to the book as a tool and a resource. The actor 

performing the task is Cari. It is Cari's ability to read and understand what he 

reads that allows him to perform the actions that the task requires. That 

knowledge exists "in his head." The knowledge is the primary tool and the book 

is a cultural artifact. 

To begin to unravel the rather complex relationship between the individual 

and the artî ct, Hutchins' (1995) discussion is helpful: 

When a person uses a written procedure in the performance of a task, the 
procedure is a mediating artî ct. in ordinary usage, a mediating artifact 
stands between the person and the task. It mediates the relationship 
between the performer and the task. On closer inspection, however, the 
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situation becomes more complex. The stand-between reading of 
mediation assumes that the task and the performer can be bounded 
independently. Rather than focus on the mediating artifact as something 
that "stands between," I will view it as one of many structural elements that 
are brought into coordination in the performance of the task. Any of the 
structures that are brought into coordination in the performance of the task 
can be seen as a mediating structure. It is difficult in this context to say 
what stands between what, but they certainly all participate in the 
organization of behavior, (p. 290) 

It is useful to think of Carl's Boy Scout manual as one kind of mediating 

structure that is "brought into coordination" between Carl and the environment 

(the "environmenf being tasks that need to be performed). Reading the manual, 

however, is but one manner in which the task could be mediated. Mediation is 

simply a way that something or someone helps us make sense of reality. In 

theory, the Boy Scout leader might have just as easily explained and 

demonstrated the tasks, using oral language as a tool to mediate the learning. 

Carl would then internalize that instruction by telling himself the methods of 

handling knives and tracking. Again, Hutchins' (1995) conceptualization of this 

kind of mediation — in his case, a set of written procedures for ship navigation 

— is helpful; process of following instructions is essentially the same 

whether we have told ourselves or have been told what to do. Thus, even here, 

we have a kind of internalization of an external representational format (i.e., 

language)" (p. 293). 

While written and oral language have differences, they share the same 

characteristics except that written language is visual and the other aural (Barton, 

1994; Goodman, 1996). Therefore, reading the manual can also be considered 

to be an internalization of language. The manual, like any written text, 

"influences and structures how we experience reality, and it has the possibility of 

controlling what we know and how we feel" (Barton, 1994, p. 66). As a Boy 
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Scout, Carl gives himself up to the manual and, as a result, it serves as a tool to 

mediate his experience, to help him experience reality differently. 

A second problem that must be addressed is the relationship between 

Carl and the text, the mediational tool. What must we make of the fact that Carl 

is a bounded individual, physically separate from the mediating tool of the book? 

What is the relationship between Carl, who actually performs the action to 

accomplish the task, and the book, which in effect performs no physical action? 

While I obviously have never observed Carl perform the tasks that he considers 

so valuable to his childhood (and perhaps more importantly, his adulthood), 

understanding what precisely is the unit of analysis is important to understand 

the relationship between the tool and the individual. Bateson's (1972) well-

known example of a blind man with a stick is helpful. Bateson's desire in his 

book Steps to an Ecology of Mind was to connect biological notions of ecology 

with psychological and anthropological understandings of human thought. He 

wrote: 

Suppose I am a blind man, and I use a stick. I go tap, tap, tap. Where 
do 1 start? Is my mental system bounded at the handle of the stick? Is it 
bounded by my skin? Does it start halfway up the stick? But these are 
nonsense questions. The stick is a pathway along which transforms of 
difference are being transmitted. The way to delineate the system is to 
draw the limiting line in such a way that you do not cut any of these 
pathways in ways which leave things inexplicable, (p. 459) 

As Hutchins points out, the proper unit of analysis should not be bounded 

by the "skin or the skull" (p. 292). That the book is physically separate from Carl 

(and does not act directly upon the task like a screwdriver) does not mitigate its 

mediational role as a tool. The unit of analysis includes the socio-material 

environment of the person (Hutchins, 1995). Thus understanding entails two 

Important, seemingly contradictory conclusions: (a) All experience — and 
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therefore all learning — is mediated. No learning is ever "direct" in the sense 

that there is no mediation; and (b) We must not lose sight of the active nature of 

the agent (Carl). It is not so much the book that mediates; rather, it is the person 

who uses the book that perfomns the action who mediates. Bateson's 

description of the blind man and the cane helps remedy the apparent 

contradiction for it doesn't lose sight of the man holding the cane, although the 

blind man could not navigate without use of the cane. 

As helpful as Hutchins' discussion is in understanding the relationship of 

the written text to the individual, Hutchins (and Bateson) neglects to consider the 

individual psychological understanding of that text. This must be explored in 

order to explain Carl's affective response to ownership of the manual ("i just 

slept with that thing") as well as his use of the term "resource," which I take to 

mean more than simply a tool. While the "proper unit of analysis" may in fact be 

the coordination of, Carl, the manual, and the task, the "proper unif is not 

necessarily Carl's "common sense" unit of analysis. In other words, Carl's own 

perception of the text must be considered as a critical ^ctor in understanding 

how we conceptualize LITERACY AS AN OBJECT. 

When talking about the handbook, Carl doesn't speak in terms of his own 

reading ability but of the cultural artifact of the book itself as being the primary 

tool, independent of himself. The book is, indeed, an object. That object 

contains the information that Carl desires and needs in order to engage in 

specific tasks. That is, the book has potential that Carl can draw upon for help 

whenever needed. That is why he refers to it as a "resource." The book itself 

embodies the action of handling knives, tracking, tying knots, and whatever else 
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Boy Scouts learn to do. In essence, the artifact of the book is a "metonym" for 

all that it means to be a Boy Scout. 

A metonym is: 

. . .  a  s i t u a t i o n  i n  w h i c h  s o m e  s u b c a t e g o r y  o r  m e m b e r  o f  a  s u b m o d e l  i s  
used (often for some limited and immediate purpose) to comprehend the 
category as a whole. In other words, these are cases where a part (a 
subcategory or member or submodel) stands for the whole category — in 
reasoning, recognition, etc. (Lakoff, 1986, p. 79) 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) describe metonymic concepts by suggesting 

that when we think of a Picasso, we don't just think about the work of art alone, 

we think about it in relationship to the artist, Picasso's conception of art, his 

technique, his role in art history, and so forth. "We act with reverence toward a 

Picasso, even a sketch he made as a teenager, because of its relation to the 

artist" (p. 39). 

This helps to explain some important issues regarding written texts. First, 

to conceptualize the Boy Scout manual as a metonym for the actions and skills 

that Boy Scouts must learn allows us to think of the manual as representing the 

Boy Scout organization in general. It is no coincidence that Carl says, "I just 

slept with that thing." 

SB: Literally? 

Carl; Literally. You know, I would fall asleep with that at night and 

wake up and found that I've part, very upset that I've 

munched some pages because I've l̂len asleep on it. But 

I'm eager to get back, smooth them out and continue reading 

on that and be late for breakfast. And I would just take it to 

school. It was Bible-esque for a while for me, you know for a 

long time for nfie. Every time a new issue would come out, 1 



206 

would just devour it. And it really helped in my scouting 

career because I already knew a lot of these things and just 

was almost a reference for it. So if somebody didn't know 

where something was, I would know. 

When reading this excerpt (discussed briefly in chapter 3), one cannot 

help but be struck by Carl's relationship to the manual. The manual would 

appear to be more than simply a set of written pages fastened along one side 

and encased between protective covers — in other words, the physical object 

itself. Further, the metaphors of consumption and religion add continuity to the 

high status books historically have been awarded. In Tudor England, for 

example, an unopened Bible in the house was thought to perform a number of 

useful functions, including warding off evil spirits and keeping away the devil. 

The leaves of the Bible were used to fan the face of a sick person, "as if the 

magical power of the holy page was sufficient to effect a cure" (Cressy, 1980, p. 

51). Similariy, a fidgety or uneasy child might be comforted if the Bible lay on his 

or her forehead; some young women slept with a Bible beneath their pillow with 

a sixpence inserted in the Book of Ruth in the belief that it would conjure up 

dreams of future lovers. Three hundred years later, Civil War soldiers claimed 

that a Bible (in contrast to any other kind of book) miraculously stopped bullets 

from entering their bodies. 

In my own Jewish religious practice, if a prayer book l̂ls on the floor, one 

should kiss it. Similarly, when the Torah is marched around the synagogue, the 

congregants touch the Torah with a hand, a prayer book, or a prayer shawi, and 

then kiss that object. Consider the images conjured up when viewing newsreel 

footage of book burning in Nazi Gemiany. Many people today would rather give 
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a book to someone or to a used book store than throw it away. Autographs 

enjoy similar status. Famous books signed by the author are coveted items. 

Many individuals seek celebrity autographs and keep those autographs for a 

lifetime. As Carl's descnption clearly indicates, books and print mean more to us 

than simply the physical artifact. They seem to have a profound psychological 

meaning which results from a metonymic association; that is, the part represents 

the whole. 

Carl's metonymic description of the Boy Scout manual allows him the 

ability to conceptualize the manual in such a way that it acts as both the tool that 

mediates his experiences as a Boy Scout and the series of tasks that constitute 

what it means to be a Boy Scout. The tasks are contained "within" the manual, 

and those task symbolize what it means to be a boy, what it means to be a man, 

and what it means to be a citizen of this country and of the world. This begins to 

explain why parents demonstrate such a close association between the tool and 

the task. In Carl's case it is difficult to conceive of the task without the tool since 

the tool in effect "contains" the task. 

Our metonymic conceptualization of written text can be further understood 

using a contrasting example, that of a sign posted in the middle of a park that 

reads "KEEP OFF THE GRASS.' The posted sign is clearly a text, an artifact, 

just as the Boy Scout manual is. The sign that reads KEEP OFF THE GRASS, 

like the Boy Scout manual, is objectified metonymically, embodying in the text, 

among other elements, the individuals in authority who created the law, as well 

as the individuals who enforce the law. Imagine a child and his mother walking 

in the park. The following dialogue might very likely occur: 

Child: Mommy, what does the sign say? 
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Mother: The sign says, "Keep off the grass.'® 

For the parent, and eventually for the child, the sign warning individuals to 

"KEEP OFF THE GRASS' embodies real people in real authority positions who 

symbolically warn us to avoid certain geographical terrain for a particular reason, 

a reason that we usually interpret from the context and placement of the sign. At 

the same time, the sign acts as a tool in that mediates our experience by 

precluding our traversing upon a particular area of property. That we recognize 

real people are involved in the creation of certain kinds of signs that wield 

authority becomes most obvious during social or political protest, when certain 

texts are visibly and purposely damaged or destroyed (as in the burning of draft 

cards during the Vietnam War) in order to indict, not the text, but the individuals 

in authority who created the text and the meanings embodied within the text. 

Similarly, any written label for an object cannot be assumed to be nothing 

more than a neutral means of identification. The specifically chosen word(s), the 

spatial organization of the text, the possible logo that accompanies the text, the 

decision to include a label in the first place — all decisions are ideologically 

motivated and can be understood by looking below the sur^ce of their creation. 

Historically, literacy has served as a means of achieving moral purity and 

nationalism (Graff, 1979). Whether the purpose was to read the Bible to 

inculcate piety and virtue, to cultivate American ideals of nationalism, or to gain 

financially, literacy was the tool to achieve these ends. Literacy became a rather 

efficient mechanism to achieve these moral ends. As Soltow and Stevens 

* Goodman (1984) suggests that when children say, 'What does this say?" they are really using 
"say" as a metaphor for "read." English allows for shifts involving different areas: see for 
understand; talk for write. However, I have known very young children to be confused when a 
parent initiates the conversation with "What does that sign say?" I have heard stories of some 
young children crying because they could not hear the sign 'sa/" anything. 
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(1981) wrote, "The moral function of literacy and its value for worldly success 

were mutually reinforcing' (p. 86). 

Referring back to the discussion of Carl and the Boy Scout manual, we 

have begun to think of the actual act of reading as the moral deed. It is not that 

the content of what is read is unimportant (consider the concern many parents 

and legislators have about children reading pornography). But like Bateson's 

cane and the blind man, the person, the act of reading, and the content of what 

is read have become so completely fused that — to paraphrase Descartes — 

the current ideology is "I read, therefore I am." 

One can imagine (as with Carl's Boy Scout skills) the many achievements 

thought to be gained through literacy (knowledge of "God's Word," a moral code 

of conduct, and so forth) that can also be achieved without literacy. In fact, 

people learn many basic and profoundly important skills without reading books 

about them. Table manners and other matters of etiquette are learned mostly 

through oral lessons, reminders, and admonishments rather than by reading a 

newspaper column or a book on propriety. The most important fomi of instilling 

nationalism and patriotism in children — the memorization and daily recitation of 

the "Pledge of Allegiance' — is learned orally. (Very funny articles have 

presented older students' written versions of the words they have never seen but 

have recited for years.) it is reasonable to assume that more people have heard 

Biblical laws and Biblical stories than have actually read them. Literacy cannot 

be understood simply as an instrument to achieve moral knowledge. This is the 

importance — as I stated eariier — of the closely-knit semiotic relationship 

between the tool, the task, and the individual. 
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Books Are Objects to Enter 

As real objects, books can be picked up and handled. As metaphoric 

elements, they can be ontologically objectified as containers. A book allows an 

individual to physically project one's self "into" the book. In these situations, the 

individual deliberately seeks an emotional escape (in contrast to a "release") 

and finds that escape by placing the self inside the container, a place speakers 

always associate with pleasure. 

Of course, reading to "escape" is not a particularly novel concept. 

Hoggart (1957) points out that English working-class people have long 

"regarded art as escape, as something enjoyed but not assumed to have much 

connection with the matter of daily life" (p. 196). In her study of women who read 

romantic fiction or romance novels, Radway (1984) discusses in detail the 

understanding of "escape." She writes that romance reading is: 

Representative in a general way of a form of behavior common in an 
industrial society where work is clearly distinguished from and more highly 
valued than leisure despite the fact that individual labor is often 
routinized, regimented, and minimally challenging, (p. 89) 

I have distinguished, as Radway does, 'escape" from "release." Release 

implies relaxation and "relaxation implies a reduction in the state of tension 

produced by prior conditions, whereas escape obviously suggests flight from 

one state of being to another more desirable one" (Radway, 1984, p. 90). In the 

brief sample of excerpts below, parents talk about "escaping" as traveling from 

one place into another place. The "place" they conceptually enter is inside of a 

book. Consider some brief excerpts from various parents exemplifying this point: 

• I can really escape into a novel. (Eleanor) 

• When I do get into it, 1 really love to do it. (Chris) 
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• I'll be so engrossed in what I'm reading that you have to stop 

everything. (Bea) 

• My sister and I would always be breaking the rule, you know reading 

with a little night light or a flashlight. Just really loving to read. 

Getting totally engrossed in a book. (Katherine) 

• I put myself into the story. (Chris) 

• I remember getting into novels and starting to read them in third and 

fourth grade and spending summers reading. (Virginia) 

Chris extends the metaphor slightly by not only very consciously 

contrasting life outside the book with life inside the book, but also dramatizing a 

kind of event that might occur; 

• The everyday waking worid and the other worid that you find in books. 

I mean it can be the same as this worid but for some reason it's not the 

same. It's not, you know, meeting someone in a book and meeting 

someone in person is different. 

Chris's remarks are reminiscent of Radway's discussion of one of the two 

ways in which women in her study used the term escape; 

"They used the word in a more figurative feshion to give substance to the 
somewhat vague but nonetheless intense sense of relief they experience 
by identifying with a heroine whose life does not resemble their own in 
certain crucial aspects." (Radway, 1984, p. 90) 

Because the container is a pleasant place to reside for a period of time, 

some parents express regret over a child's inability to project him or herself into 

the container, as does Chris's wife, Eleanor; 

• Wanda reads, she'll read just everything ... Where Max, he's just not 

into it like that. 
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For some parents, books are not just places for temporary escape, they 

can become semi-pemnanent refugee camps. Patricia — who is a special 

education teacher and is also a single mother — does not have much personal 

recreational time. Still, Patricia says, "If I'm enjoying my life, then I'm probably 

reading a book at least an hour a day. I mean and that's an hour solid a day." 

Therefore, books can be more than a temporary container; they can be type of a 

residence, as she says: 

• You can live inside this book. 

I discussed in LITERACY IS MORALITY the concept of the mind as a 

container, where the mind/brain which is located inside the head is an object of 

focus, independent from the rest of the body. Conversely, since the head is the 

site where thinking and imagining are said to reside, it is the primary object that 

belongs "inside" the entity of a book. The following metaphor that Marilyn uses 

contrasts the entire body inside a book with one part of the body inside the book: 

• I was somebody who always had their head in a book. 

The use of this metaphor reveals an added dimension when one 

considers the actual spatial orientation of the physical objects. The head which 

contains the eyes necessary for reading is placed close to the book, giving at 

least the appearance that one's head is "in a book." But I would argue, based 

on the similarity to the use of other metaphors, that this is but one manifestation 

of a single ontological metaphor which is itself derived from the physical 

proximity of both objects. 

If the book can be objectified ontologically, then so can the print 

contained within the book. In the following example, Patricia describes print as 

an entity which, like the book, can be entered. At first glance, it would not 
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appear as if the relationship between Patricia and the print is similar to that of 

Patricia and the book, even though they are both manifestations of an entity. 

However, Patricia's metaphorical use of the verb "engaged" as a kind of 

commitment or pledge provides some indication of an involvement similar to 

being "inside" a book. 

Patricia; I guess I'm engaged in print but it's engaged in a very 

different way. 

SB: How so? 

Patricia: It's a different level of engagement. It's peripheral to other 

things that are going on. It's not the main thing. 

In the above example, Patricia contrasts engaging with environmental 

print to engaging the print in a book, which (as described above) she would do 

for at least an hour a day if given the opportunity. Patricia makes the point that 

reading a book is "a different level of engagement." While Patricia may be 

engaged "in print," this metaphor is coupled with both the journey metaphor ("a 

different way") and the "level" metaphor which suggests that engagement with 

print can take you in different directions, one deeper -- and therefore more 

profound — than the other. Ultimately for Patricia, it is the "deeper" level that 

occurs inside the book that is privileged for herself and for Seth. 

In the chapter LITERACY IS MORALITY I explored how parents talk about 

books being "part of their lives, in which the book was part of a manufactured 

product designed to make the individual/product whole. Conversely, the book — 

although conceptualized as an entity — may not be a complete entity but 

requires the individual to make rf whole: 
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• I always loved to go to the library with my mom. Then I felt so grown 

up because I could do that with my own books. And I hope that he can 

do that. But then there was always the escape of reading a story and 

being a part of it. (Jackie) 

Jackie couples her "escape" metaphor with a variation of LITERACY IS A 

FITTING PART. In Other words, the book can only become complete and whole 

when it is constructed from a reader, echoing the aesthetic interactionalist 

sentiments of reader-response theorists. As Rosenblatt (1978) writes; "In 

aesthetic reading, the reader's attention is centered directly on what he is living 

through during his relationship with that particular text" (p. 25). 

Meanings Are Commodities Contained Within Books 

Just as people can go "into" a book, items can come "out" of a book. This 

requires whatever is removed from the text to be objectified as well. Therefore, 

lexical items that are as ambiguous as "meaning," "information," and "pleasure" 

— items contained within the book —• are described as entities, something that 

can physically be grabbed and removed. In this series of metaphors, meanings 

are objects, described as commodities Tor information and pleasure. These 

items exist independently of both the individual and the text, although they 

"reside" in the book. The book is the "landmark" (Lakoff, 1987, p. 430), and the 

trajectory moves from the interior to the exterior of the book. 

• When you read, everybody gets something else out of it. (Marilyn) 

• Getting pleasure out of reading...You get something out of it. You get 

gratification out of reading. (Jackie) 
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• The Bible itself is very difficult to understand. You might get the 

sur^ce but then you kind of have to hook stories together and morals 

and, to get anything out of it. (Michael) 

• I would read the entire Webelo handbook, front to back, back to front. I 

had the thing memorized. It was all the information I could get out of it 

that I wasn't getting other places or that you couldn't get. (Chris) 

• I want them to really get the true enjoyment and meaning out of what 

the story is. (Peggy) 

• I can tell that she's getting it from context. (Marilyn) 

• I take such pleasure in it. (Marilyn) 

• I see what's critical for them to really grasp the meaning and 

understanding of print. (Peggy) 

These examples reveal several important points. First, it is the individual 

who must retrieve the item within the book; the item does not "come out" of the 

book on its own accord. Second, because the objects taken out are entities, 

they should be more or less obvious. This does not mean that all 

understandings are equally transparent, as Michael's comment above indicates 

("The Bible itself is very difficult to understand. You might get the surface but 

then you kind of have to hook stories together and morals and, to get anything 

out of it..."). Some meanings are "deep" and thus more hidden than other 

meanings, a point I describe later in this chapter as well as in LITERACY IS A 

SKILL Third, because "meaning," "information," and "pleasure" are 

conceptualized as entities that can be (as one parent said) "grasped," it may be 

that common-sense notions of the relationship between a text and the individual 

assume that the text does contain unambiguous items. In other words, since 
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"meaning," "infomiation," and "pleasure" are themselves entities, they also can 

also be considered containers. The contents of the items held in the container 

exist independently of context. In other words, the meaning of 'truth' can be 

discernible independent of any context; the contents of "pleasure" can be 

objectively determined; the amount of "information" can be neutrally judged. 

This interpretation can be understood by considering the above 

metaphors as examples of what Reddy (1979) refers to as "conduit metaphor." 

Reddy reviewed a number of English metaphors concerned with communication 

and claimed that our language functions like a conduit, such as pipe. This 

implies that: (a) language functions like a conduit, transferring thoughts bodily 

from one person to another; (b) in writing and speaking, people insert their 

thoughts or feelings in the words; (c) words accomplish the transfer by 

containing the thoughts or feelings and conveying them to others; and (d) in 

listening or reading, people extract the thoughts and feelings once again from 

the words (p. 170). 

Language (oral and written) is thus treated as a device. Its goal is to take 

an idea out of the head of one speaker and put in the head of another speaker, 

with the idea that the match would be exact — that there should be as little loss 

in that transmission as possible and that what was transmitted should be true in 

the narrow sense (Silverstein,1978). 

Marilyn employs the conduit metaphor as she describes how Teresa is 

leaming to read. In that description, direct transmission of ideas is thought to 

occur from sentences that are composed of words (the sender) through the 

conduit where it is Teresa's task is one that Reddy (1979) describes as 

"extraction" (Reddy, 1979, p.168). To laminate Reddy's comments with Marilyn's 
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common-sense understanding, Teresa must find the meanings in the words and 

take it out of them, so that it gets into her head (original quote in Reddy, 1979, p. 

168); 

[Teresa has] mastered letter recognition which I think is real basic and 
everything...I think of it as a progression actually...As you master one and 
you go onto the next, they build on each other until finally you get to point 
Y I guess. So that you start with letter recognition, letter sound 
recognition, and putting those together in sentences or words. And then 
reading the sentences. And then, you know, based on that, if you're able 
to put those together, then you know, comprehension starts coming into 
play because the sequence of words something. I mean it's conveying an 
idea. You can tell that yes that the yellow dog ran home or whatever the 
sentence happens to be about. And you can start to get a sense of, you 
know, the story, as you go on there. 

There are two other ways to examine the above passage. One is to liken 

it to the development of a fetus, beginning with a cell that divides, divides again 

and eventually develops organs, body parts, and becomes a full-fledged human 

being. The parts, which don't appear human, become the whole which is 

human. But secondly, as we examine the transcript, it is difficult to discem 

Teresa's own knowledge of the reading process from the existence of the actual 

text. Learning the parts requires Teresa's effort, albeit not much effort, or as 

Reddy (1979) would put it, her function as a reader is "trivialized" (p. 186). But 

like the fetus, the parts eventually become the whole (letter and sound 

recognition leads to creating words and sentences in a sequence which leads to 

a living breathing text). Once they become the whole, the objectified text 

assumes a role independent of Teresa, a role that "conveys an idea." In order to 

"convey an idea" we can conceptualize the text as a person literally placing an 

idea inside the meaning container, and sending that container along an invisible 

pipe or a channel to the reader, who then unpacks the meaning container taking 

out the idea that was placed inside. Now the idea belongs to the person/reader. 
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And just as important, none of this requires a context, which is the power (and 

illusion) of the conduit metaphor. "Extraction," as Reddy (1979) points out, is a 

"trivial process, which does not require teaching past the most rudimentary level. 

We have therefore, in fact, less culture — or certainly no more culture — than 

other, less mechanically inclined, ages have had" (p. 188) 

There are other examples of the conduit metaphor. Patricia uses one 

very common one; 

• If the kid's interested in science I think that a parent should have a lot 

of science reference books and go through it, you know, and talk 

about the pictures and read the text so that the kid is at least picking 

up the vocabulary associated with their area of interest. 

In other words, words are objects (with all the previously described 

characteristics of stability) which can be lifted from a text and then placed In the 

head of the person. 

In the next example, Marilyn talks about the importance that reading plays 

in her life as well as its general benefits; 

• I think one of the things that it does give you is a commonality within 

your culture, that there are touchstones or different things that you're 

going to run into in your life, allusions and other references that are 

going to be made throughout your life to these works that, without 

having read them or at least being exposed to them in some way, that 

you're never going to get the meaning of. 

Marilyn's use of 'it does give you" is as a conduit metaphor, reflecting a 

book handing to Marilyn (and others) a valuable object. But the conduit requires 

a desirous host, which Marilyn provides; "Without having read them you're 
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never going to get the meaning." Commonality and meaning are both 

considered entities which appear to be more or less unambiguously transferred 

from the book to Marilyn. 

Finally, Marilyn combines an ontological metaphor with a conduit 

metaphor: 

• There's what I would consider kind of like the literary part of reading 

... which is ... being able to read a sentence, understand what it's 

saying, you know what is it adding to the whatever you're reading, you 

know, what the context of it is. What the idea behind it is. 

In other words, ideas are objects that hide behind some kind of barrier 

which precludes obvious awareness. Nevertheless, it is the job of the reader to 

"get" that idea. 

There are a series of ontological metaphors that involve the book as a 

path with the individual traversing in some relation to that path. That passage 

can occur "through," "over," or "across." To begin, the image of going "through" 

a text is one where the individual enters a text from one end and then exits out 

the other end. Below are just some of the many of these kinds of metaphors; 

• Mom can whip through a novel in a day. (Natalie) 

• Once I could read I spent my time at the grocery store going through 

the books. (Bea) 

• Some of the books that Teresa can sit down and she can on a good 

day recognize all the words and go through it. (Marilyn) 

• But a reader who's a skillful reader won't do that. They'll force 

themself through, they'll push through the document or they'll push 

through the idea or the story, whatever it is. (Katherine) 
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Going through a text is also an indication of the LIFE IS A JOURNEY, which 

can sometimes be a no-nonsense process, as revealed when "through" is 

coupled with metaphors of aggression such as "push," "whip," or "force." 

Whatever the process "though" the book, as in all joumeys you begin/enter at 

one end as a particular kind of individual. When you exit the other end (or end 

your joumey), the reader is changed, presumably for the better, the text acting 

as "mediator" (Goodman, 1996, p. 123; Rosenblatt, 1978). Both of these points 

can be made by examining Lisa's statements; 

• I really believe that knowledge is power. I really believe it's education. 

It's the knowledge of the systems in one's society and the way to 

access it through reading and what you can do with reading. You 

know how to access information and to know how to get it and how to 

travel through the system, like the legal system, like the welfare, like 

college applications, like licensing. 

There are many metaphors in Lisa's excerpt worthy of examination, but 

the one most relevant for this discussion is her description of a system filled with 

roads. In order to exist in the system, one must travel on these roads, just as 

one must travel on a series of streets to get from one side of town to another. 

But the series of roads is a complicated one, and successful navigation requires 

a particular kind of map knowledge. Understanding the map, so to speak, 

provides the individual with the navigational information to travel on these roads 

which leads to particular benefits. When Lisa uses the metaphor "trough 

reading" she objectifies the process itself as well as objectifying the necessary 

and appropriate (although unnamed) artifects. Essentially, "through reading" is 

a journey within a journey, where the person enters in one intellectual state and 
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exists in quite another intellectual state (and presumably emotional state as 

well). This journey within the journey changes the person in such a way that 

they are able to "access information." 

Lisa's narrative recalls the earlier discussion regarding Carl and the Boy 

Scout manual. There, and here, the text sen/es a dual role. Vygotsky (1978) 

contrasted the tool and the sign. The tool was directed toward the external world 

and was designed to influence change. The sign was considered a 

psychological tool, intended to influence behavior. It would seem, however, that 

a written text may serve a dual role, serving as both a tool and a sign. 

Another metaphor similar to "through" is the metaphor "across." The 

following two examples are not representative of the journey metaphor 

specifically since a journey is long-temn and has lots of planned destinations. In 

the first two examples, Marilyn appears to be meandering along the path and 

quite unexpectedly finds a "reference" and a "word," both their own entities: 

• Well, I've come across in reading several books ... references to the 

battle that now means something more to me. (Chris) 

• If I come across a word that I don't know, I want to know what it is. 

(Marilyn) 

In Lisa's example, she is traversing across a path and metaphorically 

pursuing the entity of a thought: 

• Your mind has to put together words into a sentence, into a paragraph, 

to following a thought across a page. 

The final preposition to be briefly discussed is the use of "over." Lakoff 

(1987) has provided a detailed examination of "over" from the perspective of 

cognitive linguistics, which is not at all my intention here. I simply want to 
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emphasize that when speakers use the metaphors to "skim over a book," "look 

over a book," or "skip over a page," they understand their relationship to that text 

as being above it and moving across, with little or no physical contact, where no 

part of the book moves. The metaphors that accompany these prepositions help 

with understanding the concept. "Skimming" the river involves removing floating 

matter from the surface (it also means to just fly over the surface of the river), but 

nothing deeply below the surface. As is commonly understood, "skimming over" 

a book does not yield profound understanding of its details. To "look over" a 

book involves the metaphor UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING but like skimming, the act 

does not yield a significant amount of understanding. Looking "in" a book or 

"skimming through" a book imply a slightly greater degree of involvement, since 

the reader is no longer "over" the text and there appears to be physical contact. 

These are minor metaphors but simply add to the understanding of how texts are 

objectified. 

Finally, there are several other metaphors that must be mentioned, albeit 

briefly, which also serve to emphasize the ways in which parents metaphorically 

objectify texts. They are, like many of the metaphors discussed, not unique to 

talk about books. However, they all address the speaker's important relationship 

to the text. 

In the first example, Eleanor discusses the pattern common among many 

children who want to hear or read the same book again and again. She uses the 

metaphor of "hooked" suggesting that the reader is suspended or physically 

connected in some way to these books: 

• They were books that my sister and I were really hooked on when we 
I 

were little kids. 
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Chris uses a similar metaphor to describe the times he becomes engaged 

in reading a novel: 

• I get to be so glued into whatever I'm reading. 

Similarly, various parents described their or their children's "attachment" 

to a favorite book. 

The second example involves attributing physical characteristic of 

"dryness" to the book. This metaphor seems to derive from our physical need for 

water and to remain quenched. Again, I quote Eleanor; 

• I remember feeling like the textbooks were very dry. 

In the next example, Marilyn describes Teresa's appreciation of books 

using a metaphor derived from physics. Teresa "gravitates" to them, suggesting 

that the book has the physical characteristic of a heavenly body that exerts an 

attractive force that draws her toward the text: 

• I've always been happy that Teresa likes books and that she always 

has gravitated to them and that she's always found pleasure in them. 

Gravitation is a natural force. Teresa's attraction is described as 

something that is natural, like the physical force of gravity. Marilyn's metaphor is 

coupled with "found pleasure in them." In other words, pleasure as an entity 

exists in the container of a book. Teresa, as a result of the natural laws of 

nature, gravitates first toward them and then inside them, eventually 'finding' the 

entity of "pleasure." But if the gravitation is natural, then so must the pleasure 

be natural, and therefore books are a 'natural' form of pleasure and anything 

otherwise would be considered unnatural. One does not have to provide a close 

linguistic analysis of this passage to know how this very much represents 

Marilyn's own affection and attitude toward books that she has expressed 
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throughout our interviews. She simply cannot understand how anyone could not 

love reading. 

Literacy as Personification 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) describe personification as the most obvious 

ontological metaphor. Personification involves attributing human characteristics 

to objects. "This allows us to comprehend a wide variety of experiences with 

nonhuman entities in terms of human motivations, characteristics, and activities" 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 33). In the following example, Peggy and Cari 

together discuss how "reading" acts as a kind of maniage counselor to help 

mediate their relationship; 

Peggy: I think the other thing it does by Cari reading a lot and 

enjoying reading and what he's reading, whatever it is, it's a 

great source of conversation between the two of us. I think it 

brings us out of just talking to each other about our kids and 

about our jobs. 

Cari: Or about work. 

Peggy- it takes us out of that, which is really, mental-health-wise is 

very effective. 

The next two examples provide another interesting contrast. The first is 

Katherine's lengthy description of her and her daughter's illness. The second is 

a very brief excerpt from Lisa: 

• My daughter was 9 weeks premature. She was incredibly sick the first 

year she was bom, spent a lot of time in the hospital. And we ended 

up in a world that no parent wants to be in. The worid of medical 
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specialists. With a child that's on the cusp of death all the time. And 

it's a tough world to inhabit and emotionally it's just devastating and 

financially it's devastating too. But the most important thing that came 

of it was that I could understand every word the doctors told me. And I 

could process it in a rational way, and I could use the information to 

help my daughter. They couldn't talk over my head, because I could 

read it too. And if I didn't know a word I knew how to find out what the 

word meant. And it enabled me to ask questions that helped my 

daughter. And it also enabled me to not react with fear to every 

situation. But to instead say, "OK tell me how it works.' I can 

understand it. I went over to the medical library. I have no medical 

background at all. Sat for hours and read. Learned everything I could 

about what it meant to be a premature baby, what it meant to have 

apnea, what it meant to have bradycardia, what it meant for her future, 

her development, how I could help her, what wasn't going to work. It 

gave me a way, and what happened was as I became more educated, 

fast, because it had to be that way, and my husband, the doctors 

treated us with more respect and provided us more information. And 

instead of talking to us in remedial medical temns, as in, "Don't be 

afraid, we'll handle this for you. Let me spell the word that she is 

suffering." They would say, "I have an article for you to read." And I 

would read it and we would talk about it and we would decide together 

what made sense. The doctors weren't necessarily, they could 

suggest at that point what her medical care could be, but they weren't 

in control any more, 'cause her parents had, because we were literate 
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and educated, we could come up to speed, not on all of the wodd of 

medicine, certainly not the short course in being an M.D. or anything, 

but on our daughter's specific medical situation. That's an advantage 

of being literate. And to be treated with respect by the doctors and to 

be able to say, That doesn't make any sense, we're changing doctors. 

We need a new specialist." More than an emotion-based decision, 

more than feelings, more than just tears. Concrete help for my 

premature daughter. Literacy. And the opportunity to be treated with 

some level of respect by the professionals who were trying to help you 

who believe that you in fact are a different kind of parent. You're a 

parent that they can educate quickly. And that will remember what is 

told to you. Rebecca got better and I got sick. They told me it was a 

life-threatening illness and that I would die. We did the whole thing all 

over again. We found out what was wrong with me. We found out 

how to get help for it. We found out who the very best people were. 

We had no money. Money was not going to help us. But literacy was 

going to help us. 

• Books have offered me awareness that I could not possibly gain in my 

lifetime alone without them. (Lisa) 

As with both Carl and Lisa's earlier comments, these examples personify 

some aspect of literacy as both a tool and a sign. With Peggy and Carl, literacy 

acts as a counselor to mediate their relationship. The act of reading changes 

the psychological state and consequently the nature of the relationship. For 

Katherine, while she clearly recognizes her job to read the appropriate medical 

articles, literacy is ultimately personified as a kind of superhero ("Literacy was 
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going to help us") which serves to emphasize its profound importance. For Lisa, 

books are described as containers that enclose certain kinds of knowledge. 

Following Lisa's metaphor, the book hands over to Lisa the objectified 

"awareness." 

What is important are the ways in which books become characterized as 

real people doing real things. The ways in which these parents personify texts is 

reminiscent of such quotes as, "You are never alone if you have books to read." 

For many people, books become friends, companions, distractions on lonely 

(and not so lonely) nights. 

Related to my earlier discussion of the book as an object to enter, as 

personification, a book can also be described as being aggressive, actively 

consuming the individual. Chris discusses his current reading patterns by first 

stating how he now enters the book voluntarily but it began with the book 

purposefully "absorbing" him: 

Chris; Well the last thing, the last big thing that I, you know, really 

got into, I mean I read a little bit every day, some magazines, 

a newspaper, sometimes start a book, that kind of thing, 

general Infomiaticn gathering kind of reading. But there's 

this author Robert Jordan who has done this, what would 

you call it? It's more than a trilogy. It's about seven books 

now called The Wheel of Time. And it's a, it's not science 

fiction, it's kind of ^ntasy, old worid, magic, King Arthur, 

Meriin, kind of Tolkien kind of stuff. 

SB: Right. 
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Chris: And boy, I just, Eleanor brought them, some years back, 

brought the first couple home and for whatever reason it just 

really grabbed me. And I just was into it. And now I just wait 

for his next one to come out. Because it's totally absorbing. 

With the metaphor of personification, books can also have (contain) their 

own mind and thus their own thoughts. The 'thoughts' are containers within the 

container of the book. The individual strives to enter the book to know those 

thoughts. In the following example, Katherine tells the story of her desire to rid 

their household of television for one week. In her effort to convince her 

husband, she gives him a copy of The Read Aloud Handbook fTrelease. 1982) 

which Katherine has already read: 

• I said, "Look, one week without television, trial, seven nights, no TV." 

We put it in the closet. We throw a blanket over it. We don't get it out 

even when she's asleep. And you read the books during those seven 

days. And if at the end of seven days you say, "No, I cannot have it 

this way, I am not convinced." Again literacy, I asked him to read the 

books. I didn't tell him about them. I'd tell him to get into the ttioughts 

of the book. 

In the final section, I want to examine some of the belief systems 

regarding the reading process itself. More specifically, I highlight the metaphors 

that parents use when they talk about reading in order to understand more 

clearly why parents defer so much to their common-sense assertions that 

"sounding ouf words will reveal their pronunciations and meanings. There are 

several related metaphors that may reveal this belief, all of which are part of the 

class of metaphors that objectify written language. 
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Letters Make Audible Noises 

This is a popular metaphor among many people including this group of 

parents. It is really an entailment of the personification metaphor and describes 

the letter or digraph making an audible sound capable of being heard by 

someone. It is spoken in a single metaphor: 

• Tell me what that sound says. (Eileen), or 

• What does that sound say? (Marilyn) 

In other words, the letter "k" possesses an ability to speak a sound 

capable of being audibly discerned by an individual. 

Sounds Are Manufactured Products 

Parents associate letter-sound correspondence with a manufactured 

product. In the following extremely common example, the parent, listening to her 

child read, echoes a metaphor spoken by virtually every classroom teacher 

sometimes in his or her career: 

• What sound does "b" make? (Katherine) 

Parents described a simplified relationship of sound-symbol 

correspondences. Their use of the metaphorical verb "make" can only be 

thought of as describing a manu^ctured product. It becomes the "job" of the 

letter (or, more correctly, the orthography) to "make" or "build" something that 

can be referred to as a sound (again, academically, the phonics: the set of 

relationships between phonology — the sound system of oral language — and 

the orthography, "the system of spellings and punctuation of written language" 

[Goodman, 1993, p. 8]). While this example appears to suggest that the parent's 

purpose was to merely identify the letter-sound correspondence, the use of this 
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specific metapinor reveals that the intent is to create something more, beyond its 

mere pronunciation. Further, since the metaphor (and the difficulty speakers 

such as parents and teachers have in making this point without using the above 

metaphor) suggests a manufactured product of some kind, and since a 

manufactured product can be visibly discerned, the relationship between the 

letter and the sound is considered to be îrly clear cut, obvious, and 

unproblematic. The use of this metaphor also reveals the "common-sense" view 

of learning to read where children first leam letters and then move to their 

sounds, rather than starting from sounds and moving to letters. 

Words Are Containers for Letters 

This metaphor is derived from several other metaphors. Consider the 

relationship of the metaphor LETTERS MAKE AUDIBLE SOUNDS and the popular 

pedagogical expression, "sound it out," as in the example from Lisa who 

contrasts her ability to read at a young age with her son, Justin's; 

Lisa; He's 6 and I knew how to read when I was, well when I was 

5. 

SB; Right. 

Lisa; Yeah for sure, really read by the fame 1,1 mean I really knew 

words, I could sound them out and things like that when I 

was 5. 

In this or any similar scenario, the reader sees the word and recognizes 

that the word "houses" the letters, thus the metaphor WORDS ARE CONTAINERS. 

The academic literature that emphasizes reading as "word recognition" makes 

this point; 
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The child soon learns to identify print words by storing knowledge of the 
component letters of a word as it becomes familiar. What does this 
procedure require? For the word ball, for example, the reader stores in 
memory information about which letter occupies each of the letter 
positions of the word; b, a, I, I. The storage of this orthographic 
representation of the word, as the reader becomes familiar with the print 
word, will enable the reader to identify the word, avoiding confusion with 
the print words bell and doll, as well as the others that the child knows. 
This procedure will be called here identification by recall. It is sometimes 
called sight word recognition. (Thompson, 1999, p. 26) 

Words are the "manufactured product" of the orthographic 

representations in the word which are thought to correspond (in memory) to 

particular sounds (phonology). The question is, when someone is told to "sound 

ouf the word, or when someone claims to "sound out" an unfamiliar word, who 

or what is doing the 'sounding out?' The most obvious answer is the individual 

reading the text. But how can we make sense of this in light of LETTERS MAKE 

AUDIBLE SOUNDS? The physical act metaphorically resembles 'listening' for the 

sound that the letter(s) makes and then audibly vocalizing what was just 'heard.' 

The desire to "sound out" letters to state a word requires the implicit 

understanding that can be expressed by two metaphors: (a) THE MOUTH IS A 

CONTAINER OF SOUNDS, and (b) SOUNDS TRAVEL IN A DIRECTION AWAY FROM THE 

INSIDE OF THE MOUTH. These metaphors are not listed at the beginning of the 

chapter for two reasons. First, they were not directly expressed by any 

speakers. They are only implied in the expression to "sound out." Secondly, 

they are partially truthful since the production of any speech sound involves 

alrstreams that are produced by pushing air out of the body through the mouth 

(and sometimes the nose) (Fromkin & Rodman, 1993). But since the actual 

process by which sounds are produced is not really considered by anybody who 
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tells a child to "sound it out," I maintain that the implicit belief remains 

metaphorical. 

But the metaphor becomes more complicated in light of how children are 

told to "sound ouf words even when the task is done silently. Most parents in 

my study (presumably silent readers) said that they "sound out" unfamiliar 

words. Further, during my observations of parents directing their young children 

to "sound out" a word, joint attention never once focused on the child's body, i.e., 

the mouth. Parents and children focused on the word itself (or the letters that 

make up the word). Furthermore, parents don't ask children to "sound out" 

isolated letters, independent of other letters. Words, as this metaphor suggests, 

contain the letters. But the word wouldn't exist (as a container) were it not for 

the letters. Therefore, the letters constitute the word. To "sound out" involves 

the desire to recognize the word. It is difficult at this point to ascertain whether 

the metaphors expressed by parents in this section constitute the metaphor that I 

have ascribed them to — WORDS ARE CONTAINERS FOR LETTERS—or are better 

described as WORDS ARE MANUFACTURED PRODUCTS. 

Other examples, however, complicate this discussion. In the following 

excerpt. Grant has been talking about the 'mechanics" of reading: 

Grant; I'm a believer in phonics. I think when kids are real young 

maybe you teach them some whole words so they have a 

place to start but I'm a believer in the phonics-based 

teaching. 

SB; OK. So that would mean, do you get a sense that that's 

happening with Daniel now? 
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Grant: I think it is, and the reason I think it is is because he'll ask 

how to spell a word and I'll sound it out for him and let him 

pick the letters. 

Here, Grant is attending to his own 'phonemic awareness" rather than 

attention to the visible letters or the word itself. In this case, 'sounding it out' 

seems to originate from the metaphors THE MOUTH IS A CONTAINER OF SOUNDS 

and SOUNDS TRAVEL IN A DIRECTION AWAY FROM THE INSIDE OF THE MOUTH. The 

question becomes, "How did those sounds get in the container in the first 

place?" The answer is that those 'skills' must be conceived of as an entity that is 

somehow transported into the mouth (which is part of the head) of the individual. 

You can control or lose that entity. The relevant metaphor here is again the 

conduit metaphor. 

In the following example, Patricia talks about playing rhyming games in 

the car with her son, Seth: 

• I always gave him clues to things. It wasn't just a matter of phonemic 

awareness but seeing the connection between two very abstract 

things. Like for example if he was looking for something or there was 

a riddle or something that he wanted from me and he wanted a hint, I'd 

give him the first letter of it. Well that's really abstract. A, he doesn't 

know what the thing is. Can't see it. And B, then I'm giving him ttie 

letter of it which is really just a little piece of it, but he has to put the 

two pieces of the puzzle together in thin air. You know it's ail in his 

mind. And that kind of phonemic awareness, yeah. I thought that was 

important. 
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Patricia holds (contains) the clues (phonemic clues) that take the form of 

an object which Patricia "gives" (via Patricia's language) through a conduit into 

the mind of Seth. There, he must assemble that information into some kind of 

whole and complete commodity. 

LITERACY IS AN OBJECT is a powerful schema and would appear to govern 

the other two. For LITERACY IS MORALITY, objectification allows one to "consume" 

texts as food, "fif reading into one's life, "absorb" ideas from books, and "get" 

pleasure from reading. Books and the ideas they "contain" are described as 

bodily experiences that cause the individual to feel "whole." Conversely, texts 

become physical spaces with artificial boundaries. The texts allow the 

transportation of the individual into pleasurable environments that are 

constructed as "worids" that allow the individual to pursue human experiences 

and understanding beyond their immediate worid. These worids and the "ideas" 

contained therein can be economically imbued, reified spiritually, or described 

as "trashy." 

In the next chapter — LITERACY IS A SKILL — I describe how reading 

"skills" are objects turned into commodities which can be put together, built 

upon, reinforced, refined, and so forth. In all of these instances, the part is 

conceived of as necessary to make the whole strong, which I have described as 

the moral state of being. But as can be seen from the last several examples in 

this chapter, parents think children can 'get' various skills. Patricia "gives" and 

Seth "gets." Grant "sounds ouf a word for Daniel so that Daniel will "gef the 

spelling. Lisa sounded out words as a child, which allowed her to "gef the word. 

In all of these instances, in order to 'gef skills, the skills must be 

something that can be "gotten" and therefore necessarily must be objectified. 
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"Getting" a skill can be seen as having a possession which does suggest that 

these last several metaphors can also be thought of subcategories of SKILLS ARE 

A POSSESSION. Something that is possessed can also be lost, which explains 

why people not only refer to "getting" skills but "losing" skills. What is interesting 

about seeing a skill as a possession is that you have control over it which then 

links skill to the earlier discussion of "mastery." 

Additionally, possessions are items considered tangible and self-evident. 

They are relatively easily recognizable. It stands to reason that if skills are 

considered a possession, then they too should be self-evident and easily 

recognizable. Those children who "get" reading skills do so because, one might 

argue, they are so obvious. Similarly, those children who do not "get" reading 

skills are not looking closely (SEEING IS UNDERSTANDING) or listening carefully 

(LETTERS MAKE AUDIBLE SOUNDS). 
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CHAPTER 6 

LITERACY IS A SKILL 

The concept of literacy as a skill is one of the most popular and powerful 

metaphors that exist today in education. Within the academic community, 

literacy as a skill has been distinguished into two general categories; First, the 

ability to read and write is a product of discrete, separate, and neutral 

techniques. From this perspective, skills are something that people leam and 

then possess (which remains inside their heads). These skills — which can 

include a number of meanings including phonetic analysis, phonemic 

awareness, comprehension, efferent and aesthetic responses — it is assumed, 

can be called upon and applied regularly across all literacy situations and 

events. The term that is often used to represent the most decontextualized 

version of "skill" is that of a series of "subskills," a concept that underpins the 

very ^bric of most conventional educational theory, practice, pedagogy and 

testing. Referring to the "skills" necessary to read is so common that the term is 

used unreflectively in virtually every medium including education, television, 

newspapers, magazines, and in casual discussion. 

The common understanding of a skill — that of a set of subskills — 

derives from psychology and is meant to separate. Its use was originally 

unrelated to reading instruction; 

Today the skills metaphor is applied to reading and to many forms of 
teaming, and it fit well with general cultural moves towards measuring and 
monitoring human activities. Briefly, when applied to reading, it is an 
autonomous view of literacy, that reading is a set of skills which can be 
broken into parts and taught and tested. There is an emphasis on the 
mechanics of learning to read and the method of teaching is thought of as 
being of paramount importance. Leaming to read is accomplished by 
breaking the skill into components starting from the simple and gradually 
building up. This leads on to the notion of there being clear and discrete 
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stages in learning, with the separate skills learned in a linear order. 
Underlying this, deep down, is the organizing idea of there being only one 
way of learning to read. (Barton, 1994, p. 163) 

An alternative perspective on literacy as a skill is derived from Scribner 

and Cole's (1981) discussion of the concept of practice. In order to understand 

Scribner and Cole's description of "skill,' one must first understand their 

definition of'literacy practice' (which contrasts to Street's, 1984,1993, 

definition). A literacy practice is a "recurrent, goal-directed sequence of 

activities using a particular technology and particular systems of knowledge' 

(Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 236). Scribner and Cole use the term "skill" to refer to 

the "coordinated sets of actions involved in applying this knowledge in particular 

settings' (p. 236). A practice, then, is the configuration of technology, 

knowledge, and skills. From this perspective, since the literacy practice 

detemiines the skills, the literacy skill is located within the practice. But that skill 

always exists within a social context. 

In my interviews, parents used the term "reading skill" in similar ways that 

I have described. One description, closely associated with Scribner and Cole's, 

refers to the ability to execute the practice or act of reading in the same way that 

someone is described as a 'skilled pianist' or a 'skilled architect.' Just as a 

person can be defined as a skilled craftsperson, he or she can be described as a 

"skilled reader,' smoothly executing a particular ability or talent. However, 

parents in my interviews also described reading as requiring a rudimentary set of 

skills which they have metaphorically objectified as entities. Once commodified 

within the discourse of the labor market, a skill or skills can be mechanistically 

"gotten," "acquired," or "owned," usually as the result of instruction. 
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But the metaphor of LITERACY IS A SKILL is in fact a larger proposition 

constituted from a number of related metaphors. Many of these metaphors, as 

we shall see, are infused with the issues of morality previously discussed, and 

make the idea of learning a skill more appealing. These metaphors that 

constitute the proposition that LITERACY IS A SKILL include the following; 

1. LITERACY IS A MANUFACTURED PRODUCT. This metaphor is 

closely associated with LITERACY IS A FITTING PART except that it 

involves the task of learning to read. 

2. LITERACY IS A BUILDING. This is an entailment of the manufactured 

product and involves thinking about learning to read as the 

construction of a building. 

3. LEARNING TO READ IS A PATH AND SOMETIMES A JOURNEY. 

This is similar to the journey metaphor described in the previous 

chapter. However, these metaphors pertain to the ongoing progress 

made when learning to read. 

4. GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN. These are orientational metaphors that 

are used to evaluate the ability of a reader. 

5. UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING. This is a minor metaphor where 

understanding or knowledge is cast visually. 

6. SKILLS REQUIRE MASTERY. These metaphors involve the control of 

particular kinds of knowledge thought to be required to read. 

7. MINDS ARE PHYSICAL SPACES IN WHICH YOU CAN PUT THINGS. 

Like the metaphor in the chapter Literacy Is Morality, this metaphor 

describes the mind as a bounded, physical space which "absorbs" 
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information. The metaphors described in this chapter, however, refer 

specifically to the "skills" necessary to learn to read. 

Literacy Is a Manu^ctured Product 

This metaphor is very closely related to LITERACY IS A FITTING PART. The 

difference lies in the recontextualization of the subject matter, LITERACY IS A 

FITTING PART emphasized the personal/lifestyle aspect of reading, and how that 

behavior help complete the individual character. In LITERACY IS A 

MANUFACTURED PRODUCT, parents talk about the task of learning to read. They 

describe it as if the task itself were something that was produced or created 

mechanically, the direct result of some kind of labor. The effort is not a natural 

one; that is, learning to read doesn't occur like wildflowers blooming. The 

product requires some kind of artificial, conscious exertion. But the goal is for 

the product to be complete, to be whole — the state that has the greatest 

amount of strength and durability. It is here th^t there is an infusion of LITERACY 

IS MORALITY. The whole state is considered the "correct state" and thus the 

acquisition can be considered a moral act. The "stronger" the manufactured 

product, the more resistant the product Is to diminishing quality. 

Peggy and Katherine, for example, both refer to their children's reading 

using an extremely common metaphor: 

• I think she has strong prereading skills. (Katherine) 

• I would really like them to have strong skills. (Peggy) 

It is better to be strong than weak. Physical strength is a source domain 

that is mapped upon a number of target domains. Emotions, character, 

personality, are all commonly thought better if they are "strong" rather than 
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weak. When the manufactured product is whole, it is stronger (Lakoff, 1996). 

People with "weak" emotions/character/personality are thought to not be "quite 

put together right." These associations are important in order to appreciate what 

it means to refer to a child as having "strong" or "weak" reading skills. Peggy's 

use of the plural "skills" instead of the singular use of "skill" is significant in that 

the plural implies a lack of unity that can only be made strong through 

integration. Thus "strong reading skills" implies the ultimate integration of a 

series of independently weak components that when assembled into a cohesive 

whole become the strong, usable manufactured product. But as I will point out 

throughout this chapter, to have "strong (or weak) reading skills' also indexes 

the very nature of the person who "possesses" those skills. Similar metaphors of 

strength are used by Katherine. Skills can weaken as a result of neglect or 

disuse, and they can decay, like old bread; 

Katherine: Everyone's [reading] skills can get better if you're motivated. 

SB: Or worse? 

Katherine: I think you can get rusfy when you don't practice. I don't 

know if your skills are worse or if they're just unrehearsed at 

that point. 

SB: But they can get rusty. 

Katherine: You can get rusty. 1 don't think you lose your skills. I think 

they just get moldy. 

Speakers exploit different aspects of the manufactured product metaphor, 

recognizing that "the manufacture of such a product requires, not just work, but 

also craftsmanship, durable material, good components that have been put 

together well, and a whole that is structurally sound and substantially 
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constructed" (Quinn, 1988, p. 175). Speakers also recognize that manufactured 

products require service. Peggy, for example, says that reading requires 

"constant refinement.' 

In the following excerpt, Peggy's husband, Carl, responds to my question 

of whether he ever gives books as birthday presents: 

SB: But you give books to kids. And so why would you do that? 

I mean you're trying to encourage them to learn to read? 

Carl: It's not necessarily a statement that we think there aren't 

books at that home, but again books are important. The 

more things you read, I mean it's a skill. Skills deteriorate. 

And when you're developing a skill it's good to have lots of 

material. 

Carl says, "The more things you read" but then shifts to clarify his point by 

using the metaphor of a skill. ("I mean it's a skill.") If we consider his mid-

sentence shift, as well as a previous statement that he tends to only give books 

to "kids 10 and under" (Carl presumably believes that children under 10 are not 

as proficient at reading as a 17-year-old), it would appear as if Carl had planned 

to say something like, "The more you read, the better you get." This is certainly 

implied by his statement: "Skills deteriorate. And when you're developing a skill 

it's good to have lots of material." Cari wants children to become better readers. 

Carl uses four metaphors in a single sentence that exploit the 

manu^ctured product metaphor: "skill," "deteriorate," "develop," and "material." 

First, reading requires skills which are something that can decompose or 

degenerate ("deteriorate"), and decomposition is not the ideal state for a strong 

manufactured product. Strong manufactured products don't just happen. 
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Strong manufactured products require effort that involves the gradual 

construction from something simple to something elaborate, in order for that 

elaboration to occur, a number of substances ("material") are necessary for that 

"development," to be incorporated into that product. The acquisition of those 

materials is evaluated by a moral evaluation of the ownership ("good"). Those 

materials aid in the process of strengthening and improving the product as a 

whole. 

Like Cari, other parents refer to the "production" aspect of a manufactured 

product. But in the following example, Bea's use of "develop" involves a kind of 

"finish" to the manufactured product. Keep In mind that the "manu^ctured 

product" is not some intangible, abstract object "out there." The ability to read is 

a moral index of the child. The manufactured product is the 'complete' product 

of reading as well as the 'complete' child; 

Bea: You know, I think for me that and I don't, for Eleanor too I'm 

sure, we really were wanting basically to develop their 

communication skills, which we feel reading is real big on 

that. Vocabulary words, you know, seeing, hearing, you 

know like just a basic kind of learning process of seeing 

words and connecting it and that. Exposing them to different 

ways people live because the books we get would really 

cover a lot of ground, you know, racially and lifestyle, and 

stuff. 

SB: Are there particular kinds of things that good readers read? 

Bea: Well I guess good readers might read different kinds of 

things. You know like there are certainly technical things 
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that require a lot of accuracy that a good reader I think 

would tend to read that well. Since I'm not good at chemistry 

and those kinds of things or math or those kinds of things, 

it's hard to get those kinds of analogies, but it's just like 

when you get the assembly kit and you've got to figure out 

how to put it together, you know, I would think that the good 

reader is — one thing a good reader would be able to do is 

to take that and to really pay attention to what they need to 

attend to, to get the task done. They would get the meaning 

from the instructions, although instructions often aren't clear. 

But ... there's another kind of good reading where people 

would develop concepts from what they learn. You know It's 

like reading literature and developing different viewpoints on 

life or viewpoints on culture or something and being able to 

mull those over and think about that and have that 

stimulated by virtue of the kind of reading that you're doing. 

In the next example, Virginia refers to the operational or procedural 

aspect of a creating the manufactured product. Her metaphor reveals her 

understanding of the mechanical aspects of reading. This is typically associated 

with a behavior that is asocial. But in Virginia's example, the "technical" aspect 

is associated with anything other than recreational reading. In other words, she 

considers the act technical if the pleasure of engaging with the act has been 

stripped away: 

SB: It's not enough that your kids can read. 

Virginia: Know how to read. 
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SB: Know how to read. 

Virginia: That's true. 

SB: That's not enough that they can say, fill out a job application. 

Virginia: Right. 

SB: Or read a street sign or 

Virginia: To have the technical ability to read, that is true, it is not 

enough. I want them to enjoy it and to find the pleasure and 

the excitement in reading. 

In the next excerpt, Grant exploits the same metaphor by recalling his 

early experiences in school. Grant perceives his ability to read proficiently at an 

early age something which precluded him from troubling school experiences: 

SB: Do you remember how you felt about those experiences? 

Grant: I don't remember it as — I think I knew what was going on, 

that they didn't know what to do with me. I don't remember it 

as being a negative thing or a bad thing. 

SB: You're talking about as early as when? 

Grant: Well this, the school thing would have been starting in first 

grade, because at that point I knew I could read better than 

anybody in the class and it was kind of always that way. I 

think it made school a lot easier. 

SB: How so? 

Grant: I wasn't sweating mechanics of reading. I was able to 

concentrate on what I was reading and on learning things 

because I wasn't trying to get the meaning plus leam to read 

or stnjggling wth reading. 
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Grant's use of the adjective "sweating" indicates the considerable labor 

that is involved in manu^cturing a product. Reading, particularly the creation of 

the product, requires effort. Whereas Virginia related the "technical" aspect of 

reading to events that were void of pleasure, Grant reduces the knowledge 

necessary to read to the bare technical bones, which presumably involves both 

pleasant and unpleasant reading tasks. He also uses the metaphor of physical 

exertion — "struggling" — to indicate another kind of effort commonly 

experienced when learning to read. By doing so, Grant makes two points. The 

first is that the difficult process of learning to read in school was something he 

avoided. The second is that — recalling the original definition of "skill" — 

reading involves two distinct characteristics which can be learned and 

understood separately: (a) the mechanics, and (b) the meaning. 

Patricia, recalling her eariiest memories of print, employs the assembly 

aspect of the metaphor: 

Patricia: I'll tell you the first word I learned how to read. Mobil. And I 

remember being in the car when I learned it. I mean when I 

could read it. 

SB: Mobil, the gas station? 

Patricia: The gas station, of course, and we were at the gas station. 

And I just was so excited that that was the first word I 

learned. And I remember my mom being really excited too. 

And my dad was in the car too. And I think probably I can 

remember feeling good vibrations from there but I wouldn't 

tell you it was ovenA/helming. Sitting in the back seat of the 
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red Plymouth. I remember that clearly. Mobil. And I 

remember the 

SB: How old were you? 

Patricia: Seven, eight. But I remember looking at loving the letters, 

all the letters in the word. And I can still picture, and I can 

picture it, you know, when you say a word I can actually 

picture the blue M-O-B-l-L in my head. Cause I just 

embraced every letter in that word. And I learned a lot from 

it too. 

SB: Like what? 

Patricia: I learned Mobil, that the letters had to do with the sounds 

that the word was. They went together. That's a big lesson. 

I mean I remember that's the first time it dawned on me. 

Patricia, a special education teacher, is aware of the much talked about 

"currenf research on the relationship between phonemic awareness and 

learning to read. She has deliberately played language games with Seth in 

order to develop his phonemic awareness. But as can be seen, Patricia very 

creatively exploits the metaphor by explaining how she provides Seth the pieces 

of the product which he, himself, must assemble: 

• We'd play rhyming games always. I always gave him clues to things. 

It wasn't just a matter of phonemic awareness but seeing the 

connection between two very abstract things. Like for example if he 

was looking for something or there was a riddle or something that he 

wanted from me and he wanted a hint. I'd give him the first letter of it. 

Well, that's really abstract. A, he doesn't know what the thing is. Can't 
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see it. And B, then I'm giving him the letter of it which is really just a 

little piece of it, but he has to put the two pieces of the puzzle together 

in thin air. 

Patricia's use of metaphors such as "They went together," "connection," 

"put two pieces of the puzzle together" is a powerful concept in both folk and 

academic discussions of reading. Many reading theorists refer to learning to 

read as "part to whole." That is, teaming to read requires the piecing together of 

elements such as letter-sound correspondences, patterns, rules, and words to 

form the whole product, where the "code" is more effective (for beginning 

readers) than meaning. As Chall (1967) put it, "the initial stage in reading 

instruction should emphasize teaching children to master a code — the 

alphabetic code" (p. 75). 

Patricia continues to describe the formation of this product: 

Patiicia; I want him to understand the tine nature of tiie words we 

speak ... It's made up of ariaitrary sounds. And that 

altogether they're big clues. It's like a puzzle. It's just a 

system. It's another system. And it's just more of the 

system and getting to play with tiie system. 

SB: So why do want him to know that? 

Patricia: Why do 1 want him to know that? Because I, (a) I think it's 

just a good mental task; (b) because I think that in a lot of 

ways you need to understand the sounds of language to 

read, and because I've seen a lot of kids who didn't have a 

clue as to the sounds of language. And also it's part of the 

beauty of the language. It's part of the beauty of the words 
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that we speak is to hear the sounds all together and to see 

the way that, I niean I really feel that way. Just to see the 

way they flow together and it's very, the physics of it. If you 

get nny drift. Just the way it flows together and moves and 

patterns and sounds. It's a beautiful aspect of language. 

It's not just the word that you hear or the meaning that's 

attached to it but all the things that make it what it is. 

Even when parents talk about the more global aspect of reading — 

beyond the elements that we associate with skill — they find metaphors that 

involve the creation of a product. Bea, for example, uses a metaphor extremely 

common within constructivist reading pedagogy; 

• A good reader is somebody who understands what they read, they 

make meaning out of it. 

Thus meaning is described as an entity, something that can be physically 

formed by humans, like working with clay. Like many other entities described, 

meaning acts as a commodity which can be exchanged, adopted, internalized, 

and so forth. Progressive reading educators commonly use the manufactured 

product metaphor of "constructing meaning,' which attempts to explain the 

reading process as an active rather than passive process during which 'meaning' 

— still manufactured — cannot be 'made' on behalf of another individual.® 

Marilyn, who describes herself as an excellent and frequent reader, refers 

to the consequences of her sister not having her same skill at reading by also 

exploiting the assembly aspect of LITERACY IS A MANUFACTURED PRODUCT; 

 ̂To suggest that meanings are completely pecsonally constructed is erroneous from a sodal-
constructivisfs perspective. According to Bakhtin (1981), nrieanings are active, not static 
entities. Meanings are never constructed singularly but rather co-constructed; the individual is 
part of socially constructed discourses and prior experiences influence that construction. 
Meanings only come into existence when two or more voices come into contact. 



249 

• Within my own family because I have two younger sisters that have 

learning disabilities and to them reading has always been very, very 

difficult and not something that they would sit down and necessarily do 

for pleasure. They don't read quickly like I do. They don't assimilate 

like I do. And so I can see the difference between having I think that 

skill that I have to do that and not having it. 

Marilyn's use of the "skill" of reading recalls Scribner and Cole's, but her 

use of the manufactured product of "assimilate" also reveals how the "skill" is 

comprised of any number of "subskills" which must be brought together to form 

the whole. Later, Marilyn exploits several aspects of the metaphor. First, there 

is the notion of a product needing strengthening. Second, there is the belief that 

one procures that commodity in some fashion. Third, the commodity is improved 

over time. Fourth, the product must, like an automobile, be maintained: 

• I would think that... part of being a good reader is that you exercise, I 

mean it's something that you do. It's like any other talent or skill that 

you have. You exercise it. You do it. And you know... I would think 

in part it was because it reinforces the sl<ill and reading is a sl<lll that 

you acquire. Hopefully you continue developing, you continue using it 

to remain, you know to maintain and everything. 

Here, Marilyn employs the assembly metaphor already discussed, but 

expands upon it by referring to the parts necessary for assemblage; 

• I think it's a skill because it requires putting together a whole, a variety 

of components into making, to understand, to have comprehension of 

what's being presented. Letter recognition, word recognition. 



250 

understanding where a sentence ends, where a thought ends, what 

the thought is conveying. So I think that's a skill. 

Gwen's comments are similar to Marilyn's, although Gwen does not refer 

specifically to a specific set of subskills. Instead her use of the metaphor 

attempts to explain how the manufactured product (the ability to read) only 

functions when all the 'parts' assimilate to make the whole: 

• Well I think when you read about fishermen and you read stories 

about fishermen or stories about the sea or stories about this and that. 

You get Interested in the ocean and fish and you want to try things, 

and it just all fits together. 

In the following excerpt Marilyn responds to my question about what it 

means to have reading skills. She reveals several important aspects to the 

understanding of SKILLS ARE A MANUFACTURED PRODUCT. She begins by stating 

her belief that the product of reading involves a variety of components, or 

"different skills" and proceeds to outline them, beginning with the "main" skill, the 

(as Grant described it eariier) "mechanical" aspect of the production. Like Grant, 

Marilyn's metaphors reveal her belief that one can separate the technical 

aspects of reading from the aspects pertaining to content; 

• It's not just the phonics ... I mean there's different skills. There's the 

main kind of like, if you will, the mechanical of it, which is like 

recognizing the letters, putting the letters into words, recognizing ... 

the structure of the sentence, things of that nature. 

She immediately continues by admitting that product is not complete 

without accessories (my metaphor!), which Marilyn describes as the "literary 

part." The literary part of the manufectured product adds the finish, the shine: 
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Marilyn: But there's more to it. There's what I would consider kind of 

like the literary part of reading which is ... being able to 

read a sentence, understanding what it's saying ... what is 

it adding to the whatever you're reading ... what the context 

it. What the idea behind it is. 

SB; Do you see, say she's [Teresa] at the beginning of the 

process? 

Marilyn: I think she is. 

SB: So then what happens? 

Marilyn: You build on it. You know, it's a building thing. You start 

here and it's like building blocks. 

Metaphors such as "part of," "adding to," and "build on it," allow Marilyn to 

describe more completely how the whole product is constructed. As Marilyn 

described the "building thing' to me, her hands move vertically in the direction of 

steps ascending upward. This is significant as the upward movement 

corresponds to ascending morally upward rather than immorally downward. 

Finally, Eleanor and Chris's daughter, Wanda, "began reading in 

kindergarten." I asked Eleanor if she understood how her kindergarten age 

daughter, Wanda, learned to read: 

• She was — it really started to click in kindergarten 

Other parents whose children began reading in kindergarten used the 

same metaphor. It is a metaphor that is reminiscent of putting Legos together: 

Individual pieces/skills snap together to make a whole product. For example, 

Marilyn describes a concem she had regarding her daughter's potential ability to 

learn to read: 
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• I was concerned with her being able to make the connection from a 

song that you learn by rote memory and actually connecting the letter 

names to actual letters to the written language and being able to look 

at a letter and say yes this is an A or this is a T or a W or a Z and from 

there being able to incorporate that understanding into reading and 

writing ... But I have, particularly I'd say over the last four weeks, 

really seen I think some real improvement in Teresa. And, as I said, I 

don't know if it's anything specific other than the fact that repetition 

and exposure and it's just kind of clicking with her that oh yeah, this is 

how words come together. 

We can see the now familiar metaphors of the manufactured product 

along with the aspect of the metaphor that involves the fitting part suddenly 

creating the whole product. What must be recalled here is the moral importance 

of the whole. 

Literacy Is a Building 

An entailment of the manulactured product is that of a building. Buildings 

are structures, formed by the act of constructing and combining materials or 

parts according to some plan. A building is a kind of manu^ctured product. But 

what separates the metaphor of buildings from the metaphors of a manufactured 

product is that a building's framework has a foundation, which begins at the 

ground level. It is organized from the bottom up. It is common to think of 

buildings as stronger if their base or foundation and understructure is secure 

and well- constructed, which increases or strengthens its overall structure. 
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Parents talk about literacy, and specifically literacy skills, in the same 

manner they talk about buildings, providing a further clue to parents' literacy 

models. For example, Carl uses two metaphors that describe the origins (or 

what is commonly referred to as "readiness") of his child's literacy: 

• Even if the actual instruction is not occurring at home, the foundation, 

the attitude towards reading, the example setting ail is at home. 

And later, Carl adds; 

• The desire to read is laid at home. 

Carl is referring specifically to his desire to provide a positive parental 

role model for his children. The importance of acting as a positive role model is 

a common belief among middle-class parents, as it is perceived that without 

such models the child is less likely to want to read. On the surface, this does not 

appear to be a subskills model. Nevertheless, the use of the metaphor 

"foundation' indicates Carl's belief that something is supporting something else, 

as the foundation of a house supports the remaining frame. Similarly, the 

"example setting" suggests a mounting of some kind, such as a setting for a ring. 

The foundation and/or the setting are required for additional support or, as a 

previous metaphor suggests, "developed." As Marilyn said earlier regarding 

skills; 

• You build on it. You know, it's a building thing. You start here and it's 

like building blocks. 

In other words, some reading activities serve as preparation for future 

reading activities. While these 'foundational' activities are not prototypically a 

series of subskills, they act like subskills since the very definition of subskills 

involves some kind of preparatory, or hierarchical sequence that leads to 
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something else more advanced. This description is identical to the ways in 

which educators refer to "reading skills" that are necessary for, say, a 

kindergarten child to learn in order to be prepared for reading in the first grade. 

From this perspective, learning to read is an additive process, beginning with a 

foundation, such as letter-sound correspondences, phonemic awareness, and so 

forth. 

It is a mistake, however, to think LITERACY IS A BUILDING is simply a matter 

of learning a set of subskills. The larger generalization involves thinking about 

literacy as something that requires a particular kind of foundation leading to a 

particular kind of development. The type of "foundation" most often advocated 

by parents is not surprising; parents reading books aloud to children, usually 

(though not exclusively) at bedtime: frequent visits to the library; and modeling 

literate behaviors in front of the child. The academic literature is replete with 

studies that at least indirectly correlate home-literacy experiences with later 

reading success in school (for example, Bissex, 1980; Heath, 1983; Holdaway, 

1979; Purcell-Gates, 1995; Reeder, Shapiro, Watson, & Goelman, 1996; Teale 

1984). Literature directed at parents is similarly marketed as that which 

constitutes a good, strong foundation. The following quote from an article about 

literacy illustrates this point: 

If you grow up in a household where there are books, where you are read 
to, where your parents and siblings read for their own pleasure, you 
naturally learn to read. But if no one close to you takes joy in reading, 
why should you make the effort? (Sagan & Druyan, 1994, p. 5) 

In the following example of an illustrated book/poem, author-illustrator 

Rosemary Wells (1997) provides overt moral instructions toward parents. Each 

page (and con^esponding line) depicts an adult rabbit reading to the child. The 
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book begins with an unillustrated preface that states: "Reading together twenty 

minutes a day is the most important gift you can give your child." 

The rest of the book reads as a poem; 

Read to your bunny often, It's twenty minutes of fun. It's twenty minutes of 
moonlight. And twenty minutes of sun. Twenty old-favorite minutes. 
Twenty minutes brand-new. Read to your bunny often. And ... your 
bunny will read to you. 

Wells ends the book with a two-page discussion, again directed toward 

parents: 

All of us love our children more than anything in the world. In their first 
years we feed them so they grow. We bring them to the doctor so they 
are healthy. We strap them in car seats so they are safe. But the most 
important thing in the first years of life is the growth of the mind and spirit. 
This is when a child learns to love and trust, to speak and listen. After a 
child turns two years old, these things are very difficult to learn or to teach 
ever again. Trusting, singing, laughing, and language are the most 
important things in a young child's life. And so they must come first for 
mothers and others, too. Because we can never have those years over 
again. Every day, make a quiet, restful place for twenty minutes. Put 
your child in your lap and read a book aloud. In the pages of the book 
you will find a tiny vacation of privacy and intense love. It costs nothing 
but twenty minutes and a library card. Reading to your little one is just 
like putting gold coins in the bank. It will pay you back tenfold. Your 
daughter will learn, and imagine, and be strong in herself. Your son will 
thrive, and give your love back forever. 

By now, the metaphors of morality already examined should be obvious in 

Wells' request to parents. We can also see how she associates safety, health, 

trust, love, intimacy, with a "foundation" of reading to one's child. If that 

foundation is not laid early, "After a child turns two years old, these things are 

very difficult to learn or to teach ever again.' 

The point here is not to deconstruct the language of Wells' well-intended 

book. Nor is it even to contradict it. It is, however, to make the point that the 

belief in a foundation that must be laid early in life is an important metaphor that 
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is repeatedly reproduced, which becomes reflected in the metaphors that 

speakers use (and in the actions that parents take with their children). 

Bea's discussion of the importance of reading provides another good 

example of this point. She responds to my question of what she thinks about 

parents who don't read to their young children, even though the parents were 

capable of doing so; 

Bea: I think that it's unfair to your children not to read to them. 

SB: Why? 

Bea; Because it deprives them of opportunity, that I think children 

do benefit from if you are reading to them, and that that's a 

very — that can be a very special thing to share with them 

and that children can get a lot of, they get a lot of attitude 

development from that kind of thing, that your value of 

reading and books and of those kind of things 

communicates a whole foundation for their value toward 

learning. 

Bea is obviously not referring to a series of subskills. But her metaphors 

of "developmenf and "foundation" clearly mark her belief that reading is a 

practice designed to lead to something else, in this case moral development 

(one's attitude, value of leaming). Without that foundation, there is deprivation 

of various opportunities, most notably a particular relationship between parent 

and child. 

When Peggy refers to the many "incidental" pedagogical acts that she 

and her husband, Carl, did at home with their daughter to help her recognize 

aspects of print, she makes the following claim; 
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• We really built on that (her child's interest). 

In this case, the foundation for instruction is her child's curiosities and 

fascinations, illustrating the point that a "foundation" can take on a variety of 

forms; subskills, reading aloud, model silent reading, interests, and so forth, 

depending upon the context of the situation. Whatever the foundation, parents 

believe a foundational structure of some kind Is necessary for a larger, more 

important outcome. Looking at it another way, there are foundations upon 

foundations upon foundation upon foundations. Put simply, skills serve as a 

foundation for the ability to read; the ability to read serves as a foundation for a 

moral person. This is demonstrated by Carl who credits his ability to read as the 

"base" for his knowledge. Knowledge serves as the foundation for all that Carl 

privileges; 

• Basic literacy to me is really important, having a very broad knowledge 

base. That's where I get so much of my knowledge base from reading 

all kinds of things. It doesn't matter why. I really want our kids to have 

that knowledge base. 

Learning Reading Skills Is a Path and Sometimes a Journey 

A progression indicates some kind of movement in a continuous series. 

This movement occurs along a path. In contrast to the journey — which is long-

term and has lots of planned destinations — paths are made for particular 

purposes. (Paths may be, of course, part of a joumey, as the yellow brick road 

leading to the land of Oz.) In the following example, Marilyn uses this metaphor 

to explain her understanding of how a child learns specific skills in order to read; 
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• When I think of Teresa now... she's mastered letter recognition 

which 1 thinl( is real basic and everything. She's got that. I think she's 

doing well with ... you know I think of it as a progression actually and 

not necessarily that... one is better than the other but as you master 

one and you go onto the next, they build on each other until finally you 

get to point Y. I think there are things that build on each other that 

hopefully happen in a kind of natural progression. 

Marilyn uses the noun "progression" as another important metaphor 

related to skills. Teresa's path of learning to read has a beginning point; letter 

recognition.Marilyn's use of the word "basic" implies a foundational metaphor, 

and certainly her use of the phrase "building on each other" indicates some kind 

of vertical growth. But the use of the "progression" also implies a fon/vard 

motion, so that while learning to read has a beginning foundation, the trajectory 

is forward and up in a linear sequence, something akin to an airplane taking off. 

That this trajectory is "hopefully happening in a natural progression" reveals that 

this path — sequentially, forward and up — is seen as the natural course of 

events for most humans. By Implication, another course of learning is unnatural. 

Marilyn described this belief to me on many occasions throughout 

Teresa's kindergarten year as she expressed her concerns that Teresa's reading 

was not progressing in a typical way (as reflected by the other children in her 

classroom). Marilyn resorted to purchasing a number of 'reading readiness' 

Middle-class parents commonly perceive that the t)eginning point of actual pedagogical 
reading instruction (versus attitude development) involves letter recognition. How this belief 
came about is only a matter of conjecture, but presumably it is partly a result of expenefv:e of 
fomial schooling and with the commerdaiization of pedagogy, which includes children's 
television programming such as Sesame Street, as well as store-bought products. However, this 
claim must be coupled with a recognition of the lengthy history of the importance of letter 
recognition in beginning reading instruction, as in the IHom Books. 
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products designed to help kindergarten children learn to read, all of which were 

designed to help the child achieve an additive progression along a path. 

Good is Up; Bad is Down 

Why is the vertical trajectory important? Why could not Marilyn have 

simply expressed Teresa's leaming as a linear sequence along a path? The 

answer is suggested in the orientational metaphor of GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN, a 

metaphor that adds an additional moral component to learning to read. It is not 

enough to simply talk about learning skills. The leaming of skills must proceed 

vertically. 

Katherine used a similar metaphor which further emphasizes the moral 

nature of leaming to read: 

• If they read more, or were encouraged to read more widely, they would 

be able to raise their skill level. 

School officials commonly speak of reading 'improvement' with the 

metaphor of raising reading skills,' and voicing concern about a child's 'low' 

ability. The same can be said for standardized test scores which largely 

measure those same skills. Katherine, reflecting on her years as a high school 

student, states; 

• We had kids in the class who were reading at, you know it was a 

public school, kids got passed from grade to grade whether they 

leamed to read or not. So you ended up with kids In high school who 

were barely literate.... [T]hey were reading on a very low level. They 

were reading maybe second, third grade level. They were sounding 

out words. They were not able to read out loud. They were not able 
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to read out loud because they were stumbling so nnuch that you 

couldn't get any context when they were reading out loud. It was too 

frustrating. And it was frustrating for them. They weren't processing 

anything. They were just sounding out words. And to me that's low 

literacy level. 

Even when the subject is not one's ability to read, Katherine uses the 

same vertical trajectory metaphor to add a moral component to the kinds of texts 

which are privileged. When she describes her understanding of how her father 

learned to read, she describes a starting point and then depicts a vertical 

trajectory; 

• He learned a lot of his reading from reading the paper with his 

parents. Kind of cartoons, progressing up. 

The newspaper, particularly the comic section, served as the foundational 

base for his reading, but was not the end point. There are better, loftier kinds of 

texts to read, and that is said through a metaphor of the path that leads forward 

and upward. 

Grant's account provides a more complete understanding of how the use 

of this metaphor reveals more of the cultural model. In this interview, Grant 

describes further how, at the age of three he began to read, even before his 

older kindergarten-age brother. I asked him what effect this had on him in 

school: 

• I remember it was a problem for my teachers, particularly like first and 

third grade, but they didn't know what to do with me because I was 

already beyond where they were at, and at different times they tried, 

you know in first grade putting me in the fourth grade class, and 
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different ways to deal with the fact that I already knew the material that 

they were given. Or they'd send me to the library to just read and they 

didn't like that I was already beyond, it seemed like they didn't like me 

being beyond where they were teaching. 

The very organization of the graded school (brought to this country by 

Horace Mann, who was inspired by the organization of Prussian schools in 

1843) is itself a path that designates an educational journey. A path is a surface 

that has a specific beginning and ending point, made for a particular purpose, 

along which something or someone travels or moves in a linear direction. Grant 

recognizes the importance of this path and the ensuing joumey. By stating that 

he was "already beyond' the academic abilities of students within his own grade, 

Grant indirectly indexes the structure of the path. Just as I recognize the cities I 

must drive through in order to get from my home to my destination, Grant 

recognizes the educational path. It has an ordered series of (class)rooms, each 

room self-contained, housing children on a daily basis. These single rooms 

divide children on the basis of age and attainment. The rooms and age of the 

children are marks along the path. These marks identify (or have come to be 

thought of) the natural order of events necessary for successful movement 

forward along the path. But attainment is also marked along the path. When the 

room, the age, and attainment articulate, the joumey is easier and thus happier. 

Happiness can only occur if that natural order is followed and achieved. But in 

Grant's case, 'attainment' as marked along the path created a problem for his 

teachers. Grant's attainment (reading ability) was "beyond" the attainment of 

others his age. This created a snag to the natural order of the joumey, causing 

disharmony that resulted in the need for Grant to take another path in his 
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journey, since the journey cannot be avoided, just altered. In Grant's case, the 

journey detoured on a path that led him to the library. A second detour took him 

to a path that allowed him (like a car driving in the fast lane) to pass the other 

cars along the road. In other words, he was put in another classroom along the 

path, one that didn't match his age but more closely matched his attainment. 

This allowed for Grant to continue his journey more easily and thus happier. 

Later in the same interview. Grant talks about his desire for Daniel's 

reading; 

• I'd like him to get proficient at it as fast as he can and to enjoy it, and 

to see it as an opportunity. 

I asked him why he wanted Daniel to learn to read quickly: 

• Because I think that what happens in schools is, a lot of the 

measurement as to a child's progress in younger grades has to do 

with how well they read. And if they are lagging behind in reading 

they're kind of pushed to lag behind in everything else because they're 

labeled this way. They're at the slower end of the spectrum, and the 

opportunities, there's less opportunities at the end of the spectrum. 

Grant speaks of how schools 'measure" a child's 'progress.' The use of 

the measurement metaphor refers to the distance along the path that can be 

determined by using a reference point and some kind of specified scale as an 

evaluation or basis for comparison. Grant doesn't refer specifically to what that 

tool of evaluation may be. But he recognizes that some sort of device exists. (I 

will examine Grant's perception of measurement below.) 

"Progress" is another reference to the path, specifically to the fonward 

motion of the path. Motion can either be slow or fast. The speed of Daniel's 
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progress that Grant refers to has to do with attainment. While not all parents 

desire the speed of attainment to be "fast", all parents recognize by virtue of the 

^ct that they understand the system of grade levels that a minimum 'speed' is 

required. In Grant's case, it is further indicated by the metaphor of a linear path. 

His use of "progress," like Marilyn's, is further indication of the linear path, and 

his use of "measuremenf indicates that the length of the path is clearly marked 

all along the way. To Grant, it is important that Daniel maintains a regular 

cadence along the path. His use of "lagging behind" and "slower end of the 

spectrum" is further indication of the path that is required to become a reader in 

school. On this path^ourney, a child who lags fails to keep up with the pace. 

Grant relates this with a negative association, using the metaphor "slower end of 

the spectrum" to indicate that the spectrum acts as the path that holds children 

distributed along its way. Grant associates slowness with moving at a retarded 

speed such that he is "lagging behind." On the path for middle-class ^milies, in 

spite of poster and bumper sticker protestations to "stop and smell the flowers," 

driving in the 'fast lane' is good. It allows you to go a long way in a shorter 

amount of time. This view echoes McDermott's (1989) paradoxically humorous 

comment that "In American culture it has become shockingly clear that we do not 

send our children to school to learn to read and write, but to read and write 

better than their neighbors" (p. 18). 

The final point related to this particular section involves the metaphor 

"pushed to lag behind." This implies an involuntary act directed against Daniel. 

In essence, someone (probably the teacher) deliberately impedes his progress 

along the path. Since the momentum on a path/journey must be in a forward 
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direction, learning to read "as fast as he can" circumvents what Grant sees as 

the teacher's potential aggressive and detrimental act. 

Now we can address more clearly the nature of "measuremenf and see 

how it is related to the concept of quantity. It involves two metaphors: MORE IS 

UP, LESS IS DOWN and the earlier metaphor of LEARNING SKILLS IS A PATH AND 

SOMETIMES A JOURNEY. In the following example. Grant maps the linear scale 

onto a path; 

SB: Do you wish the school were doing more at this point in time 

for him? 

Grant: I wish they were pushing him as far as he is able to be 

pushed, and I don't know how far that is. 

SB: Uh hm. 

Grant: I would like, you know I see a lot of things in his school 

where 1 get oh he's doing great, he's doing good, instead of 

elevating a little bit and maybe raising the expectations. I 

think the expectations are maybe a little lower Vnan they 

should be. 

SB; When they say that to you, do you understand what they 

mean? 

Grant; Sometimes yes, sometimes no. When they say he's doing 

good relative to certain skills, that's easy to understand. But 

I think that again the skills that they're measuring, if he's 

reached that level, then they should be working the next 

level. 
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SB; Do you have a sense of what level they are and what level 

you'd like to see him? 

Grant: The level I'd like to see him is to be at a point where he's 

reading simple stories. 

SB: Uh hm. 

Grant: And I don't think, I don't know if that's the norm or not. The 

only basis I have for measuring that is how I grew up and 

knowing where I was at the age. 

Grant wishes his son to be "pushed" along the linear path. This appears 

to contradict Grant's previously stated concem that Daniel might be 'pushed to 

lag behind." But in the case of the path, the motion is fonA^ard and perceived as 

positive. Daniel is young, and with most young children it is difficult to ascertain 

their 'cognitive capacity' or what they can attain on the forward motion of the 

path ("I don't know how far that is.'). 

At this point. Grant begins using metaphors of ascension and descension, 

where GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN. He is concemed, for example, that Daniel's 

teacher (presumably) is not "elevating" and "raising" her expectations of Daniel 

(and perhaps of all her kindergarten children). Instead, expectations are "lower" 

than Grant would prefer. 

In response to my question if Grant understands what the teacher means 

by saying that Daniel is "doing great," he uses the metaphor of "level" to express 

his understanding that the leaming of skills requires moving up the path as well 

as along it. The "measuremenf that Grant refers to is also a vertical 

measurement of the knowledge of skills that Daniel has attained. Looking at this 

from the physical domain, imagine Daniel literally reaching upward to touch 
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various platforms, with each physical contact with a platform creating new 

knowledge. Each platform or "level" requires labor or effort on Daniel's part as 

well as his teacher's ("If he's reached that level, then they should be working the 

next level."). 

The next excerpt is from the same interview with Grant, a short while later. 

In it, we see the importance of both the vertical direction and the forward motion. 

Neither is considered beneficial unless they coordinate. In this example. Grant 

continues expressing his concem regarding Daniel's lack of "progress" in 

kindergarten. Very shortly, however, he shifts and talks about his younger son, 

John. John is a precocious boy who Grant has referred to as his 'payback' 

child. On several occasions. Grant has said that John — unlike Daniel — is very 

similar to Grant when he was 3 years old; 

Grant: Yeah. I don't see his progress . . .  I  d o n ' t  r e a l l y  s e e  h i m  

making progress. I see steps. I see him at this level and 

then all of a sudden I see something that shovts me he's at 

this level, and then he's at this level. And I see the plateaus. 

1 don't see like a continual progress. 

SB: OK. You see some progress? 

Grant: I do see progress to ttiese steps. You know, it comes in 

these things that just surprise me. All of a sudden he can do 

this. An example with John was, I knew John was doing well 

with the computer. 

SB: Uh hm. 

Grant: But then one day, the day he closed his program, got back 

to the main board, went to the start which brings up 
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computer shutdown, went to that, hit yes I want to shut down 

the computer, waited for the screen to say it's now safe to 

shut it off, and tumed it off. 

SB; Right. 

Grant: I realized he made a whole 'nother level. Now I never saw 

the jump from the previous, I never saw the progress, it was 

just these jumps. And maybe that's just how it is. That 

might be the way I'm just going to see it. 

SB: So do you see it as big jumps for John and levels in the 

same way? 

Grant; Yeah. 

SB; But you see the jumps as bigger or — 

Grant; No, I just, the progress comes and, I guess I think of them at 

the same level or I don't see anything that shows me that 

they're making progress until all of a sudden, there's 

something that shows me that they are at the next level. 

SB; Do you think that it's possible for certain kids to show you 

that kind of progress? 

Grant; I don't know. I don't know if that's — I don't know that that's 

real or not. That's why I say it might just be the way it is. 

Because when I think about it, that's probably true in his 

physical abilities too. I see him working and not making 

progress at swimming and all of a sudden it's at the next 

level. 
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Grant has cast the vertical axis in terms of "steps", "plateaus" and "levels." 

What is particularly interesting is that Grant recognizes Daniel's achievement of 

the "steps", "levels" and the "plateaus" but cannot "see the continual progress." 

Grant uses the minor general purpose metaphor here — UNDERSTANDING IS 

SEEING (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 48) where a lack of knowledge or 

understanding of Daniel's progress is "cast as lailure to see" (Quinn, 1987, p. 

177). Perhaps it is easier for Grant to ascertain Daniel's knowledge of various 

demonstrable skills, since they are more tangibly 'measured,' than it is to 

ascertain his linear progress along the path. This is a contradiction to Grant as 

he perceives progress along the path as uninterrupted and steady ("continual"). 

His view offers insight into the complex relationship that parents hold 

between two axes — the vertical trajectory (up and down) and the horizontal 

trajectory (forward and backward). As Grant points out, he understands this 

dilemma is the same in other aspects of learning. He uses the example of his 

other son, John, when Grant describes John's ability to use their personal 

computer ("I never saw the progress, it was just these jumps"), as well as 

referring to Daniel's physical ability to swim well. 

But the use of "up," as I have discussed, is often preferred when speaking 

of spiritual/moral development" ("higher power", "baser instincts'), not just 

intellectually. The progress along the path is good since forward motion is good. 

But when used in conjunction with metaphors of "steps," "levels," and "jumps" 

suggests that Grant's interest is more than simply his son's intellectual growth. It 

is embedded in a desire for his son's spiritual and moral development. That 

Grant can "see" the vertical axis, or that the vertical axis is more accessible to 

the horizontal path, may help explain why, when reading instruction lacks explicit 
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skill instruction so that what parents can "see" is the path but not the levels — 

this kind of instruction is not privileged (and is usually criticized). This kind of 

instruction doesn't focus on levels and consequently may not bring reading onto 

the spiritual plane that parents desire for their children. Again, it appears that it 

is the coordination of the horizontal and vertical axis that gives this metaphor its 

power. Similarly, if instruction only focuses on reading skills (the vertical axis) 

and not on the horizontal axis (where forward progress is marked) parents might 

express concern. Finally, this might explain why holistic approaches that 

encourage instruction in reading 'strategies' rather than "reading skills" may not 

be appreciated by parents. 'Strategies' do not clearly mari( the vertical axis in 

the same way that skills do and are not considered lofty.^^ In order to solve what 

the author means, the reader will employ one or more simultaneous strategies 

that require the reader to select sources of infonnation for attention, to make 

choices among possible responses, to monitor the meaningfulness of the 

resulting reading, and to self-correct when the reading does not make sense. 

Strategies include predicting, sampling, confirming, and self-correcting (Clay, 

1991; Goodman & Buri^e, 1980). Reading strategies originate from a meaning-

centered, constructivist philosophy and are used in lieu of the singular response 

that is traditionally referred to as "Wvord attack" skills (itself a war metaphor), or 

complete attention to the orthographic representation of words. 

Understanding is Seeing 

Another metaphor that constitutes this schema is UNDERSTANDING IS 

SEEING (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, p. 48). In this instance, parents presume that 

'' Strategies are plans to 'solve the nisyor prot)lem confronting everyone who reads* (Goodman 
& Burke, 1980, p. 3). 
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children lack some knowledge or understanding of certain important aspects of 

reading. It is up to someone to make visible to that child whatever is 'invisible'; 

in other words, what is missing. The specific lexical metaphor used most 

frequently by parents is "exposure." In the section LITERACY IS MORALITY, 

"exposure" referred to empathy since the context involved people, places, and 

ideas. In this discussion however, "exposure" refers specifically to leaning 

about aspects of print. 

Beginning with a portion of Marilyn's example provided earlier in this 

section, Marilyn associates UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING with the metaphor of 

LITERACY IS A FITTING PART. This IS manifested primarily through the use of the 

word "exposure" which I have previously associated with empathy: 

• And, as I said, I don't know if it's anything specific other than the fact 

that repetition and exposure and it's just kind of clicking. 

In the following example, Carl combines SEEING IS KNOWING with a 

metaphor of the LITERACY IS MANUFACTURED PRODUCT: 

• If you barely have enough food on the table ... I think that I see how 

important exposure to print, to really developing their minds. 

Marilyn uses the metaphor in conjunction with that of a manu^ctured 

product: 

• I think with English when you look at it, is a pretty weird language. It 

doesn't make a whole lot of sense. You know, if you look at letters 

and the way they go together and words and why do you, I mean you 

know the ^ct that "to" can be spelled you know three different ways 

and have three different meanings and you know how do you know 

instinctively which one somebody is referring to or how to use it. 
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Very often parents perceive that the ability to pronounce a letter or word 

requires visual acuity, as if the print were a blur. Marilyn provides a very typical 

example; 

• I tell Teresa that when she is looking at the word, she has to focus on 

it. 

Skills Require Mastery 

Another common metaphor that people use to talk about the "skills" of 

literacy is "master." Here are several representative examples of parents' use of 

this metaphor; 

• Teresa can sound out the individual letters, but trying to put that 

together into the words is still, she's still working on that. She hasn't 

mastered that. (Marilyn) 

• I think of it as a progression actually and not necessarily that one is 

better than the other but as you master one you can go onto the next. 

(Grant) 

• You need to have those kinds of things (the "basics" of reading) 

mastered. (Katherine) 

Mastery involves having control over another or others. Like most 

metaphors described here, "master" can be used in a variety of contexts 

unrelated to reading. In a baseball game, for example, a pitcher may not have 

"mastered" a curve ball but can certainly have "command" of it during a 

particular game. They are related but different. Mastery is more pennanent. 

Authority would seem to be part of the same system, in "he reads with authority" 

which implies mastery but also effectiveness. 
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When one considers the metaphor of mastery, two general 

understandings and applications come to mind: 

1. To master anything requires one to conform completely to an 

established rule, principle, or condition. That conformation is precisely enacted. 

Something that is mastered is absolute because it is kept within narrowly 

specified limits. Therefore, 'mastering' reading skills involves the assertion that 

some aspect or rule of knowledge about reading can be absolutely confirmed, 

known, and demonstrated. 

2. Mastery also implies power where there is rigorous and stringent 

imposition of enforced discipline. Examples that come to mind are a slave 

master, or — less stringently — master of the household. The latter has 

traditionally been considered the father. But what precisely is being 'mastered'? 

Johnson (1993) discusses the "moral law folk theory" where moral character is 

conceived of as principally a matter of control: 

The rational, moral self must bring the bodily, sensuous self under 
control. Since our physical, desiring self is strong and nonrational and 
manifests insatiable longing, it takes a strong, powerful moral will to 
control it. An incessant struggle ensues between these warring faculties, 
and one's character is revealed in the outcome of this conflict. Moral 
virtue requires a strong will that hears the call of reason and can bring the 
passions under control, (p. 50) 

The metaphor of mastering reading skills suggests that the acquisition of 

a reading skill or skills — whether phonemic awareness, letter-sound 

correspondence, syllabication, or any of the hundreds of subskills that have 

been identified and formally teiught — contributes to the perception of someone 

as a moral individual. It is more than merely 'knowing' a skill and then applying 

the skill. Knowing the skill involves "mastering" the skill, and mastering a skill 
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(or anything) is thought to involve will-power, conflict, strength of character, and 

character building. Mastery is a metaphor of self-discipline. 

That the institution of schooling acts as a site for "mastery" of anything 

indicates how it serves as a form of governance. Popkewitz (1998) discusses 

the development of "professional knowledge" in late 19th century America, which 

entailed a "new relationship between the governing of society and the governing 

of the individual" (p. 540). Individuals were now expected to act with self-

motivation and self-discipline. (See my later discussion on individualism and 

success.) Through the development of inner-discipline — or in temns of the 

metaphor discussion, mastery — individuals were thought to be able to control 

their worlds. However, like the longstanding issue of mastering reading skills, 

the "democratization of the individual" was seen as a problem of public 

administration. Public policies would produce social hamnony and target "the 

self as a site of administration" (p. 540), all in the name of individual freedom. 

Eventually, schooling became one of many explicit mechanisms for the state 

both "conceptualize and organize" programs of "pacification, discipline, and 

training" (p. 541), traits believed crucial to the modem citizen. 

The 'self-discipline' and 'passivity' so commonly associated with 

'mastering reading skills' must be understood within the context Popkewitz refers 

to, and cannot be understood simply as learning to read. The ideologies found 

in the pedagogical metaphors discussed in this section reflect practices that are 

in reality mechanisms to construct modem citizens as independent individuals 

who are thought "free" to govern themselves. Although, as Foucault points out 

in his discussion of "govemability" (discussed in Popkewitz, 1998), there Is 

ongoing talk about the individual being 'free' from govemment, the individual has 
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been produced by, and thus aligned with, the state. A child who 'masters' 

reading not only masters that unique skill but also masters how to sit, how to 

respond, how to receive approval, how to receive rebuke, what causes pleasure, 

what causes pain, and ultimately how to produce the same types of mastery and 

self-governance in another. 

Johnson (1993) argues that a "folk theory' of moral law that most people 

live by is a mistaken theory, unsophisticated and superficial in nature. Feminist 

theorists and other post-modemists would undoubtedly agree. But as a "folk 

theory" it represents how members of a culture count what is a moral issue and 

believe we should lead a moral life. Folk and other "common-sense" theories by 

their very name claim to be universal. To consider something as common-sense 

not only describes the way things are, but the way things ought to be. Common-

sense is talked about as if it were natural; as if there could not be another way 

(Linde, 1993). Most relevant to this discussion, common-sense itself can be 

considered an issue of morality "disguised as an issue of universal Actuality" 

(Linde, 1993, p. 195). 

Mastering a reading skill also represents ownership. As one parent said 

refenring to the "basic skills' necessary for reading: 

• You need to have those kinds of things mastered. (Katherine) 

In other words, skills are metaphorically constructed as objects to 

possess. Either one owns the skill or one doesn't own the skill. The lack of 

ownership common-sensibly represents a lack of character since ownership 

would require self-discipline, a strong character, and willpower. 
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Minds Are Physical Spaces in Which You Can Put Things 

I have previously described this metaphor in the chapter "Literacy Is 

Morality," but also include this metaphor within "Literacy is a Skill" since the 

various kinds of information deemed necessary for learning to read are thought 

to be taught and "deposited" in the mind. Jackie's example both to Daniel 

learning his letters and to Jackie's own memory of learning to read: 

• Oh I'm happy that he's recognizing [letters] because I had no idea how 

to go about teaching him that. And it seems like within just going to 

kindergarten, like every day he comes home and he's absorbed more. 

And I think that's wonderful. I think we were just sponges. We were 

just absorbing it all, taking it all in. 

Jackie's use of this metaphor suggests that the metaphor itself derives 

from the conduit: Infonnation is being transmitted from one source — in this case 

the teacher — via a conduit to Daniel. When learning to read, skills are 

"absorbed" and "taken in," or as Jackie describes of her own learning, she was 

like a "sponge." What does this mean in terms of the learner's agency? While 

Jackie is not explicit, I suggest that this metaphor constitutes three aspects of 

non-agency: 

1. Passivity. A sponge remains immobile while submersed in water until 

the material itself absorbs the necessary moisture. Assuming the 

metaphor of the "sponge" is an extension of the conduit metaphor, 

Reddy states that in such cases, "the function of the reader... is 

trivialized" (Reddy, 1979, p. 186). 

2. Non-use. A sponge has no useful function until it has "absorbed" the 

liquid. This suggests that in conjunction with passivity, the leaner is 
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incapable of purposeful functioning until a particular kind of knowledge 

has been absorbed. 

3. Absorption. Absorbing suggests complete consumption. When food 

is absorbed, it is fully retained. The use of this metaphor suggests 

that certain kinds of literacy actions are not possible without the 

complete retention of certain skills. 

While Freire discussed this as "banking" education, Weaver (1990) 

describes a "transmission model" of learning. This model emphasizes direct 

instruction with a behavioral model of habit formation. A transmission model 

values correctness and — as in the discussion of the previous metaphor — 

mastery of skills. This is not to suggest that all aspects of this metaphor happen 

slowly. On the contrary, Jackie describes a rapid absorption. The potential 

rapidity of the absorption tends to hide its ideological nature: that children are 

passive creatures, incapable of certain acts without having fully mastered certain 

skills via direct instruction. The mind (or brain) is not thought to be a large 

space. Even though a sponge may absorb liquid rapidly, it cannot completely 

absorb too large a skill or too many small skills (conceptualized as objects) at 

once. Thus, we get the metaphorical expressions, "I'm on overload. My mind is 

completely full. I can't take in any more information." 

While many may oppose a transmission or banking model of learning, a 

surprising number of people — particularly adults — describe their mind as 

being "full." I recently overheard a doctoral student's desire to 'just sit in on this 

class and take in" the information being taught. A banking and/or transmission 

model of leaning is more pervasive than might be expected, and this frequently 
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used metaphor reflects the "common-sense" understandings of learning that are 

so culturally embedded. 

Conclusion 

The proposition that LITERACY IS A SKILL is constituted by seven 

metaphors. They are LITERACY IS A MANUFACTURED PRODUCT, UTERACY IS A 

BUILDING, LEARNING TO READ IS A PATH AND SOMETIMES A JOURNEY. GOOD IS UP; 

BAD IS DOWN. UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING, SKILLS REQUIRE MASTERY, and MINDS 

ARE PHYSICAL SPACES IN WHICH YOU CAN PUT THINGS. While I have up tO nOW 

maintained that the general use of metaphors does not constitute understanding 

(or determine thought in a neo-Whorfian way), metaphors GOOD IS UP; BAD IS 

DOWN and LEARNING TO READ IS A PATH AND SOMETIMES A JOURNEY are two 

metaphors which persuade me to think otherwise. 

These two metaphors, particularly GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN, have a 

historical and geographical ubiquity, particularly related to deities, ascension, 

and so forth, as I have described elsewhere. These metaphors are compelling 

ways to think about things; they are well-built into our syntax that it is hard to 

think about the ideas that they represent in any other way. For example, 

humans invented graphs as instruments to display particular forms of 

comparison and achievement. Consider the graph that displays a child's 

standardized test score. That score, when displayed with vertical bars marks 

how close the child has ascended to or descended, from what is metaphorically 

understood as a spiritual plane. There seems to be no other easy way that we 

can describe a child's reading development. Graphs, used in other contexts, 

yield similar interpretations. In addition to the GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN 
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metaphor, consider the journey metaphor. It is unimaginable to consider moving 

"fonvard" negatively or construe moving "backwards' as positive. 

GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN and LEARNING TO READ IS A PATH AND 

SOMETIMES A JOURNEY Constitute only two of the seven metaphors. However, 

like LITERACY IS HAPPINESS described in the earlier chapter, they are — together 

— powerfully influential simply because they do constitute our understanding 

rather than merely describe the cultural model. I could find examples of both 

these metaphors mentioned by parents in the proposition LITERACY IS A SKILL: 

LITERACY IS A MANUFACTURED PRODUCT. LITERACY IS A BUILDING, SKILLS REQUIRE 

MASTERY. For example, when Grant used the manufactured product metaphor 

— "Hopefully you continue developing" — his use of "continue" alludes to 

fonward motion on a path. When Marilyn used a building metaphor (LITERACY IS 

A BUILDING) to describe learning how to read, she was also simultaneously 

articulating an upward motion. Marilyn also described a "progression" when 

"mastering" letter recognition (SKILLS REQUIRE MASTERY). 

I have elaborated on the coordination of these two metaphors earlier in 

this chapter. I will add two final related points. The first follows Reddy's concern 

about the conduit metaphor Reddy argues that the conduit metaphor is an 

inadequate, misleading, and incorrect understanding of human communication. 

However, while we may be able very consciously to (albeit temporarily and 

briefly) put this metaphor aside, "no speaker of English ... has discarded the 

conduit metaphor... [and] none of us will discard it until we succeed in bringing 

about an entire series of linked changes in the English language" (Reddy, 1979, 

p. 176). One of Reddy's major points is his ideological concern that the conduit 

metaphor is 'leading us down a technological and social blind alley" (p. 188). 
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Reddy's deterministic view of the conduit metaphor may or may not be 

correct. (Strauss and Quinn, 1997, argue that it is not.) However, 1 will make an 

argument similar to Reddy for GOOD IS UP; BAD IS DOWN and LEARNING TO READ 

IS A PATH AND SOMETIMES A JOURNEY. If my argument is correct and these two 

metaphors structure understanding about this one area — the structure of the 

proposition is determined by the metaphor, not the facts — then it is 

unimaginable to discuss a child who is described as having "high reading skills' 

or "reading skills that are really up there" as anything but mora///superior to a 

child who is described as having "low reading skills" or is reading at a "low 

level." These metaphors are not simply evaluating the performance of the child 

but describing the child's moral character. I make this claim, despite a 

presumption it will draw fierce arguments to the contrary by well-intended 

educators who will maintain their ability to separate the two. 

The use of other terminology such as "proficient/nonproficient," or 

"experienced/inexperienced," are important attempts to shift our language use to 

change the ways that we think not only of the reading process but the reader as 

well. Like the conduit metaphor, describing a child as having "high reading 

skills" or any number of similar descriptions, is inadequate and ^Ise, providing 

no real useful information for anyone: the parent, child, or teacher. However, the 

new temiinology does not yet have the historical endurance or the metaphoric 

power that the established words do. Again, like the conduit metaphor, we can 

temporarily talk about "proficiency," but we quickly return to a metaphor that is 

more completely understood and appreciated. 

More important, these metaphors, along with others in the same class, 

have been so naturalized that their ideological nature is completely disguised. 
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Linde (1995) points out that the act of disguising is a deliberate or near-

deliberate attempt by those in power "to use the discourse of normalization to 

make the achieved order of the world appear to be a fact of nature" (p. 195). it is 

difficult to imagine that those in power (or out of power) are conscious that 

LITERACY IS A SKILL is connected to their identification of a moral individual. Yet 

if we consider Freire's notion of banking education — where knowledge (as a 

skill) is considered a thing that is deposited into the person, and how, for this to 

happen, the person must be considered something of an empty vessel — the 

transparency of the use of the skill metaphor becomes abundantly clear. 

It is useful to think who educators — classroom teachers and 

administrators — commonly refer to as the 'good' students. They are generally 

the quieter and obedient ones, the children who do as they are told and do not 

create difficulties. They are the ones who 'listen and learn." They are the ones 

who assume a large degree of 'self-discipline and self-control' (as in the 

discussion of 'mastery'). In a sense, these are the ones who act as empty 

vessels waiting to be filled. In this situation, 'the teacher is the Subject of the 

learning process, while the pupils are the mere objects" (Freire, 1970, p. 59). 

This would appear to be the common-sense morally 'correct' configuration. It is 

the only possible configuration when teaming to read is conceptualized as a 

skill. 
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CHAPTER 7 

LITERACY AND SCHOOLING 

The previous chapters have provided an analysis of three classes of 

nfietaphors; LITERACY IS A SKILL, LITERACY IS AN OBJECT, and LITERACY AS 

MORALITY. These serve as "building blocks" (Quinn, 1987, p. 181) for the 

cultural model and ultimately can be best understood by joining the three 

propositions in a causal relationship. However, the metaphoric propositions only 

serve as part of the parents' reasoning, and the underlying model can only be 

fully understood within the context of an analysis of their discourse about 

reading — which I refer to, following Fisher and Groce (1990), Garfinkle (1967), 

and Heritage (1984), as "accounts." Some, but not all of these accounts come in 

the form of narratives. All forms of these accounts have allowed me to 

reconstruct their reasoning, or what Linde (1993) refers to as the "discourse unit 

of explanation." Parents' understanding of reading is linked to a number of 

factors, including the institutions that support it and their social class, all of which 

contribute to their "cultural model" for literacy. Therefore, the examination of 

causal links must involve not only the prepositional schemas but other 

relationships. They include: 

• Literacy and schooling 

• Moral journeys 

• Oral and written language 

• Privileging written language 

• Literacy and success 

• Literacy, parenting and need fulfillment. 
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Each of these themes can be more or less situated in one of the three 

prepositional schemas, although not exclusively so. "Literacy and schooling" 

and "Moral journeys' are best located in LITERACY IS A SKILL; "Oral and written 

language" and "Privileging written language" can be located in LITERACY IS AN 

OBJECT; "Literacy and success" and "Literacy, parenting and need fulfillment" 

constitute LITERACY JS A MORALITY. Each of these themes is described in 

separate chapters. My desire in the next three chapters is to make explicit the 

implicit infomiation that parents appeal to when making causal links, thereby 

revealing cultural information necessary to reconstruct the model. 

Middle-class parents in contemporary America simply do not separate 

literacy from schooling. In every interview conducted, all early memories of print 

involved school. They focus cun-ent associations with their own children on 

leaming to read in school. Literacy and schooling are so inextricably tied that it 

is impossible for parents to imagine one without the other. None of this comes 

as any surprise. 

Despite the fact that school is but one domain of reading for their children, 

parents' ability to talk about any of those other domains is relatively short lived. 

Reading serves as a resource, but for these parents there is no more important 

reason to learn to read well than success in school. For all the genres of text 

that parents can ultimately identify in their worid (when pushed), reading is 

preeminently a school-bound experience. 

But it is naive to think that the relationship between literacy and schooling 

exists simply because of the obvious expectation that school is the officially 

sanctioned institution where children "learn to read." A deeper link between 

literacy and schooling is revealed by Patricia and Katherine. They are excellent 
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examples since their perspectives on literacy and schooling initially appear to 

conflict. But at a deeper level, they share a similar reasoning. 

Patricia 

Patricia is a 39-year-old single mother. She shares custody of Seth with 

her ex-partner, another woman who left the relationship not long after Seth was 

born (but who sees Seth regularly). Patricia is a special education teacher for 

the local school district. She was raised in New York City in a home where 

reading the newspaper and, in particular, books was exceptionally important. 

While she grew up in a working class environment, "one of the things my mom 

really instilled was that we were rich with books. It was the one thing that she 

didn't deny us because of money." 

Patricia described to me throughout all of our interviews her concern that 

Seth might not leam to read. Throughout the year his teacher sent beginning 

reading books for him to practice which, according to Patricia, Seth resisted. 

When Seth did 'read' them, it was a memorized rendition and Seth did not attend 

to the print. Patricia reveals her concern in the following statement: 

• I've seen too many things screw up, and I'm afraid. I have a certain 

amount of fear that that kid ain't going to learn how to read, that he's 

not going to be smart enough. 

As a special education teacher, Patricia, admittedly, maintains a biased 

view of children's learning. It is at this point in our interview that I will examine 

Patricia's account; 

Patricia; What can you do if you can't read? 

SB; Let's turn, OK 
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Patricia; OK. I'll just tell you for one thing. Being in a school for that 

many hours a day and not being able to read is devastating 

at a certain point. Devastating. It can crumble the strongest 

child's world. It is the yardstick by which we are measured 

in our school careers. 

Patricia begins with an accounting of the problem. She is responding to 

my question about what would happen to Seth if he had difficulty learning to 

read. Her initial response is a school-bound concern. She responds by pointing 

out that children are in school for a significant amount of time each day. During 

that period of time, the inability to read school-related material can have a 

deleterious effect on the child's academic career and emotional make up. 

A more detailed examination of her language reveals several implicit 

understandings. The first is her use of the lexical term "read" which Patricia 

associates with the context of school. It is important to emphasize that Patricia 

has previously pointed out other forms of non-school literacy that Seth engages 

in such as noticing signs and using toy instructions. She is aware of them and of 

Seth's ability to engage in them. Eariier in the interview, Patricia, referring to 

print, said, "You don't have to show it to him. It's right there. He sees it all the 

time. We talk about it. He points it out. It's nice for him to be able to order his 

worid and know where he's at and to recognize things and realize that." But 

failure to learn these other non-schooled literacies would not "crumble the 

strongest child's worid." These other forms of literacy seem to have little 

connection to the potential experience of failing to perform schooled literacy. A 

particular style of literacy and literacy knowledge is the valued currency. 
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Patricia, as a middle-class parent, recognizes the importance of formal 

education, and the "cultural capital" (Bourdieu, 1977) necessary to succeed 

within its institutions. Through conscious language play activities and the 

regular reading of books to Seth, she has prophylactically attempted to reinforce 

the school curriculum at home. As a college educated, middle-class teacher, 

Patricia's statements further reveal her knowledge of the system of power 

relations that establish Seth as a success or failure in school. Her use of "that 

many hours a day" is one small indicator of this knowledge. In other words, a 

child is in school for many hours in the day and this time may not be pleasant. In 

fact, "that many hours" without the necessary capital can be deleterious. Her 

repetition of the word "devastating" simply emphasizes that point. 

Patricia's position as a teacher only provides her with some of the 

detailed inner workings of this system. Her knowledge is otherwise typical of 

those of her social class. It is well established that middle- and upper-middle 

class parents "forge relationships" (Lareau, 1989) between family life and school 

life and have "extensive information about their child's schooling" (p. 8). These 

ties have provided Patricia with the necessary information to understand that 

without a previously established "schooled literacy," the experience can be 

"devastating." 

Recall my eariier discussion of this passage in relation to the metaphor 

"crumble" and LITERACY IS A FITTING PART. The ability to read school-related 

material (the capital) prevents the child from crumbling under the weight of 

pressure being exerted upon him. Patricia's goal, like most middle-class 

parents, is to provide Seth with all of the necessary parts to protect him from 

deterioration during his educational journey. 
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But Patricia juxtaposes tlie metaphor of weakness ("crumble") next to the 

metaphor of strength ("strongest"). What do we make of a strong manufactured 

product so easily destroyed? A partial answer is revealed in how Patricia's use 

of "crumble" is embedded in the first of two sentences that use the pronoun "it." 

("It can crumble the strongest child's world"). "It" is an anaphoric reference to 

the fear or experience of being recognized as unable to read. But there would 

not be a fear were it not for the those would do the crumbling. Therefore, "if 

would also appear to represent those individuals in power who carry out the 

bureaucratic policies of the school system. This in turn becomes symbolically 

represented as a kind of wrecking ball causing the child's structure to collapse. 

Patricia's first use of "if (and in fact the entire previous noun phrase, 

"Being in school...") invokes a metonymic external force exerting a dominating 

moral authority which even "strong" individuals may find difficult to withstand. 

Again, this reasoning reveals Patricia's unstated understanding of the nature of 

the power that schools wield. Seth is an unusually mature, empathetic, well-

mannered, articulate little boy. He gets along extremely well with other children 

his age. He also enjoys playing alone at home. By all accounts, Seth has all of 

his ducks in a row. He Is a "strong" child in particular environments. However, 

without the knowledge of school literacy, Patricia believes that he may crumble 

in the school environment. From Patricia's perspective, schools (or authorities 

working in schools) reward individuals (both materially and symbolically) for 

"good" behavior, behavior being identified here as ownership of the correct 

capital. They punish individuals who do not own the correct capital (again, 

materially and/or emotionally). This constitutes school as a dangerous 
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environment, where children either sink or swim more or less on their own, that 

can easily "crumble the strongest child's world." "World" is considered the self. 

Patricia's very next sentence also begins with the pronoun "it." She says, 

"It is the yardstick by which we are measured in our school careers." A careful 

examination indicates how Patricia's use of the pronoun shifts reference. "It" 

now refers specifically to literacy where "it/literacy" assumes the role of a 

measuring instrument. "Literacy" itself is not being measured; literacy acts as 

the instrument that is used for measuring us, or in this case, literacy is a 

measuring tool that is evaluating Seth. Her use of the phrase "the yardstick by 

which we are measured" indicates agentless individuals. Literacy — an 

objective entity in the world — metaphorically becomes a moral evaluation tool 

over which children have no control or power. By conjoining the two "its" not 

only within a single response, but also within two immediately sequential "idea 

units" (Chafe, 1994), they appear to have the same referent. This serves a vital 

purpose. Even though the two "its" don't have a precise single referent (the first 

also indexes the institution), their juxtaposition naturalizes the inherent 

inextricable connection between literacy and schooling. 

Through the juxtaposition of the two — schooling and literacy — Patricia 

introduces a third term (or concept): a power-locus that evaluates, judges, 

controls, and marginalizes those who participate in the institution. This power-

locus is rarely explicit in her discourse but is implied by her rhetorical choices 

throughout. While Patricia internalizes this understanding as knowledge, it is 

also knowledge that she enacts in the world. Thus, we can begin to see how a 

child like Seth develops a series of expectations about his world and how he 

must perform within it, or what Bourdieu (1977) would call his "habitus." Like his 
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mother, Seth may very well recognize various literacy events when they are 

pointed out, but he will also very quickly "internalize as second nature" 

(Bourdieu, 1990, p. 56) a symbiotic association between literacy and schooling. 

He may also maintain an internalized obedience with certain associations so that 

even if he never entered a school, Seth would still associate literacy with 

schooling and judge himself harshly were he not to engage in particular literacy 

events, and mitigate those "alternative" literacy events not associated with 

school. The marginalization and/or rejection of other literacies further reinforces 

dominant discourses of literacy that are administered by the school. 

Finally, Patricia's account helps to understand part of the cultural model, 

as it ties together the three propositions: LITERACY IS MORALITY, LITERACY IS AN 

OBJECT, and LITERACY IS A SKILL. Underlying Patricia's account is the "journey" 

metaphor that is found in all three propositions, something that Patricia hinted at 

the start of the excerpt being examined. She expressed a fear that Seth may 

have trouble learning to read. I responded, "And if he doesn't?" Patricia 

interrupted by asking rhetorically, "What can you do if you can't read?" indicating 

some purpose to reading that Is realized in the institution of schools. Patricia's 

use of school "careers" indicates one's life work, with career indicating a course 

of action through life. Naturally "school" is not Seth's life work, but it will 

potentially act as his life's work for a number of years. 

Reading is the metaphorical vehicle that drives Seth along his journey. 

That journey will include "many hours a day," a reference to (a) the career, (b) 

the unpleasant nature of the career, and (c) the relationship between time and 

the path. That is, Seth is in school for an extended period of time each day, and 

each day he will encounter academic expectations that must be met in order to 
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continue along the path. That path ultinnately leads to some desired "point." 

Seth can only continue on that path if the vehicle operates. That vehicle is 

constituted by schooled literacy. 

Patricia's use of the metaphor "at a certain poinf indicates that at some 

place along the path after {he beginning, the demands to continue along the path 

become increasingly complex, and the "vehicle" must be particularly resilient. 

(Imagine a relatively smooth road which becomes steeper and rockier and the 

vehicle necessary to manage the terrain effectively.) Like a car's odometer, the 

"yardstick" indicates how far along the path Seth can travel. If the car — as 

constituted by school-literacy — is of sound quality, the odometer will indicate a 

long distance. If the car is less than optimum, the car/Seth may break 

down/crumble and have difficulty along the way, or perhaps not even complete 

his journey. 

Patricia's own understanding of school and the problems that a child like 

her son might encounter along the way is an understanding that reveals a large 

degree of reflection about the nature of the school system. But she is less 

reflective about her desire for Seth to succeed in school and thus remain on the 

path. Success would require him to remain on the path and continue forward, 

even during difficult and frustrating encounters. Her use of the metaphor "school 

careers" indicates Patricia's own belief that at this time in his life, school is 

Seth's work. Further, the term career is generally associated with middle- and 

upper-class 'professions,' not working class 'jobs,' further indexing the nature of 

schools. In other words, in Patricia's model, education as constituted by the 

school is a vitally important profession, and like virtually any 'profession' it can 



290 

be oppressive. Even if she dislikes its oppressive nature, Patricia feels obliged 

to provide Seth with the "capital" to succeed within it. 

This is an interesting paradox. Patricia is one of a few parents who not 

only was very aware of the difTiculties that children might likely encounter in 

school but perceived school as oppressive and resented it as such. Instead of 

opting for some form of resistance, however, she very consciously provided (and 

continues to provide) Seth with targeted supports that potentially allow him to 

successfully traverse the pass. (In spite of Patricia's concerns that he might not 

do well in school, I have no doubts that Seth will do exceedingly well.) There are 

many reasons to speculate why Patricia reconciles the paradox in the way that 

she does. But the most relevant explanation for the purposes here — the one 

that drives Patricia's concerns, desires, conscious strategies, and hopes for 

Seth's remaining on the path — is her expectation of the inextricable link 

between schooled literacy and literacy. Patricia, quite expectedly, reasons 

within her own habitus. Schooled literacy, as I have demonstrated, is enacted 

as the defining literacy. 

Patricia may recognize other literacies associated with particular 

domains, but there appears to be a "central model" or a "prototypical" (Lakoff, 

1987) literacy. Schooled literacy seems to represent the category of "literacy" as 

a whole; it is an "ideal case." Part of what makes schooled literacy an "ideal 

case" is its status as a moral literacy. It is a literacy that is taught and learned. 

This learning is thought to occur as a result of some degree of "hard work." 

Seth's ability to withstand the pressures along his journey would be an example 

of the wort<. In part, his fortitude, perseverance and "ability" define his character. 
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Patricia's "paradox" is evidenced by another comment she makes shortly 

after the one under analysis. It also provides some clues as to why Patricia may 

conform to the school system she abhors. She has been talking about how 

children "survive" in schools. In contrast to my earlier question that led to 

Patricia's comment — what would happen if Seth couldn't read — Patricia now 

responds to my question, "What if Seth can read?": 

• Then you don't need the school. That's what I feel. If you can read, 

then you don't need the school. I certainly didn't learn, once I knew 

how to read, anything I learned 1 learned in reading. Then it doesn't 

almost matter who you have as long as they're not battering you down. 

You could be all alone and if you have books you're going to learn. 

Schooling is again conceptualized as a powerful external agent, an 

institution willing to engage in abusive behavior in order to achieve compliance. 

(Note the fighting metaphor — "as long as they're not battering you down"). But 

this time, her response is framed in a way that demonstrates the nature of the 

protection. Patricia's twice uttered statement that if you can read, "you don't 

need the school" is not intended to mean that you can protect yourself by 

physically leaving the school or by dropping out. That response mechanism is 

simply unavailable to typical middle-class ideology, particularly current middle-

class Jewish American ideology. But if we consider the eariier analysis of the 

metaphor "need," where "need" implies something that is life-sustaining (as In 

"needing food"), the intent is clearer. 

School may be considered important for certain purposes (e.g., a diploma, 

entrance into college) but for Patricia, it is not life-sustaining. For her, 

"importanf does not necessarily equal life-sustaining. But if it is necessary, one 
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must find mechanisms to remain and continue along the path. One solution — 

and it is Patricia's — is in effect to comply. Compliance is achieved both 

consciously and unconsciously through socializing Seth toward a particular 

"Discourse" (Gee, 1996) that is congruent with the school. Many of Patricia's 

socialization mechanisms or strategies are pedagogical. They provide the annor 

to withstand engagements along the path that can be othenMise "devastating." 

Thus, knowing how to read is considered something of a weapon of defense, 

making one less dependent on approval and less vulnerable to an attack. It may 

also serve as a defense in times of less aggressive attacks. ("Then it doesn't 

almost matter who you have as long as they're not battering you down. You 

could be all alone and if you have books you're going to learn.") In other words, 

one does not necessarily "escape" a war torn country but learns how to survive 

within it. 

And thus we see the cohesion between Patricia's two accounts. Patricia's 

conscious pedagogical efforts (developing phonemic awareness, reading aloud, 

and so forth) build the foundation that will presumably prevent Seth from 

"crumbling," or from being "battered down." But for this effort to be "effective," 

reading must be conceived of as a "skill" in the sense of knowledge and abilities 

that are possessed. Again, a car has — or possesses — reinforced steel, seat 

belts, and airbags to prevent passenger injuries. Contrast this to Scribner and 

Cole's model (1981) that maintains literacy not as possessed knowledge, but 

knowledge that is applied "for specific purposes in specific contexts of use" (p. 

236). 

Further, while Patricia does not consider school to be a need, "books" are 

necessary. ("You could be all alone and if you have books you're going to 
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learn.") In her distrust of schools, Patricia attempts to disengage literacy fronn 

schooling. However, even when she attempts to do so, books are Patricia's 

initial and singular reference. Books are the idealized version of schooled 

literacy. Patricia simply cannot easily conceptualize books without thinking of 

school. But Patricia, like most people, can think of Lego instructions, a dessert 

recipe, a storefront sign, or a bumper sticker without thinking of school. 

Katherine 

Katherine is 42 years old, married, with one child who will enter 

kindergarten in the fall of 1998. Katherine's family is slightly different from the 

others in this study because she is married to Ricardo. Ricardo, two years older 

than Katherine, grew up in a large Latino family living in South Tucson. 

As will become clear in Katherine's account, their economic and cultural 

backgrounds are profoundly different, although their current economic lifestyle 

can be described as middle class. Ricardo works for the university as a caterer 

and has a lucrative side business as a court translator. Katherine has an M.B.A. 

but is a stay-at-home mother by choice. Aside from caring for their daughter 

when she is not in school and participating in volunteer work, Katherine helps 

run Ricardo's translation business. Katherine frequently contrasts her ovm 

childhood experiences growing up as the daughter of a European immigrant 

family (third generation) to that of her husband, a first generation Mexican 

immigrant: 

While not fitting the predse "criteria" for my study, I nevertheless interviewed Ricarcio on one 
occasion, certainly out of courtesy to a household member, but also with the thought that his 
account might provide an interesting contrast to Kattierine's. Clearly nervous during that one 
interview and not particulariy talkative, Ricardo and I arranged on several occasions for a followv-
up interview. Each time, however, Ricardo canceled explaining that he had work conflicts. 
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Katherine: I wouldn't say that anyone in my husband's fanniiy is 

illiterate. I would say that they are — they have low levels of 

education. Perhaps because they didn't value it enough to 

push through. And because there was so much emphasis at 

getting married at a very early age, getting married shortly 

after high school, and having children, and so you had 

young parents, parents were 19 and 20 years old, married 

with kids, and the energy went all into staying alive and 

raising kids. It didn't go into finishing school or going on 

with school. And then 10 years into that, they look around 

and say, "Gee, I'm really having a really hard time staying 

alive in America. And I want my kids to go to college and I 

haven't set an example for them to do that. And I haven't 

made enough progress in salary to be able to afford to do 

that very easily." Literacy probably is the linchpin to 

financial success in this country for most people. But it goes 

hand-in-hand with cultural values and being literate is good. 

Valuing education is better. You can have parents with very 

low literacy levels, with very, very high value placed on 

education and can make that leap from immigrant to 

professional in one generation. 

SB; When you talk about education, you're talking about 

schooling? 

Katherine; Schooling. Uh hm. Schooling and learning to handle the 

language, in this language. And so I'd say, I guess what I'm 
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really getting to in a most round-about possible way, is that 

literacy is a cultural value. And you can give your kid the 

literacy vaccine and make them love the idea of education 

and literacy in and of itself or you can give them the same 

version of the vaccine and make them value it for financial 

considerations, a way of helping the family. Or you can 

spend a lot of time on other values that ultimately take away 

from the ability to be an educated person. I believe that if 

you have some ability to be educated, some mental capacity 

to learn, that it's probably easier to do that before you have 

a family and adult concerns, because you have more ability 

to focus. Which is not to say that someone with a family and 

other concerns couldn't go to school or work on their 

literacy, but you're pulled a lot of different directions as you 

go on with your life. And so, when you look at a family like 

my husband's family, and the value is not placed on going to 

college early in your life, and so instead you have brothers 

and sisters who end up trying to do it when they're 30 and 

40 and 50 years old, and raise kids, and struggle to pay 

mortgage payments, and do all that at the same time, you 

look at their lives and you think how difficult their lives have 

become. Whereas if they were able to somehow focus that 

energy earlier in their lives when they had fewer concerns, 

they would have been able to have the benefits of literacy 
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and education before they had to support anyone else. And 

therefore been more prosperous. 

Katherine begins by distinguishing literacy from education. One can be 

literate without necessarily being educated, or by having "low levels of 

education." This is an important distinction for Katherine, as she has just finished 

describing her own family history, a family descended from immigrants from 

Alsace-Lorraine and Sweden. As she describes it, her grandparents were also 

not highly educated in their own countries before coming to America. 

In order to justify the distinction between literacy and schooling, Katherine 

employs the LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor she has used to describe her own 

family and now Ricardo's family's history. The moral judgment of culture and the 

individual is infused throughout her account, revealed both metaphorically and 

nonmetaphorically. 

Ricardo's family is described as having "low levels of education" because 

they didn't "value [education] enough to push through." Katherine's use of 

"value" invokes the moral metaphor of LITERACY IS ECONOMIC WELL-BEING, and 

her metaphorical use of "push through" suggests LIFE IS A JOURNEY that 

inevitably involves struggle. An individual on his or her own account must exert 

some kind of force or pressure in order to proceed along the path. The journey 

has several paths. The path that leads to education is the one that requires the 

exertion of force. Another path is the one Ricardo's ^mily took. It is the path 

that Katherine describes as leading to immediate gratification. The exertion that 

might have been used to "push through" the path toward education was instead 

used for the short temi goal of raising a ^mily ("the energy went all into staying 

alive and raising kids"). 
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At this point, Katherine employs "constructed dialogue" (Tannen, 1989) 

and is able to judge Ricardo's family's behavior but avoid the harshness of the 

judgment by speaking in the first person from the perspective of Ricardo's family. 

("I'm really having a hard time staying alive in America. And I want my kids to go 

to college and I haven't set an example for them.") This serves two related 

purposes. First, it allows Katherine to reveal the consequences of choosing the 

wrong path ten years later, while simultaneously mitigating what might be 

construed as an elitist stance were it to come directly from someone of 

Katherine's White European middle-class background. Second, it is intended to 

index fA?e/r feelings, not Katherine's. By constructing the dialogue it can more 

safely be inferred that the adults in the family are the ones who perceive their 

difficulties (e.g., "staying alive in America") and recognize that these difficulties 

are no accident. They are the direct result of the lack of internal agency due to 

moral character f\avis rather than external opportunities or events. These 

people were short-sighted and set poor examples. And now — years later — 

they know it. The difficulties were not a consequence of racism, a racist social 

structure, a particular pattern of immigration, a different understanding of 

education, folk theories of what it means to be successful in the United States or 

a different sense of status in the society. This belief that Katherine implicitly 

expresses, that individuals are not subject to "external limits of opportunity," is 

quite common among middle-class Americans of the post-Worid War II 

generation (Linde, 1993, p 132). 

Katherine's sentence that "literacy probably is the linchpin to financial 

success" is an embedded response to a question I had asked eariier that led to 

this particular account. But literacy itself is never Katherine's focus. Literacy 



298 

must be coupled with schooling, and it is education that is the "cultural value" 

that allows one to not only walk along the path (to success), but to "leap." 

Katherine affords schooling such profound importance, and she has constructed 

her very identity as having stemmed from her grandparents' psychological 

fortitude and passion for education of three generations back. Literacy can only 

be properly thought of as the kind of literacy that occurs in schools. In other 

interviews, Katherine expresses disdain for other literacies such as 

environmental print, claiming never to even point it out to her daughter. The 

only literacy that Katherine will talk about at any length, (even when others are 

observed) is the "love" of reading books. Katherine's most impassioned stories 

of reading relate to her high school English course. When Katherine and her 

sister get together, the two of them read aloud to each other. As she states; 

• But [my parents] were very willing to read to us at almost any time. 

And they read to us a lot. Til this day, my sister is, I would guess 36, 

37. I'm 41. My sister and I still read aloud to each other. 

Katherine's own ^mily serves as the cultural exemplar, the vision of good 

that will result from assuming this country's "cultural values," and Katherine's 

use of "leap" in an indirect reference to this point. In a lengthy LIFE IS A JOURNEY 

account just prior to the one currently under analysis, Katherine described 

having also "come from people" who were illiterate. "But the thing that made us 

able to become who we are in America, certainly wasn't who we were in Europe, 

was the ability to handle the language of this country, English, to read, and to 

become more prosperous." Katherine went on to say that hers was the "classic 

American story. The first generation gets off the boat at Ellis Island and 

struggles. The second generation somehow makes themselves into Americans, 
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via public education, and the third generation enters the white-collar 

professional ranks ... You can look into my husband's family and see an 

alternative path.... His family basically started where mine did but has had 

much less success in America financially, in the same three generations." 

Katherine lays out two distinct paths in the 'journey to America' and in the 

eariier account also lays out the consequence of making the wrong choice. 

What will become clearer in the next section is how Katherine delineates that 

path for herself. Her reference above to having "come from people" is significant 

as she attempts to link herself with her grandparents, the individuals who 

actually came to this country and forged lives out of nothing. 

In another interview, Katherine outlines her model. I present that account 

in full. It is an account that can also be neatly divided into six "scenes." I will 

present and comment on each scene separately. 

Scene 1 

• So you know that being the immigrant experience and most 

immigrants I think in this country recognize that having a lot of money 

is good but being able to earn money is better. And the way to earn 

money is to be an educated person. 

In the first scene, Katherine equates money with well-being. In our 

society, having "a lof of money is good. However, Katherine immediately adds 

that "earning money" is better than simply having money. In other words, 

eaming money is "better" than, for example, winning the lottery or inheriting a 

large fortune. Katherine's belief that "eaming money' is better than simply 

having money extends her argument beyond the financial necessity and links the 
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process of monetary acquisition with morality. The European immigrant who 

willingly assumes the many risks of coming across the ocean to a new land to 

start a new life, would expect to "earn" money. Earning money, in contrast to 

some other form of attainment, is associated with hard work, fortitude, 

detemiination — the Protestant Work Ethic. What is more important is that 

Katherine's remark is strikingly similar to her earlier "they didn't have the value 

to push through" where the metaphorical association with "value" (money) is also 

equated with willpower, tenacity, and endurance along the path. 

Katherine's final statement in this section — "And the way to earn money 

is to be an educated person' — provides one important causal link. The use of 

the metaphor "the way" again indicates the journey metaphor. If the destination 

on this journey is to "earn money" and if eaming money is a moral personal 

quality, then so must the path to earning money be laid with moral acts and 

events. Education itself becomes a moral event, and by association, so is 

literacy. 

Scene 2 

• When I was growing up, the people that my parents worshipped were 

my teachers. My parents thought my teachers were God's gift. I don't 

know if every family's like that. I suspect they probably are but in my 

family what the teacher said went. And I had teachers who did things 

that were wrong. Or weren't very helpful. But my parents always took 

the side of the teacher. They were fanatics about doing homewori<. 

They were ^natics about being in summer reading programs. 

Anything, anything to keep the kids reading. 



301 

In scene 2, Katherine's account of her own childhood is filled with a series 

of metaphors from LITERACY IS HOLY PRACTICE, a subset of LITERACY IS 

MORALITY. In this context, the metaphors refer specifically to schooling and are 

used to reemphasize the moral importance of education. Teachers are "God's 

gift" and "the people my parents worshipped." Her parents were "fanatics about 

doing homework" and "fanatics about being in summer reading programs." Her 

referential shifts between school-related issues (teachers, homework) and 

literacy events that occur outside of school (such as summer reading programs) 

are strung together by a single metaphor. The metaphor indicates how closely 

linked they all are. In other words, two distinct areas of life — home and school 

— are linked through morality. 

Her statement about not knowing if "every family" thinks that teachers are 

"God's gift," followed by the assumption that "they probably are" seems to 

indicate what all families are to believe (although I am hesitant to definitively 

conclude this since this excerpt is the only time Katherine ever makes this 

point). More likely, Katherine is speaking about her particular neighborhood, 

which we find in the next scene is constituted by an upper-middle class 

population. This deferential attitude toward teachers seems intended to set the 

standard for all families. 

Katherine's final sentence in this section — "Anything, anything to keep 

the kids reading" — is a case of the metaphor of ownership. In order for parents 

"to keep" the children, they must also control the children. Katherine's repetition 

of the word "anything" (on tape, the second "anything" is emphasized) indicates 

the resourcefulness necessary to achieve such compliance, since participation 

on the part of the children does not appear to be voluntary. This metaphor 
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derives its productivity from an authoritarian parent who establishes strict rules 

for family policy. Further, the phrase "to keep the kids reading" is used 

immediately following the religious metaphors, which serves several purposes. 

The first is to reinforce the decidedly authoritarian nature of the families, 

implying that (metaphorically) religious families are also strict families with 

parents who are in control of their children. Second, parents in control of their 

children (as a result of religion) are in control of their children's activities. In this 

case, those activities involve the tasks and people involved in their schooling. 

The desire to control the children spills over to leisure time, and the insistence 

that their children engage in particular leisure time activities, e.g., reading 

books. Third, the tasks themselves (such as reading, honoring teachers, 

homework, and so forth) become associated with religious, and thus moral, 

behavior. Finally, the desire to reproduce religion within the family is common, 

accessible knowledge, more than 'respecting a teacher" or reading a book. 

School/reading tasks — which may not be the most salient desire of the child — 

are more easily reproducible (at least In a mental model) when tasks have a 

religious association. One is not only reproducing the task of schooling, but one 

is reproducing the religious "^naticism" of the parents. 

Scene 3 

• I went to a school that had, you know, when they took the national 

standardized tests and all of that, it was a middle-class school, nice 

neighborhood, in a relatively wealthy part of the city, although the 

grade school wasn't a wealthy grade school. But it fed into a high 

school that was very wealthy. And the families who went there, there 
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were a lot of immigrant families at that school, mainly European 

Immigrants. Not so much Hispanic, or you know, Black but primarily 

European people who had been here maybe one or two generations 

but still had the fever about education. 

Katherine continues by describing a segment of her personal journey. 

She begins with a reference to the "national standardized tests," an unusual but 

important reference since this topic had never been a topic of conversation in 

the interviews. Even though she does not make a clear point about her reason 

for mentioning the exams, making such a reference within the context of a 

description of the middle-class nature of the school and neighborhood (as well 

as the quality of the parents, as described above) seems designed to indicate 

that this particular school was a standard-bearer of quality for other schools. 

We can assume that most of the children in school did well on the national 

standardized tests. 

Katherine also references the financial wealth of the high school 

population, stating that the residents were primarily "European immigrants." Use 

of the tenn "immigrants" is an unusual lexical choice, not the most common 

description of a mostly White neighborhood. She is not necessarily trying to 

index the current wealth of the residents, but say that residents were once poor 

immigrant families. 

Katherine is quick to contrast the ethnic and/or racial constraints of the 

neighborhood ("Not much Hispanic, or you know, Black") and immediately offer 

how the "European people who had been here maybe one or two generations 

still had the fever about education." This metaphor is one associated with body 

heat. Body heat is associated with fire which is itself associated with intensity 
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(Kovecses, 1986). Having "the fever" is directly connected with the previously 

discussed religious metaphors. Just as a fever may be constituted by increased 

body heat, changes in blood pressure, and disturbance in perception, so are 

certain passionate religious practices (as in the Pentecostal movement) 

associated with mock agitation, increased body heat and blood pressure, as well 

as disturbed perceptions. Having "the fever" for education allows us to again not 

only associate education with religion, but a religious conviction that is 

passionate, intense, and zealous. Here the "fever" plays a very marked moral 

role to reinforce Katherine's point about the nature of the relationship between 

the European immigrant ^mily, and education and wealth. Katherine's insertion 

about the lack of Black or Hispanic families in her high school serves to contrast 

the two groups and reinforce her commitment to the belief that she asserts 

throughout all of our interviews: the cultural values of European immigrants 

served them educationally and financially, and the cultural values of Hispanic 

immigrants did not. Her final sentence referring to the limited number of 

generations it has taken European immigrants to succeed is quite revealing. By 

contrasting the "two" groups of people (European versus Black and Hispanic), 

Katherine implies that the latter "group' has been in America for many more than 

two generations and is still not as successful as European Americans who have 

"been here maybe one or two generations." Again, the use of "maybe" 

emphasizes the limited amount of time European Americans have been in the 

country. 
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Scene 4 

• You can look into my husband's family and see an alternative path, 

which actually has I think been identified as a cultural difference 

between Western and Northern Europeans and Eastern Europeans 

and Hispanic populations. His family came up here, had six kids; of 

the six, two of them became college graduates. In the next 

generation, I would say perhaps a third of those children will become 

college graduates. The process is much, much slower. And I don't 

know if that's a cultural value or if there's so much focus on family and 

so much less focus on education. His family basically started where 

mine did but has had much less success in America financially, in the 

same three generations. 

In scene 4, Katherine employs the LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor by 

portraying two ^milies/cultures that have selected different paths. Katherine 

offers a "common-sense" version (Linde, 1987,1993) of an expert's theory. 

Ogbu (1977; Gibson & Ogbu, 1991), for example, has contrasted the 

psychological responses of several immigrant experiences. Katherine's 

explanatory system — where one type of immigrant values education and 

another type of immigrant doesn't — is obviously not the complete expert 

system. It is an explanatory system which has selected portions of the theory 

and deleted other significant portions, indicating how various cultural models 

(e.g., literacy, success, and so forth) articulate to form larger simplified 

explanatory systems. In Katherine's model of success, the joumeys of both 

families/cultures begin at the identical starting points, with identical time frames, 

but with strikingly different conclusions. 
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Katherine explains how Ricardo's family "came up here" which she then 

follows up by a brief list of their supposed lack of success. Katherine wonders 

why immigrants would come to the United States only to continue a lifestyle 

similar to what they might have had in Mexico. She offers three possible 

explanations: (a) a cultural value, (b) the focus on family led to the exclusion of 

other important matters, and (c) de-emphasis of education. Whatever the 

reason, Katherine summarizes the cultural differences that allowed her family 

financial success. 

Katherine's contrast indicates how the construction of her own identity 

can most easily be construed through a contrast with another's. 

Scene 5 

• And in family after family it was the same thing. Reading was the goal. 

They didn't worry about whether we were good in math. They didn't 

worry whether we were good in science. Because their concept, which 

to this day I really accept, was if you could read the textbooks you 

could learn whatever you needed to learn later but that reading was 

the most important thing. And it was. It worked. 

In this scene, Katherine continues the journey metaphor. In doing so, she 

reasons about the value of education. She links education with literacy, and 

offers proof that immigrants can achieve the 'promise' of the United States. Her 

use of "And in ^mily after ^mily" is designed to provide evidence for her 

argument, demonstrating that there are enough examples from her own 

neighborhood to prove her theory that reading is profoundly more important than 

anything else. The use of the metaphor "goal" suggests a victory or 
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achievement along the path that enables one to reach the destination of the 

journey. Reading, as others have stated, is the "vehicle" to "drive" one along the 

path. Katherine's privileging of "reading" over learning math or science — 

subjects that can be learned as a result of reading — makes a very subtle point. 

While "reading is the goal" may not be the endpoint of the journey (which is 

financial and professional reward), "reading" can also be thought of as 

something that is autonomous, non-tool-like; an asocial subject to be learned for 

the sake of learning, which eventually has a purpose or with a purpose that will 

someday be revealed. It is another "common sense" argument derived from an 

age-old expert argument: first you learn to read, then you read to learn. 

Katherine's argument also makes absolutely no distinction between reading and 

the ability to read school-bound textbooks. This association is in keeping with 

all that Katherine has said. Reading, as defined by schooled literacy, is the 

vehicle that drives you along the road. No matter what other attractions, 

distractions and detours may exist on that road (e.g., math and science), the 

goal of the journey must remain paramount. At the end of this scene, Katherine 

offers proof. In her statement proclaiming, "It worked," Katherine has achieved 

coherence in her entire account: Northern and Western European immigrants 

recognize the importance of reading and insist on their child's educational 

achievement. (As Katherine says in an earlier story, "There was this 

tremendous push to be an educated American. And that was considered the 

ultimate goal in your life.") 
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Scene 6 

• I found myself in college my freshman year with horrible math skills, 

just horrible. And I wanted to take, I knew I needed to take calculus at 

some point, and I knew I wasn't ready to do it. I had always been 

great in geometry and horrible in algebra and trig, so I had no good 

foundation to go through my calculus course. And I went back and I 

said well the thing to do is just take the remedial algebra again. Well I 

walked in and it was 600 kids in this huge lecture for remedial algebra, 

which you didn't even get college credit for. You just did it because 

you wanted to or you needed to. And it was basically Katherine and 

the textbook. I did great. I took finite math. I did great. These 

classes were enormous. There was no instruction. But I could read 

the textbook and I could figure it out. You know? My parents were 

right. If I could read it, I could figure it out. I had a trained mind at that 

point. 

The final scene — constructed as a narrative — is Katherine's 

continuation of the journey. If the scene were given a title, it might be "Katherine 

as the immigrant.' Linde (1993) says that 'establishing causality is one of the 

most important tasks for the teller of a life story.... [E]stablishing causality 

permits the creation of a self whose past is relevant to its present, since events 

in the selfs past can be interpreted as causing present states and events" (p. 

111). In this scene, Katherine's account provides a master template for the 

immigrant experience. Katherine links her current self with her genealogical 

heritage by portraying herself as the immigrant going away to college, alone, 

with no support ("it was basically Katherine and the textbook"; "no good 
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foundation [for] calculus"), and, like the immigrant experience that Katherine has 

portrayed of her family, she perseveres, surviving against all odds. She has 

made the journey and more than just survived. She has succeeded. How was 

that accomplished? The 'obvious' answer is to suggest that it was "reading," as 

Katherine does in scene 5. But at the end of scene 6, she invokes the sub-

metaphor from LITERACY IS A SKILL — SKILLS REQUIRE MASTERY — and applies it 

to a metaphor from LITERACY IS AN OBJECT—THE MIND IS A CONTAINER. 

Katherine states: "I had a trained mind." The use of "train" indicates control, 

and that control is over herself. When asked to elaborate, Katherine said; 

• I think if you read things regularly that are well written, that have 

strong themes, that have not a lot of slang in them, not necessarily 

popular literature but literature that maybe meets more the British 

criteria of good writing, your mind somehow accepts that as a thought 

process. Just because it's seen so much of it. And you start to think 

that way. You start to think in temris of what is the thing, what is this 

about the overall sense? How is it written? What do I think about how 

it's written, not just what the story is. It goes beyond just storyline. 

And if you do that enough over a period of years, your mind is trained 

to think and write and read critically. And you know, even in grade 

school. 

This understanding of the importance of strict rules, self-discipline, self-

reliance, discipline, and so forth helps explain why literacy and education are 

closely related. Notice Katherine's metaphorical and nonmetaphorical 

reasoning. We should avoid the use of slang and encourage the reading of 

good writing ("British criteria"). To suggest that there are texts that develop a 
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"trained mind" is the sanne reasoning that suggests one can "master" reading 

skills (LITERACY IS A SKILL). Consider from her comments how a reader (or the 

mind of the reader) must submit to authority: "Your mind somehow accepts that 

as a thought process. Just because it's seen so much of it. And you start to 

think that way." 

The metaphors of control are directly related to power. Those in control 

— of someone else or themselves — also hold the power. Power produces a 

number of things, including pleasure (Foucault, 1977). And it is here that we see 

the link between literacy and schooling, beyond the obvious ones. There is 

pleasure in control. The cultural model of literacy — in part constituted by the 

belief in control (of reading) — is thought to bring pleasure in other things such 

as success in school, and, in a simplified world, economic success. Without the 

control, the individual deviates too far from the cultural model (of others who 

share that same model) and is considered "undisciplined." The discourse of 

Katherine's cultural model "disciplines" her and keeps her "in line" (Gee 1997) 

both "externally" (socially and economically), and "internally" (regret). 

Wexler (1992) discusses how schools produce a "defensive self." That is, 

schools are organized in such a way as to produce understandings of the self as 

students. In order for this to be accomplished, schools must "attack" the self, 

creating a "defensive" self or "a self that must defend against different forms of 

institutional 'lacks' and 'attacks'" (Luttrell, 1996, p. 94). In this chapter, I have 

demonstrated that Patricia and Katherine share the moral link between literacy 

and education and deal with the "lacks" and "attacks" that Wexler refers to. Both 

Patricia and Katherine submit to the attacks differently. Patricia perceives the 

educational system as something that oppresses. Yet she submits to its 
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oppressive power by reluctantly doing whatever is in fter power so that Seth will 

learn to read in order to avoid the psychological and ennotional abuse that might 

otherwise befall him. Katherine, by contrast, also speaks of the morality link 

between literacy and education, but happily welcomes it, desiring to become part 

of the system. In a sense, Katherine's strategy is like the practice of the martial 

art of judo, which doesn't emphasize opposing the opponent's power but co-

opting it to accomplish one's goal. 

That goal is their children's successful education. These mothers think 

that "career" will lead to upward mobility. This reflects, however, a simplified 

logic that describes not only a model for schooling but a cultural model of 

success that may no longer be valid. In spite of Katherine's claims, more and 

more Americans are discovering that hard work no longer pays off the way that it 

once did. As Dudley (1994) tragically describes it, "The up escalator has come 

to a half (xxi). 

Their simplified models linking literacy with education and education to 

success must also be understood in their associations with pleasure. What 

unifies these associations is the moral desire to seek pleasure. Part of the 

pleasure that supposedly results fi'om schooling is financial, but part of the 

pleasure is also derived from the intimate association with a particular 

"Discourse community." Gee (1997), invoking Foucault (1977), argues that the 

Discourse will "discipline" those who stray too far from it. Members of the 

community's mutual discourses allow them to "enact" (Gee, 1997, p. 290) the 

type of person/citizen they wish to be and the community they wish for their 

children to feel a part of. The "pleasure" experienced by enacting their cultural 

model precludes them from much deviation. For example, were Patricia to allow 



312 

Seth to continue reading other forms of print without concern for schooled 

literacy (which is perfectly acceptable to Seth right now), she would be deviating 

from her Discourse and both would ultimately be marginalized. The 

consequences, as Patricia points out, would indeed be "devastating." It would 

involve forsaking present and future pleasure (avoiding being "crumbled," a 

strong school "career") which is currently derived from staying "in line" (Gee, 

1997, p. 290). 

This chapter has necessarily involved an implicit discussion of the 'grand' 

metaphor of the journey. In the following chapter, the journey metaphor will be 

elaborated upon in both the context of schooling and in the context of life 

choices. 
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CHAPTER 8 

MORAL JOURNEYS 

As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, any form of action — including 

schooling — can be understood metaphorically as a journey (Johnson, 1993). 

Therefore, actions that help a child develop a moral character can also be 

understood as a journey, such as helping someone understand the "path of right 

and wrong." In such scenarios, there is a SOURCE-PATH-GOAL schema which 

helps structure the temporal process. In a typical hypothetical scenario, the 

child begins at some starting place (such as the family) and moves along the 

metaphorical path on a moral journey, stopping at a series of intermediate 

events which may include problems, obstacles, choices, and so forth, but 

eventually leading to a final destination where the goal or endpoint is the 

creation of a moral being and thus a happy being. 

Any number of moral journeys exist, including those that involve literacy. 

The proposition that LITERACY IS MORALITY suggests one of those journeys 

includes the literacy journey — the acquisition and ongoing use of reading to 

accomplish some purpose. But as I have emphasized, a moral literacy is a 

literacy that parents associate with particular texts within particular domains. 

Therefore, a journey where a moral being is the goal may not lead to that goal if 

a specific literacy path is not taken. 

Virginia and Michael 

Virginia is a 34-year-old stay-at-home mother of four children, ages 9,8, 

6, and 3. Her husband, Michael, is a self-employed plumber and Virginia 

schedules appointments and works as his bookkeeper. She was a middle 
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daughter with an older brother and sister and one younger sister. Her father 

died in an automobile accident when she was 2 years old, and her family 

migrated to several cities in Nevada before finally settling in Las Vegas, where 

Virginia grew up. Her mother was a hair stylist with two shops, and she 

describes her mother's family as "lower middle-class" but "we definitely didn't go 

without." Virginia describes her mother, brother and sisters as "avid readers." 

"My mother always read to us ... We were always reading.... We all like the 

same authors and trade books." Virginia and Michael are devoutly religious. At 

14 years old, Virginia was "down there at the altar asking Jesus to be my savior 

and ever since, I've been at Grace [Church] for 20 years now." She has both 

attended and taught Bible study classes in her church for many years. 

Michael grew up in what he describes as the "suburbs" of Tucson, with 

two parents and one younger brother. His mother stayed home and his father 

worked at Tucson Electric Power in "upper management." Both his parents were 

college educated although only his father graduated with a Bachelor's degree. 

He describes his parents as having "always read," and a house filled with "lots of 

magazines." He recalls summer vacations where his mother "always had a stack 

of books." The Bible was prominent in their "very religious" family. Michael 

suffered early reading difficulties. He did not discover until his senior year in 

college that he has dyslexia. Michael states that he has "so much going, I don't 

read very much." What he claims to read regularly are the "code books for 

plumbing" and Outdoor Life magazine, a magazine his ^mily received when he 

was a child. He contrasts his reading habits with Virginia's, who "can read a 

500- page book in a half a day." 
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These issues that I have described — the Bible, the contrast between 

Virginia's current status as an avid reader of a diverse variety of books and her 

husband's more "functional" reading habits, and the metaphor joumey — are the 

subjects of the following excerpt of one interview with Virginia. (The letters A, 8, 

and C following Virginia's name are referential markings for the discussion to 

follow.) 

Virginia A: Because if you learn it young and learn the excitement and 

the joy of reading young, it really does, you know, the Bible 

says in Proverbs, train up a child in the way he should go 

and when he's old he won't depart from it. You learn it when 

you're young, and when you grow up it still is a part of you 

and it's an important part of you. In my husband's family, 

reading wasn't an important thing but watching Channel 6 

(the local Public Television station) was a big deal. And he 

still does that. You learn things when you're young and you 

hold onto it. 'Cause it was an important part of your 

childhood and things that were important, so if you learn it 

young you hold onto it. You know, and they're finding that 

with anything. Smoking, they target the young and you start 

it young and you keep doing it. You know, it really is 

something that you learn to value. So if you don't learn it 

young, it really isn't something that you hold onto. 

SB: But it sounds to me like you want your kids to value it in a 

certain kind of way. 

Virginia: I do want them to value it as a priority. 
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SB: More than? 

Virginia B: Yes, as something that's important. I do. You know, and my 

husband wants them to value it to. Because he didn't and 

he sees where the lack of that has taken him, it's a priority 

for him too. And I've said that, that he will read, in all the 

discomfort that it is for him, he still reads to them and makes 

that a priority and sits and listens to them read, so it is, he 

has seen what the lack of the reading has done for him. So 

I do want that to be a priority for my kids. 

SB: But if, tell me if I'm wrong. 

Virginia: OK. 

SB: It's not enough that your kids can read. 

Virginia: Know how to read. 

SB: Know how to read. 

Virginia: That's true. 

SB: That's not enough that they can say, fill out a job application. 

Virginia: Right. 

SB: Or read a street sign or 

Virginia 0: To have the technical ability to read, that is true, it is not 

enough. I want them to enjoy it and to find the pleasure and 

the excitement in reading. Because it is very exciting and it 

is enjoyable, it's not just, you know, I would rather pick up a 

good book and use my imagination than turn on the TV and 

hear all about somebody else's thing. It really does, it 

stretches your mind and your imagination and your creativity 
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and that's more important to me than a lot of other things 

they could be doing. 

Virginia makes two points in A. She first emphasizes "the excitement and 

the joy of reading." But the larger point of this account is to demonstrate that 

teaching children moral behavior while they are young is the means of engaging 

them in particular lifelong behaviors. In fact Virginia quotes from the Bible (and 

specifically the Book of Proverbs, the book that, by its title alone, is one of the 

most moral) to make this point, but supplements it by several examples of why 

this is true. Her coda — "So if you don't learn it young, it really isn't something 

that you hold onto" — restates her major point but in the negative, which makes 

for an effective contrast to the introduction. In other words, if you teach children 

morality when they're young, that morality will remain; if you don't do it while 

they're young, the morality will not remain. 

Virginia goes on to emphasize that she values reading "as a priority." 

What is significant in B is Virginia's evaluation of her husband. While she 

emphasizes that her husband —who grew up in a different kind of literate 

environment than Virginia — also wants their children to value reading, she lays 

out the two very important ideologies revealed in her metaphors; 

• Because he didn't (value reading) and he sees where the lack of that 

has taken him. 

Although Virginia talks about a single path, there are actually two paths: 

one that is a pemnissible and one that is not. Both Virginia and Michael have 

moved, and continue to move, within the confines of their respected paths. The 

pemnissible path is the one that Virginia has taken. It is the sanctioned path, the 

moral path. It is a moral path because she has found "excitement and joy" — in 
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other words, pleasure. Because Michael's reading priority is different, he has 

moved off of the sanctioned path and taken an immoral one instead. It is 

immoral in the sense that he is not thought to derive happiness or pleasure from 

it. For Michael, reading is functional. Literacy serves his immediate work needs. 

And as Virginia says in C, "To have the technical ability to read ... it is not 

enough." In other words, as with Marilyn eariier, happiness is not derived from 

"functional" reading, which is the literacy equivalency of the poverty line; this 

inferior kind of reading marks "the amount of reading ability necessary in order 

to survive in the modem worid" (Stierer & Bloome, 1994, p. 48). Virginia's use of 

the metaphor of expansion ("it stretches the mind and the imagination") moves 

reading away from poverty by emphasizing the moral importance of pleasure 

reading. Therefore, technical reading is not a moral act. 

Michael's deviation from the nonn becomes a threat to the morality of 

their children. If Michael does not attempt to walk on the path of moral literacy 

righteousness, his children may also feel quite comfortable walking in his path. 

To prevent his children from 'going astray,' Michael (in an unintentional parallel 

to stereotypical fundamentalist Christian forgiveness) recognizes the error of his 

ways. This does not come easily for Michael, and Virginia has a hand in Michael 

at least venturing onto the moral path ("I've said that, that he will read, in all the 

discomfort that it is for him"). Consequently, Michael feels successful in keeping 

his children on the moral path by reading to them or listening to them read (non 

technical books). 

Virginia began this part of our interview with a quote from the Book of 

Proverbs which itself reflects one of our most important metaphors: life is a 

joumey. In essence, Virginia's theme is that since life is a journey, then the path 
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her children choose affects their entire lives. Consequently, it is her and her 

husband's job to help them stay on the correct path, the moral path. 

I return to Katherine, whose adherence to a moral journey appears not 

altogether different. Katherine also strives to keep her child on the moral path 

and begins by contrasting two alternate journeys, that of her husband, Ricardo's 

family, immigrants from Mexico, and Katherine's own European immigrant family. 

Katherine's theme here is identical to the earlier "scene 4": 

• Ours is, so it's the classic American story. The first generation came 

to Ellis Island and struggled, the second generation somehow makes 

themselves Americans, via public education, and the third generation 

enters the white-collar professional ranks. You know, if you ever read 

the Captains and the Kings or anything like that, by Taylor Caldwell, 

that's exactly the path. 

Katherine's excerpts continue with a description of her husband's family's 

path, which can be read in chapter 7 (marked as "scene 4"). Like Virginia, 

Katherine metaphorically describes two paths, each allegedly freely chosen, 

each governed by moral action, each either accepting or rejecting the morals of 

the society, and each leading to distinct destinations (outcomes). In the 

account, Katherine explicates the relationship of literacy with the two 

paths/journeys that people living in this country may select. The first part, one 

that reflects Katherine's description of her own family's journey, is a 

"presentation of the self (Linde, 1993, p. 81). She is claiming, by association 

with her ^mily history, to being a good person, a moral person. The path that 

she has chosen has brought happiness ("love of education and literacy"). The 

happiness is completely intemally motivated and for the sake of the experience 
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itself ("in and of itself). Its purpose is to take care of one's basic needs, which 

in itself is a moral virtue since, as the adage goes, we can only take care of 

others if we take care of ourselves. But caring for ourselves must ultimately 

involve caring for others; othenwise, we are selfish. Therefore, this same path 

also leads to the moral value of caring for others. Katherine's describes 

altruism, or "a way of helping the ^mily." This path describes the highest 

morality in an individual: people who are empathetic, nurturing, and 

compassionate. How is this path guaranteed? By stating directly that "literacy 

is a cultural value," Katherine knows what the supposed norms are and agrees 

with them. From her perspective, people are responsible for their own actions 

and direction on that journey to assimilate those cultural values, but the correct 

direction can be ^cilitated (actually guaranteed) via a "literacy vaccine." 

Katherine's description of her husband's family portrays the other 

path/journey, the potential disastrous affect of this particular choice. She begins 

by outlining the path and consequence of that path; "Or you can begin to spend 

a lot of time on other values that ultimately take away from the ability to be an 

educated person." Katherine then offers an explanation of the life (values) that 

justifies her proposition that this path is not ideal. What is noticeably lacking in 

the description of her husband's family is the "literacy vaccine." I interpret this to 

mean that, after some point in time, the vaccine will have very little effect. Like 

all immunizations, the literacy vaccinations must occur eariy in life and will not 

have an affect after the illness occurs. In other words, Katherine very subtly 

constructs Ricardo's ^mily — the family did not focus on literacy and education 

— as diseased. By pathologizing his family, the moral/immoral dichotomy 

becomes blatant. 
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It is important that Katherine immunize her daughter so that she is not 

contaminated (my words) by the disease. Again, this is identical to Virginia's 

dilemma. I asked Katherine to tell me what the vaccination was in her family: 

• The love of reading. The love, the love, the love of reading. 

Absolutely. The idea that if you have a question we can find the 

answer. We have books to find the answer. We have a public library 

across the park to find the answer. Mommy is perfectly willing to get 

on the computer and look for the answer, and we'll find an answer, 

we'll find a good one, not just some fairy tale answer. We'll find an 

answer that is believable and that you can understand. 

Katherine's repetition of the word "love" signifies an obvious desire on her 

part to emphasize the importance of point, along with her highlight the word 

"absolutely." We might restate my question by substituting an actual illness: 

"How do you prevent measles?" "The importance of vaccinating your child. The 

importance of vaccinating your child. Absolutely." Reading to her child is 

Katherine's vaccination against immorality. 

The word love is significant here. It is not simply reading that is the 

vaccination; it is the "love" of reading. This is a powerful verb of affect that 

involves pleasure. We don't think of reading everything as bringing pleasure. 

As Marilyn said earlier, reading the Safeway sign may be important, but it 

doesn't bring joy or delight (even though we might be delighted that our child is 

able to recognize the Safeway sign). In the journey of life, this kind of print 

seems to serve a purpose that we do not associate with happiness. 

Consequently, we do not typically associate it with morality. It is the "love" of 

books which is the vaccination Katherine is using to keep her daughter on the 
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moral path and thus a moral joumey through life. Simply vaccinating her with 

some kind of "reading immunization" may not be enough to prevent her firom 

straying onto the road of immorality. 

I have emphasized in this chapter how life choices that involve reading 

and reading/schooling are evaluated by the parents in such a way as to 

establish the quality of one's character as either good or bad, as determined by 

which "path" one has taken. Since the course and direction of the joumey is not 

considered a mystery — the direction of the path, the obstacles that may appear 

along the way, and the goal that exists at the end — the choice of the correct 

path is all the more morally imbued. With such obvious paths that can only lead 

to positive character traits available, deliberately choosing the wrong path is 

considered inexcusable. The person who would consciously make such an 

incorrect choice is imbued with negative character traits. 

To assume negative character traits because of the incorrect choice of 

path is but one way in which character, as related to literacy, is established, in 

the next chapter I will demonstrate how one's 'literate character" is also 

determined not only by the type of texts read, but by the standard of English that 

is spoken. 
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CHAPTER 9 

ORAL AND WRITTEN LANGUAGE 

Linguists, psychologists, anthropologists, and educators have long been 

interested in the relationship between oral and written language. Linguists, 

depending on their perspective, focus on language acquisition or more 

pragmatic sociolinguistic applications; anthropologists are interested in the 

implications of writing on cultural evolution; psychologists have traditionally 

focused on the neuropsychology of reading and writing; educators have 

generally emphasized the relationship of language to classroom instruction. 

While these studies have largely been done within the confines of separate 

academic domains, there are incremental moves toward crossing party lines, 

particularly for the purpose of schooling. 

Oral and written language need to be understood in relation to each other 

for they are interdependent systems. That academics have come to recognize 

this seemingly obvious phenomenon is a result of a lengthy process that can be 

traced historically through changing understandings, from the "differences" 

(Portnoy, 1973) between written and oral language, to the idea of a "continuum" 

of written and oral language (Chafe, 1982; Tannen, 1982), and finally to the 

"configuration" between written and oral language (Besnier, 1995). This 

evolution occurred more or less chronologically, although it will become evident 

that a great deal of historical ^st forwarding, overlap and rewinding took place 

and continues to happen. 

Underlying most of the traditions of looking at language is the belief in the 

"priority of spoken language" (Stubbs, 1980, p. 25). Even today, the idea that 

spoken language is primary and written language is a "mere" secondary 
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representation is echoed in various fomris to draw a distinction of varying 

degrees between the two (see Gee, 1991; Liebemian & Liebemian, 1990). 

Stubbs provides a list of reasons that linguists have put forth in arguing the 

primacy of spoken language over written; It came first in the history of the human 

race; spoken language comes first for individuals (except the deaf); speech is 

biologically based; spoken language is highly resistant to conscious control; 

spoken language comes first for individual societies; literacy as a widespread 

phenomenon is a very recent historical event; we speak much more than we 

read or write. 

My point is not to address each of these issues, but to foreground the 

everyday common-sense belief ~ that is "the socially sanctioned grounds of 

inference and action that people use in their everyday affairs and which they 

assume that other members of the group use in the same way" (Garfinkel, 1959, 

p. 59) — that parents put forth when talking about oral language in relationship 

to written language. These common-sense ideologies, while not always clearly 

articulated, are deeply felt and expressed powerfully in their own "linguistic 

theories" of spoken and written language that involve issues of morality 

"disguised as an issue of universal fiactuality" (Linde, 1993, p. 195). 

Gwen 

Gwen is a single mother in her late forties. She is the intake director of a 

well-known and respected alcohol and drug rehabilitation clinic. As a manager, 

she works long hours during the week and occasionally on weekends. 

Interviewing Gwen was difficult. Owen's personal and professional life is 

understandably very hectic. Interviews at her home were frequently interrupted 
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by her son, who demanded attention. Her employees frequently telephoned 

from work asking for her assistance. Thus our initial interviews were filled with 

starts and stops until I managed to arrange an inten/iew at her office, a 

considerable distance from Tucson proper. However, these interviews proved to 

be equally distracting, with lots of interruptions. 

Gwen, while not necessarily a quiet or soft-spoken individual, was not 

particularly forthcoming during interviews. She offered relatively few lengthy 

explanations or accounts, and the short ones were filled with a self-conscious 

desire to answer what she thought would be 'correctly.' Paradoxically, Gwen 

seemed to make the greatest effort to appear unceremonious and casual about 

her son's literacy development. She frequently responded to my questions by 

stating, "I just never thought about it... I don't know anything about that I 

only graduated high school... This may not be the proper thought." 

At face value, Gwen's seemingly nonchalant responses to many of my 

questions could evidence the matter-of-course nature of a cultural model. But 

many of Gwen's actions regarding Larry's literacy education appeared either well 

thought out, or the unreflective consequence of coming from a financially 

comfortable family where matters pertaining to education were simply done in a 

particular way. For example, Gwen was a product of private schools. She never 

seriously considered putting Larry in their neighborhood public school, which 

itself draws on middle-class and upper middle-class families. Instead, Lany 

attended a well-known parochial kindergarten, the same school that Gwen's 

nieces had attended. Several weeks after school began, Gwen expressed 

concern about the quality of Larry's teacher and asked if I would visit the 

classroom and offer an opinion. "I don't know anything about teaching and 
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kindergarten," she told me. I agreed to go and observe. Gwen did not need my 

'professional' expertise to recognize the lack of quality and professionalism of 

Larry's teacher. After talking with me about options, instead of sending Larry to 

her neighborhood school as I had suggested, she immediately enrolled him in 

another prestigious private school, which Larry continues to attend today. 

In this portion of the interview, Gwen is responding to my question about 

what she thinks it means to be literate: 

SB; So what does literacy mean to you? 

Gwen: Literacy means. You've asked me that before. 

SB: Tell me again. Or illiteracy, either one. You can do either 

Gwen: 

one of them. 

Hm. Illiteracy is probably easier. 

SB: OK. 

For me for some reason. Gwen: 

SB: OK. 

I think probably, and this may not be the proper thought, but 

when it comes to my mind it's about not being able to read 

and comprehend language. 

OK. You're talking about written language? 

Mostly, yeah. That's what mostly comes to mind for me. Not 

spoken as much. 

So can a person be, from your perspective, and I'm not 

looking for a proper... 

Yeah, I hear you. 

Gwen: 

SB: 

Gwen: 

SB: 

Gwen: 
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SB; But can a person be illiterate and, maybe I should ask you to 

sort of expand on this notion of being able to comprehend 

language. 

Gwen; Well somehow for me, when I think about illiteracy, I guess I 

would think about, lots of times I think about kids in Third-

world countries and stuff who never get to go to school and 

who, you know, are barely getting enough food much less 

learning how to read and write. And that's kind of my idea of 

literacy. And that's it. 

SB: OK. That they go to school, they've got enough food and 

they read and write. 

Gwen: Oh no, they don't. 

SB: OK. Illiteracy you combine with not going to school 

Gwen: Not being able to read and write. 

SB: And not getting enough food. Poverty. 

Gwen: Sometimes. Yeah, probably I do combine it a lot that way. 

SB: So that a literate person probably has all those things do 

you think? That they go to school. 

Gwen: I don't know about the money part because I know people 

that are not illiterate but are, John Rivers on the U of A 

basketball team can barely form a sentence in an interview 

and so, you know, he's been going to school all this time. 

But he certainly can barely read and write. 

SB: Now you say he can barely fomi a sentence as he speaks. 
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Gwen; As he speaks you can tell that his command of words and 

how you put them together to express ideas is pretty limited. 

SB: OK. And are you assuming he can't read and write very well 

or do you know that? 

Gwen: No, I don't know that. 

SB: You're just assuming because of his oral language that he 

probably can't read and write very well. 

Gwen: Right. Which I know may not be correct but — 

SB: That's fine. That's interesting. So you think about literacy in 

terms of oral language, not just written language. 

Gwen: Oh yeah, I guess I do. I was thinking. No, I was thinking. 

That's interesting. I hadn't thought about it that much. I was 

thinking that I was mostly thinking about reading and writing 

but actually sometimes maybe I do think 

Gwen acknowledges her difficulty talking about "literacy" as a subject. 

Instead, she prefers to construct a rather elaborate discourse surrounding 

illiteracy, associating it disparagingly with oral language usage, third-world 

countries lack of education, and poverty. Gwen's relative inability to construct 

as elaborate a discourse regarding literacy is typical of most parents 

interviewed, as I indicated in my methodology section. It is as if I had said, "Talk 

to me about breathing." Given a moment's consideration, all probably could. 

However, it would be much easier to talk about the inability to breathe. Similariy, 

talk about illiteracy comes much more easily. Literacy is unmarked; illiteracy is 

clearly marked because of its greater noticeability and discoursability as a social 

and linguistic fact and expression. Each of Gwen's marked associations with 
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illiteracy In this particular excerpt is worthy of examination. But as shall be 

seen, all of those associations link illiteracy with social class. 

Gwen begins by explaining that illiteracy is "not being able to read and 

comprehend language." Instead of asking her to clarify that point, I suggest (too 

hastily), "You're talking about written language?" which Gwen confirms, denying 

that this has anything to do with one's ability to produce and understand spoken 

language. I ask her to clarify what "comprehending language" means, but she 

(in what I interpret as her attempt to control the interview) ignores my question 

and instead makes her own point. Gwen equates illiteracy with Third-world 

countries, lack of schooling, and hunger. Issues of literacy and illiteracy are 

constituted as class issues and in particular, something that "they" have or don't 

have. 

When I try to clarify the economic issue, she begins to make two points. 

First, she states that "people that are not illiterate" but then stops midsentence. 

Presumably, Gwen was going to say that there are people who are literate but 

who are also poor. But instead of finishing, she now feels prepared to explain 

both what it means to "comprehend language" as well as my more current 

question regarding school by providing a less stereotypical example than third-

world countries. 

John Rivers is a well-known local university basketball player who "can 

barely fonn a sentence in an interview" and "can barely read and write." Earlier, 

Gwen denied that she equated 'standard' oral language proficiency with literacy. 

However, Gwen now recalls and uses what is for her a prototypical example of 

an individual who demonstrates the correlation between the two. Later in the 
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interview, Gwen acknowledges this, but offers the caveat that she understands 

her reasoning "may not be correct." 

Gwen's example of the well-known basketball player illustrates how the 

omission of information based on perceived mutual understanding reveals 

important infomiation. Gwen is a sports fan and carefully attends to the reported 

lives of sports figures, including local sports figures. The basketball player she 

mentions is African American. During an informal conversation with me, Gwen 

explained that Rivers, among other things, was not a scholastically strong 

student. He also, Gwen told me, impregnated his girlfriend (a problem, she 

says, the local paper reported about many of the university's basketball players). 

This is all infomnation that Gwen brings to her understanding of this man's 

character. When asked If he was on a scholarship at the university, Gwen 

answered, "Oh yeah" without even a pause. When asked if she knew his 

family's financial status, Gwen didn't know nor did she speculate. During one 

casual and unrecorded response to my question about Rivers' personal and 

academic life (in order to ascertain what precisely Gwen knew about him), she 

suggested that I look on the Internet since "there would be a lot of information 

about him there," suggesting as if this was a celebrated case. 

Gwen's assumption that "he can barely read and write" based upon his 

"command of [spoken] words" is the conflux of several models. First, there is 

Gwen's preoccupation with what Silverstein (1987) refers to as the "culture of 

standardization," an assertion revealing her "aggressively hegemonic" 

(Silverstein, 1987, p. 3) allegiance to an idealized speech community that 

emphasizes clarity, logic and unity. Second, like many middle-class speakers of 

English, Gwen's belief about the relationship between reading and writing can 
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be summarized in the statement, "If he can't put two words together" orally, "then 

he cannot write a decent sentence." (A point to return to later.) Third, Gwen's 

assertions are hardly independent of White, middle-class stereotypes of the 

moral behaviors, attitudes, and assumed privileges allotted to college-age 

basketball players, particularly basketball players who are African American. 

Returning to her direct assertion, that of the ability to "barely fomn a 

sentence" and "barely read and write," there are two important facts to consider. 

Qwen does not consider the genre in which she has observed Rivers speaking. 

Television interviews are not necessarily the most conducive situation for 

perceiving someone's ability to "form an English sentence." More important, 

Gwen's comment reveals a prevailing common-sense understanding regarding 

the relationship between written and oral language. While many linguists claim 

the primacy of oral language, written language paradoxically has come to stand 

for 'standard' spoken English. Although all would agree that no one's oral 

language sounds precisely like written language, the more closely that one's oral 

language resembles particular written text genres (before it sounds contrived), 

the more "literate" the individual is considered. For a literate person like Gwen, 

living in a literate community, language is written language, the norm. Oral 

language is considered to be a distorted version of written language, even 

though oral language existed prior to the written kind. 

The privileging of written texts, particularly prestigious written texts, as an 

index of the quality of one's oral language competence is a recognized 

hegemony designed to "fix" (Collins, 1989) the normative linguistic practices of a 

community, thus establishing a national identity. Nowhere is this fixing more 

evident than in cases of lower social-class dialect, where teachers assume a 
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prescriptive role during reading instruction and children's oral reading 

pronunciation is corrected to conform with so-called standard English (see 

Piestrup, 1973; Collins, 1996a). The construction of an "us/them" dichotomy is 

exemplified in Gwen's citation of a basketball player who seems to qualify for the 

category "them" as directly indexed by Rivers' oral/literate capacities, and 

indirectly indexed by his race, mobility (into a university setting), and academic 

achievement (or underachievement). 

The next excerpt from our interview occurred almost immediately following 

the previous one: 

SB; How do you think one gets to the point then of being able to 

express their ideas? 

Gwen; I think a lot of it comes from the home setting and stuff. I 

mean Larry could express his ideas even before he went to 

school. And have interesting ways of reacting to things and 

stuff cause they were around people that modeled that for 

them. 

SB; Does the ability to express oneself do you think relate at all 

to literacy specifically than relate to print more specifically, 

than simply — 

Gwen; I don't know. 

SB: OK. I'm only asking that question because — 

Gwen: I don't know. Because there are probably people, there are 

probably like Native American people who maybe could 

express themselves very well especially in their native 
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language, but may not be able to read and write, so I'm not 

sure that I know the answer to that. 

SB: How do you think someone becomes literate? 

Gwen: Experientially comes to mind for me. 

SB: For example? 

Gwen: Experiencing, having life experiences, having lots of people 

talk to them, like it seems to me like if you put a child in a 

bad home where they mostly just sit in a room or something 

and nobody inspires them or really talks to them a lot, 

shares ideas with them. 

In this section, Gwen establishes the commonly held contemporary theory 

that living in a particular kind of household results in more than simply 

socialization. It also has particular cognitive consequences. 'Good homes' have 

parents who model ideal expressive and receptive language strategies, parallel 

talk, rich narrations of the child's action, self-talk, and expansion of the child's 

talk. This talk is very often accompanied by orchestrated 'enriching' 

experiences, in home, playgroups, or other field trips. 'Bad homes' have parents 

who offer just the opposite — uninspiring, dreary, and humdrum environments, 

with little communication (or less rich stimulation) and positive interaction. 

Gwen is quick to indicate that "there are probably like Native American people 

who maybe could express themselves very well, especially in their native 

language but may not be able to read and write." Still, she generally conflates a 

particular brand of language and cultural socialization. Consider the example 

below: 
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Gwen: But I just think about all the people that express themselves 

so wonderfully and I was thinking about this morning, Larry 

said something that I felt was really a neat way to express 

himself. 

SB: Do you remember what? 

Gwen: But at the same time, I do incorporate the reading and 

writing into literacy. 

SB: No, I understand that. 

Gwen; Yeah. 

SB: What did Larry say this morning? 

Gwen: He said, I asked him if when I went away in June, after he 

left Grandma's when 1 had to go away, I have to go away for 

one day to Dallas, and I said when I go away in June, would 

you rather stay at Seashell's (Gwen and Larry's nickname 

for Larry's babysitter) than at Doug's (Larry's uncle). And he 

said, "Yes, because I have too many memories at Doug's." 

And I said, "What does that mean?" And he said that their 

little dog reminds him of Sophie (Gwen and Larry's pet dog). 

And I said, "Well, Seashell has dogs." And he goes, "Yeah 

but they're big." And so he thinks of Sophie and feels sad 

when he's at Doug's cause they have a little dog and he 

misses his dog. I thought that was so interesting, you know, 

and the way he said, "I have too many memories." And that 

was what he meant about when he was sad. When he was 

there when I was in New York. 
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What Gwen describes is a discourse pattern that reveals what has been 

referred to as a "literate bias' (Goelman, 1996, p. 102), a 'literate style" 

(Michaels, 1981), and an "elaborated code" (Bernstein, 1971) — a pattern in 

young children that is associated not only with their social class but with their 

subsequent development of reading (as she herself implies just prior to her 

account). Larry's literate bias is only reconstructed by Gwen's reported speech, 

but it provides some indication of his metalinguistic awareness, as revealed by 

particular usages of vocabulary, cognate verbs, cohesion, expiicitness of 

reference, and so forth (Torrance & Olson, 1984). Gwen, not surprisingly, 

privileges such speech as the unmarked norm — a denotation of status. Gwen's 

association with a particular brand of language socialization and the cognitive 

ability to read is interesting, and one that neither of us can fully explain. As she 

says below: 

SB; Do you assume that people who, I think you said that, that 

people who express themselves must be able to read and 

write? 

Gwen; Uh hm. 

SB; Read and write well. 

Gwen; Uh hm. I do make that assumption. 

Precisely why Gwen — and many middle-class parents — make this 

assumption is a matter of speculation. There are several possible reasons that I 

will briefly suggest. First, whether it is third-world countries or John Rivers, 

Gwen associates literacy with schooling (or no schooling, as is the case of third-

world countries), a point that I have already elaborated upon, but it is necessary 

to reassert here. Second, middle-class Americans have inherited the conflation 
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of oral recitation of texts perfomned in early public schools, as discussed in 

chapter 2. Oral speech and reading are considered similar. 

Third, Gwen objectifies language, as revealed in the proposition LITERACY 

IS AN OBJECT. When talking about John Rivers, Gwen's use of metaphors reveal 

the objectification. He can barely "form a sentence," "his command of words and 

how you put them together" — and demonstrate that language is thought to be a 

manufactured product. If the product is manufactured correctly, the "thing" that 

we call language acts as a commodity of exchange, as many objects from our 

culture do. In my discussion of LITERACY IS AN OBJECT, I referred prinrarily to 

written language. Because we can objectify both oral and written language (and 

because that objectification allows for commodification transfer or exchange of 

goods and services) it seems reasonable to assume that one can be exchanged 

or superimposed upon the other. Written language is visible; it has form. It is 

that feature of concreteness which allows its lamination to oral language rather 

than the other way around. (Clay, 1991, has pointed out that many young 

children who are read aloud to will occasionally speak like a book.) Middle-class 

parents typically enjoy this kind of code-switching as it indexes the 'positive' 

influence of a particular brand of literacy socialization. The indexing of the 

visible written language as a fomn of standardization serves to inscribe that the 

authority of correct spoken English is not in the ambiguous, problematic minds of 

the speakers (as Chomsky would describe "performance") but in authorized 

arti^cts that are 'out there' and that reinscribe the hegemony of a community. 

Appropriating written language (largely created by the middle class) as 

"Language" (as used by the middle class) ensures control of all people who 

would attempt to disrupt the structures that be. 
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Marilyn 

Marilyn's reasoning offers additional insight into this issue. Marilyn, like 

Gwen, is also a single mother with full time custodial care of her daughter. 

Marilyn grew up in a comfortable suburb of Chicago with her father, a CPA who 

retired at 46 (the consequence of investing wisely in the stock market) and a 

mother who was a kindergarten teacher. Marilyn, the eldest of four sisters, 

attended Catholic schools during her entire primary and secondary schooling. 

She majored in business at a university that she describes as "the most difficult 

state school for out-of-state students to get into. Only 2 percent are from out of 

state." She has held several jobs since, that all have been related to business, 

ranging from sunglass sales representative to her current position as a customer 

service supervisor for a national health insurance company. 

Marilyn moved to Tucson in 1984 to get married. Her parents have lived 

in Tucson since 1976 to avoid Midwestern winters. Marilyn and her daughter, 

Teresa, live in a rented condominium in the middle of the city, near an 

elementary school that Marilyn described as "the ickiest school you'd ever want 

to be in." Admittedly, she had never been inside the school, but felt that the 

environment would not be very comfortable for her daughter and was one that 

she would not feel "very motivated in." Additionally, Marilyn felt that her local 

school district was very large and "you don't always necessarily hear good 

things about the district." 

Using her parents' home address, Marilyn enrolled Teresa in another 

school district, where she attends a newly built, very polished school for 

kindergarten through eighth grade. In addition to Marilyn's perception that 
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children in the district perform "very well scholastically," there were two 

additional reasons to choose this school. It is located approximately ten minutes 

from Marilyn's work, making drop-off and pick-up convenient. The school also 

offers a before and after school childcare program that Marilyn was already 

familiar with. Marilyn contrasts this program to the daycare program that Teresa 

would attend had she attended their local school; 

• It wasn't necessarily an environment I wanted to keep Teresa in. I 

didn't feel that she would be as challenged or as stimulated in that 

environment on a long-term basis going into school... They play and 

they watch movies and they give them a snack and things like that, but 

they're really not expected — they're not playing games with them. 

They're not doing art projects. They're not you know doing that kind of 

thing and stuff. And I thought that as Teresa got older and moved into 

an academic environment with school that I wanted that to be 

reinforced in her before and after school program because she has to 

spend so much time there. As a single parent, I mean there are days 

when Teresa is at you know at school from, you know, most of the time 

7:30 in the morning until 4:30 and possibly 5, 5:30. So it's important 

for me to have her in an environment where she feels comfortable, 

she's doing things that she's enjoying. 

The year that I observed Teresa in kindergarten proved to be a mixed 

year in terms of Teresa's "success." The school's curriculum is a particularly 

rigorous one for all children, including kindergartners. From the first parent 

orientation meeting, the kindergarten teachers expressed the idea that, while 
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they would "take children where they are" academically, some children may "not 

be ready" for kindergarten. 

While it is not the point of this dissertation to document some of the 

difficulties Teresa faced as a kindergarten child in a demanding environment, 

suffice to say that there were many times that all felt frustrated: the teacher, 

Teresa, Marilyn, and quite frankly, me. It was suggested to Marilyn (via a 

comment on Teresa's final report card) that Teresa might have Attention Deficit 

Disorder and should be evaluated by her pediatrician. I intervened at this point, 

suggesting to Marilyn that the school's environment might not be in Teresa's 

best interest. In another school, I suggested, Teresa's behavior would not be 

considered unusual. Another school might structure the classroom in such a 

way as to accommodate the more 'natural' inclinations of 5- and 6-year-old 

children. 

Marilyn kept Teresa in the school and her experience at the beginning of 

first grade proved similar to kindergarten. Marilyn and school officials decided 

Teresa should move into another first grade classroom (one that was created to 

reduce class size), with another teacher. As of this writing, Teresa has been in 

the classroom for three weeks and appears to be feel more comfortable and 

successful. 

In the following conversation, Marilyn begins by describing her close 

association with reading and books, or using Marilyn's word, "stuck"; 

• Teresa's been able to pick out a Walgreen's store anywhere in town, 

because that's where we shop and she's ^miliar with it and she 

recognizes, but I'm not sure that that's a reader so much as you 

recognize a red sign. 



This leads to Marilyn's reflecting on why she enjoys literature so much. 

My focus, however, will emphasize her association with written and oral 

language; 

• I think because I make the distinction between reading for pleasure 

and reading for utilitarian purposes, like what you have to do everyday 

to get through the day, whether it's reading a label or reading a sign or 

reading a memo that somebody has written you, reading a phone 

book. Those are kinds of things that you have to do, you need to be 

able to do to function. They don't necessarily have to give you a 

pleasure. They don't necessarily have to be that engaging of your 

imagination or your thought processes. It's just something you're able 

to do. I think when I think about reading, I think about the reading that 

I do for personal pleasure and enjoyment and gratification, and those 

are things that engage my mind and help me to grow both as a person 

and intellectually by being challenged by new vocabulary words, 

things of that nature, that I wouldn't normally come across in everyday 

language. 

Marilyn's comments reflect several metaphors already discussed. There 

are two paths (LITERACY IS A JOURNEY) that lead Marilyn tov*«rd the goal of 

pleasure (LITERACY IS HAPPINESS). Her war metaphor ("challenge") describes 

one aspect of her journey. Like Gwen, Marilyn objectifies these challenges as 

vocabulary (LITERACY IS AN OBJECT) that she will "come across" along the path. 

One path doesn't provide the necessary challenges that make the journey 

satisfying ("everyday language"). The other path, which does make for a 

satisfying journey, presents obstacles that are challenging but that Marilyn 
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perceives tliat she can overcome. Marilyn takes this path, which "engages my 

mind and help me to grow" and brings her to the goal of pleasure, happiness, 

and moral wholeness. 

This same reasoning continues below; 

SB; And you won't find that, the same kinds of consequences in 

everyday functional kinds of 

Marilyn: Certainly not with the people I work with. Since they don't 

even know what the word ergo means, so no. I'm not going 

to get the same kind of vocabulary with them as I am ... I 

was so disappointed the other day. I heard that Lawrence 

Sanders died, who's an author that has written so many 

books that I've enjoyed, and in fact I just read his most 

recent book in paperback, and I was just crushed that I'm not 

going to have these vocabulary lessons any longer. That 

was the other night, sitting there with my dictionary looking 

up words. And they're not words that I would ever use in 

everyday life because nobody would ever know what I was 

talking about, but they're fun to know and it's nice to know 

that they exist. 

It is interesting that Marilyn chooses the term "vocabulary lessons," an 

expression that she uses with a self-conscious smile but also believes to be true. 

"Vocabulary lessons" is a phrase used by schools that refers to some kind of 

direct instruction to students for the teaching and development of vocabulary. 

Marilyn even describes her ongoing use of a dictionary, a point she has made in 

another interview ("I'm one of the few people who sleeps with a dictionary by 
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their bed, because if I come across a word that 1 don't know, I want to know what 

it is.-) 

Marilyn's account reflects two points that Street and Street (1991) refer to 

as the "pedagogization of literacy." The first involves the voluntary performance 

of a particular kind of schooled literacy at home. The subject is a school subject, 

'vocabulary lessons"; the materials include two schooled texts, a "challenging" 

book and a dictionary to learn new vocabulary. While there is no doubt that 

Marilyn enjoys reading immensely, her description of the vocabulary lesson 

appears separate from that actual reading, turning the event into personal 

pedagogy where she treats language "as a thing" (Street & Street, 1991, p. 150). 

Street and Street argue that schools privilege written language, giving it 

greater status than oral language. "Once the language is on the board, on the 

worksheet, in the book and so on, it becomes a separate problem for the teacher 

and children to work on together" (Street & Street, 1991, p. 152). Once written 

language is objectified, the process of learning can be objectified as well. Both 

of these points are made by Marilyn. As described above, the path Marilyn finds 

stimulating is that of written language. Written language sets the standard, and 

oral language is a faulty facsimile. (In another interview, Marilyn made a similar 

statement: "One of the reasons for instance I really like Lawrence Sanders' 

books, because he always uses words that are unusual, that you don't find just 

in common everyday speech, and I enjoy that challenge.") 

As with Gwen, the closer one's vocabulary approximates written 

language, the higher status it (and the person) is afforded. Notice Marilyn's 

disdainful comment regarding her co-workers. In response to my question about 

her inability to find challenging vocabulary among everyday talk. Marilyn says 
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with a sarcastic laugh, "Certainly not with the people I work with." One's 

character is instantiated by one's vocabulary which cannot in general be 

acquired through everyday talk but instead by reading particular texts that offer 

"vocabulary lessons." Those vocabulary lessons result in part from the 

objectlfication of language. Just as once the language on the board or on the 

worksheet created a separate problem for the teacher and children to work on 

together, so does Marilyn's book and her dictionary. 

Marilyn's particular example of objectification at home is different from the 

examples provided by Street and Street. Theirs were examples of the numerous 

ways in which middle-class homes structure learning for their children in ways 

that replicate and legitimize the school, such as book reports and other school 

projects. Marilyn does not describe a conscious desire to replicate school at 

home. Marilyn's vocabulary lesson is a natural part of her everyday reading life. 

While her use of the term "vocabulary lesson" reveals her awareness of it as a 

schooled activity, this does not mitigate the importance of the way that she 

negotiates certain reading events including the privileging of particular kinds 

texts (Lawrence Sanders over Danielle Steele, books over the Walgreen's sign), 

the privileging of written language over oral language, and the construction of 

reading as a task. Whether Marilyn's conscious fascination with vocabulary and 

deliberate use of a complex text and a dictionary as a means of being 

challenged is the result of internalization of a particular pedagogy is nothing that 

the two of us explored. It is not my intent to belittle or judge her. However, one 

cannot but be struck by her desire, the task itself, and the ideological and moral 

elements that are attached. 
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This first half of Marilyn's account explains a pattern of reading (although 

not a pattern she engaged in on each and every occasion). But the second half, 

shown below, is a justification of the practice itself. Immediately following "it's 

fun to know and it's nice to know that they exist" she makes the following 

statement: 

• And one of the things that I was reading the other day in a magazine 

made me feel very good about the language that I use with my 

daughter. Because for instance recently I was talking to Teresa about 

being a friend to other people and I was talking about how you need to 

reciprocate with other people, things that they do, feelings and things 

like that. And Teresa looked at me and said, "What does reciprocate 

mean?" And so we discussed that. And there was a blurb in a 

magazine, I'm trying to think, it was Familv Circle or something that I 

was reading the other day, that was talking about parents who have 

engaging conversations with their children where they're using words, 

like what we consider big words. We are better able to think, and you 

know they have success in other ways and stuff. And that's something 

I've always, you know, tried to do with Teresa cause I do have a nice 

vocabulary and I always felt that it was important not to deprive her of 

that but to encourage that in her as well. 

Marilyn begins the above narrative by reporting that some aspect of her 

practice has been authoritatively reported. Not surprisingly, since written 

language is privileged, the authority of the reporting rests for Marilyn in the 

printed word. (Based on the theme of the first part of this account, it is unlikely 

that Marilyn would report a conversation she had about the importance of a large 
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vocabulary.) But the article is not about authorizing Marilyn's reading practice. 

Rather, it Is an article that explains (and justifies for Marilyn) Marilyn's discourse 

style with Teresa, i.e., the sophisticated use of vocabulary. This is followed by a 

specific example of Marilyn's use of a "big word" with Teresa (reciprocate), and 

Teresa's interest in the word's meaning. This is followed by a more explicit 

explanation of the article's justification for this kind of linguistic engagement, 

specifically an individual's improved thinking and potential for success. 

Marilyn's coda is designed to justify her own vocabulary but also to justify 

her interactional style with Teresa. Included in Marilyn's coda is the metaphor 

"deprive," discussed eariier (LITERACY IS MORALITY). AS will be recalled, parents 

express the understanding that certain types of literacy experiences should be 

as much a part of daily existence as breakfast, and the use of "deprived" 

described children as being starved of the necessary food and nutrients. To not 

deprive a child — or to endow a child — is a moral act. 

Marilyn perceives her conversational engagement with Teresa to be a 

moral act. But it is more than just a conversational engagement. Marilyn 

believes that her sophisticated use of vocabulary results from her literacy 

engagements. Consequently, Marilyn considers her engagement with Teresa is 

considered to be a literate engagement. It is also a pedagogical act. Like 

reading to a child, to avoid (or "deprive") Teresa of such an engagement would 

be immoral. It would potentially rob Teresa of cognitive growth and personal or 

professional success. 

This explains the gap that divides the account, which contains two 

separate subjects that Marilyn's implicit understanding makes cohesive. 

Marilyn's desire to read challenging texts and the concomitant task of 
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"vocabulary lessons" is considered by her to be a moral act. This act makes her 

not only a better person but a better mother. Without the kind of vocabulary that 

Marilyn has acquired through the act of reading, she could not enhance her 

daughter's own life in the way that she has. However, the task itself is now 

designed not only to construct the kind of moral person that Marilyn is, but the 

kind of moral person that her daughter is, enhancing the moral certitude of the 

practice. Teresa's literacy is seen as something bound to Marilyn's, and it is the 

model that Marilyn is thought to provide which enhances Marilyn's life. The 

pedagogization of Marilyn's own literacy is generalized to the pedagogization of 

Teresa's literacy (understood here as a "literate oral language"). Marilyn's overt 

use of "big words" with Teresa is a conscious act. The magazine article 

substantiates the ideological act. As Street and Street (1991) report of their 

study of middle-class families in the context of their homes; 

Children were learning to participate in the achievement culture 
that their parents saw as essential if they were to reproduce the 
parents' life-style and avoid the horrors of poverty of which the 
nearby city provided such stark evidence. 

It is not the "nearby city" that concerns Marilyn but the desire for Teresa 

to avoid becoming like "the people I work with." It is the desire for Teresa to 

avoid children in a school district and neighborhood school that don't perform 

"very well scholastically." It is the desire for Teresa to attend a modern looking 

school in an upper-middle-class neighborhood, with children who Marilyn 

presumes are also being groomed to reproduce similar models of language, 

class, and educational values. And even when the scholastic expectations of 

such an environment are too complex, when Teresa cannot remain still for the 

length of time necessary to complete an individual task, or when a group lesson 

makes no sense to Teresa and she "wanders away," it is Teresa who must rise 
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and meet the challenge in much the same way that Marilyn overcomes the 

"challenge" of the vocabulary she meets along the road. 

Privileging Written Language 

In my analysis of Gwen's account, I examined how she subtly privileged 

written language by using it as the marker for oral language competence. This 

is hardly the only way in which our society privileges written language. Within 

the institution of schooling, oral language is generally not taken as seriously as 

written language. Even the increasingly common school exercise paradoxically 

entitled "Daily Oral Language" requires the teacher to write a sentence with 

embedded grammatical errors on the chalkboard for all students to correct, often 

in writing. This kind of exercise exemplifies what Street and Street (1991) refer 

to as "objectifying language at school," whereby the teachers in their study 

treated language as if it were something "outside" of themselves and their 

students. This type of objectification constructed language as having nonsocial, 

autonomous qualities "that imposed themselves upon its users" (p. 152). 

Within schools, once children learn to read and write, teachers mistakenly 

imagine that all learning will occur through written language. In reality, as much 

learning takes place through oral language (in and out of school) — talking and 

listening —• as through written language. Most of the time, oral and written 

language are so intertwined that any attempt to extricate one firom the other 

causes the event to be linguistically dysfunctional. Heath (1983) has pointed out 

that a literacy event can only be understood as talk that revolves "around a 

piece of writing" (p. 386). Wells (1991) argues that it is through "collaborative 
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talk about texts of varying kinds in the context of meaningful joint activity" (p. 88) 

that learning can most effectively occur. 

Chris 

The objectification of written language serves a unique function, as will be 

explained below. Chris is a 47-year-old self-employed home repaimian. Along 

with his wife, Eleanor, Chris raises their two children, 8-year-old Max and 6-year-

old Wanda. Chris grew up in a working class neighborhood in western New 

York. He attended college in upstate New York. Upon graduation, Chris was 

one of the final group of young men drafted into the army during the early 1970s. 

However, since the Vietnam War was ending, Chris was stationed in northern 

Italy where he describes having a lot of free time and traveling throughout 

Europe. 

Like all parents interviewed, most of Chris's eariiest memories of print 

involve hearing stories read aloud at home and learning to read at school. As 

he grew older, Chris recalls "staying up at nights sneaking my flashlight under 

the blankets and reading stories." But even though he recalls "just really loving 

to read," over the course of time, that interest began "fading out." Today, Chris 

reads "a little bit every day, some magazines, a newspaper, sometimes start a 

book." However, like the couple, Virginia and Michael, Chris, the husband, is 

not the canonical 'reader* that his wife, Eleanor, is. Chris is not one of the 

parents who describe trying to slot in time for regulariy scheduled recreational 

reading. Chris may read recreationally, but based on his accounts, he does so 

only sporadically. 
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This creates a paradox for Chris. He is a member of the middle class, 

married to a middle-class woman, raising (and socializing) two middle-class 

children. As Heath (1982) has pointed out, by age 2, middle-class children have 

been socialized to know that books are a natural and good part of homes. Chris 

has willingly and happily participated in this socialization. Several statements 

from Chris demonstrate this point. Hearing books reads aloud has been his 

children's primary literacy event. (This is corroborated by Eleanor's comments.) 

Yet recreational reading is not a major literacy event for Chris. For example, 

Chris says that "reading is very important in our lives" but then immediately uses 

his wife as the example: "Eleanor's a teacher. You know you can't get much 

more into reading than being a teacher." In another instance, Chris said, "It's 

just that I also love to do so many other things that don't involve just specifically 

reading for the sake of reading." Similarly, in our final interview, Chris argues 

against the claim that one type of literacy may be more important than another 

and associates it with particular domains; "Today it may be more useful to read 

this and tomorrow it may be more useful to read that." 

The analysis of the following account explains how Chris achieves 

cohesion in his sometimes contradictory relationship with recreational reading, 

which he infrequently engages in, and everyday functional reading. I will 

present his account in sections, examining each section separately; 

• I don't consider myself an avid reader. I can go for months without 

reading except you know a little of this, a little of that, take care of this, 

take care of that. 

Chris begins his account by making the very explicit point that he does 

not consider himself to be an avid reader. An "avid reader" is presumably 
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someone like his wife, who frequently reads recreationally, or at frequently 

engages in a privileged literacy. As mentioned earlier, Chris says that "reading 

is very Important to our lives." But what does that mean? Eleanor is the teacher 

and "you can't get much more into reading than that." An "avid reader," 

paraphrasing Chris' own metaphor, is someone who regularly puts time aside to 

engage in some form of personal reading. That personal reading experience, as 

he has stated earlier in this interview, allows one to go "to a different time, going 

to a different place ... it's a different consciousness ... meeting someone in a 

book and meeting someone in person is different." A privileged literacy is 

marked by its use during leisure time. 

Following Chris' announcement that he is not an avid reader, he explains 

precisely what kind of reader he is: one who can "go months without reading." 

Of course, it is impossible for Chris to go "months" without reading. What Chris 

can do is go for long periods of time without actively pursuing some form of 

recreational reading. Instead, he engages in "a little of this, a little of that, take 

care of this, take care of that." In other words, despite periodic insertions of 

leisure time reading, Chris describes most of his reading as simply meeting 

'functional' needs. He does not describe it as an "avid" experience — a term 

implying desire and enthusiasm. Reading avidly and reading functionally do not 

seem to be allowed in the same descriptive literacy space. 

It is worth repeating that Chris references Eleanor as a teacher in order to 

demonstrate that "you can't get much more into reading than that." This 

reference further reinforces the privileged association between a dominant 

literary literacy ("recreational" or "academic") and schooling, and how the 

practices of institutions such as schools can be seen as part of entire Discourse 
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that become internalized by White, middle-class individuals. This ultimately 

leads to the marginalization of any kind of less visible "vernacular literacies" 

(Barton & Hamilton, 1998) that Chris might engage in frequently and quite 

purposefully in the course of everyday life. Such a dichotomy between a 

dominant (literary) literacy and more vernacular literacies further amplifies the 

disparate identities that are constructed as a result of each 'type' of literacy 

engagement. Chris' use of the metaphorical adjective "little" symbolizes both his 

marginalization of the variety of other ways in which literacy can be "set as a 

social practice ... from events which are mediated by written texts" (Barton & 

Hamilton, 1998, p. 7) as well as his identity in relationship to these many and 

varied literacy events. They do not serve to construct (or assert) Chris' middle-

class identity. 

Even when Chris does not regularly participate in the 'correct' literacy, he 

links himself with this practice. Following his statement about not being an avid 

reading, Chris says; 

• But yet there's times where I feel in awe of the reality of being able to 

read, and that you know there's the printed thing that you know people 

can do and communicate and you can, you know, read about it. 

In this sentence, Chris asserts his amazement and wonder at the 

experience of being an "avid reader." This is not stated directly. Instead, this 

reassertion is marked by Chris' use of "But yef which attempts to dismiss the 

mundaneness of print that he presented in the prior sentence. This is more 

cleariy portrayed at the end of the sentence where he points out that "you can 

... read about it," a direct reference to book-related texts. 
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This is also the second of several occasions where Chris reflectively 

detaches himself from the experience. The first was actually made in his 

opening statement. The reason Chris begins with, "I don't consider myself an 

avid reader" instead of the more direct, "I am not an avid reader" is because the 

former allows him a degree of detachment where he can begin to stand outside 

himself looking in. This sentence sets up the second scenario where the 

detachment allows him to explicitly objectify the written text. In this particular 

case, text is reified as "this printed thing," something that is "out there" (Street & 

Street, 1991, p. 155). 

At this point in Chris' account, the objectification of print takes center 

stage. I have presented the transcript in idea units (Chafe, 1994) and italicized 

the appropriate metaphors to highlight how frequently they occur. Chris is 

responding to my request to expand on his above statement; however, there is 

no other break between sections; 

• Well, what would be the best way 

to describe it? 

There's times where I just — 

I will sit back 

and like I'm amazed 

that there's stuff like this, 

there's printed words, 

there's languages that are more than spoken. 

It's like, you know, all symbolically put down like this and 

1 can look at it, 
I can write it, 

I can read it, 

I can do it, 

I can pass it on, 

1 can hear about literally 
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you know the world and beyond 
and I mean it can all be in books or magazines or whatever 

and so that just, for whatever reason, it just, 

I'm totally fascinated and awe 
is the best word to describe that feeling. 

And like sometimes I'll sit down 

and start writing something 
and I'll just have this flash of like this is incredible, 

that I can do this and 
I can send it on you know 
and someone else can read it. 

In that sense it is like incredibly important. 
You know, beyond just utilitarian needs of reading and writing. 

It's wonderful. 
It's this incredible thing that people 

have learned to do. 

And in that way it's like 
I really want my kids to be able to do that too, 

to have that feeling. 

Chris' explanation begins by metaphorically describing the need to detach 

himself ("I will step back") in order to appreciate written language. This is the 

third instance in this particular account where he makes this kind of distancing 

statement. Beyond the fact that Chris is attempting to answer my questions 

(which undoubtedly accounts for some aspects of this distancing), his emotional 

and metaphorical detachment seems to be an important psychological 

mechanism which allows him to imbue a value of appreciation towards written 

language. It is as if Chris must first detach himself from actual engagement. 

Once detached, there is a distance between him and the text, and the text 

becomes objectified. From Chris' perspective, his event sequence of 

metalinguistic awareness appears the opposite sequence described by Olson, 
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Torrance and Hildyard (1985) who suggest that metalinguistic awareness — and 

the accompanying descriptive speech and mental act verbs — leads to 

detachment. 

Once he has conceptualized written language as an object, Chris 

constructs it as a very positive and useful commodity. It is something to 

possess, and its positive characteristics outweigh the more ethereal oral 

language. For example, Chris comments that "there's written words, there's 

languages that are more than spoken." His word choice of "more than spoken" 

is interesting considering than the comparative adjective "more" suggests written 

language is greater or better than oral language, the icing on the cake. 

Chris then utters a list of things that can be done with this valuable 

commodity; It can be put down, looked at, written, read, done, passed on, heard. 

Once again, books and magazines are specifically mentioned as canonical texts, 

and any other forms of written language are relegated to an "or whatever" status. 

As with all commodities, some are considered more valuable than others. Those 

that Chris values are the ones associated with pleasure, enjoyment, and leisure 

time. 

Bourdieu (1984) writes about elite culture, habits, and "taste" functions; 

The denial of lower, coarse, vulgar, venal, servile — in a word, 
natural — enjoyment, which constitutes the sacred sphere of 
culture, implies an afhrmation of the superiority of those who can be 
satisfied with the sublimated, refined, disinterested, gratuitous, 
distinguished pleasures forever closed to the pro^ne. This is why 
art and cultural consumption are predisposed, consciously and 
deliberatively or not, to fulfill a social function of legitimating social 
difference, (p. 7) 

Bourdieu goes on to say that these cultural forms, "through the economic 

and social conditions which they presuppose,... are bound up with the systems 
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of disposition (habitus) characteristic of different classes and class fractions." In 

other words, as Apple (1993) points out, cultural forni and content function as 

nnarkers of class. 

Chris must reconcile and justify how he — a middle-class adult married to 

an avid reader and raising children whom he has attempted to socialize to 

become avid readers — doesn't himself "read." Chris must also come to terms 

with the fact that Max is very much like Chris — less interested in reading books 

than his sister, Wanda, whose reading habits are more like her mother. As Chris 

said in another interview, "Max seems to be more of a physical, do physically 

with my body, than like sit down and read." Chris' dismissive ambiguity about 

the texts that he reads regularly ("or whatever") is hardly accidental. In fact, the 

very point of Chris' objectification of written language is to create cohesion 

between himself and the texts that he may only read every several months (such 

as recreational reading). 

For a variety of reasons — whether time, urgency, or desire — Chris does 

not regularly engage in leisure reading. Yet these texts are the ones that he 

privileges, the ones that index "taste" and "elite culture" and mark his social 

class. The process of objectification and commodification allows Chris to remain 

"totally fascinated and [in] awe of them" and thus closely connected to his social 

class. Notice Chris' comment, "beyond just utilitarian needs of reading and 

writing. It's wonderful. It's this incredible thing that people have learned to do." 

Again, he marginalizes the mundane everyday texts since they are not 

legitimate, or as Apple (1993) puts it, "official." Books act as the official markers 

of taste and consequently, a marker not for him but of him. 
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It is interesting to consider how this psychology might operate in a 

different but related realm — fascination with an Other. Consider the attraction 

person A has toward person B. Imagine B to be endowed with characteristics 

that within person A's subculture are considered attractive. A's association with 

B functions to mark A's social status as the kind of person who is attractive/ 

desirable enough to associate with B, someone who B might — given the correct 

set of circumstances — willingly associate with. In this imagined scenario, 

however, A wants B, but B is either not available, inaccessible, or perhaps does 

not even know who A is in the first place (say, a fan of a movie star). It is not 

uncommon for people like A to objectify someone like B (or the parts of B) and 

thus find B to be that much more exciting, enticing, appealing, and desirable. 

This objectification allows A to bridge the gap between desire and possession, to 

partake in a fantasy that allows A to feel part of B's world. Chris' affective 

descriptions of his feelings about particular print as "love object" "in awe," 

"fascinated," "incredible," and "wonderful" — are the consequence of 

objectification. The process of objectification allows him in a sense to ^ntasize 

about texts that are less available and engagements that he may only partake in 

occasionally, as in the example of A wanting B. But even though Chris may only 

periodically partake in leisure reading, his desire binds him to a class of people 

in much the same way that a man's objectification of a woman (and in particular 

certain parts of a woman) socially binds that man with other heterosexual men, 

even if he cannot have her. The very utterance of the desire is a binding agent. 

In light of this, it is interesting to once again consider the common 

expressions (used by all of my parents at least once during our interviews) 

involving the "love of reading" such as "loving books," wanting children to "love 
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reading," having a book that "you'll love," and so forth. I have previously 

explored love in relationship to pleasure. It is an interesting word choice, one 

that seems closely associated with romantic love and/or attraction which, of 

course, brings pleasure. There are also numerous metaphors commonly used 

for books that are related to love: the joy of reading, the relationship between a 

reader and the text/author, an attachment to this book, a beautiful book, a book 

that will knock your socks off, reading something was an intense experience. 

These are but a few of the metaphors which, while not drawn exclusively from 

my interviews, are familiar to most middle-class speakers of English. 

Related to this — referring back to the discussion on leisure — are the 

time constraints so often cited by busy middle-class parents who claim to be 

readers: "If I only had time to read" is an often expressed desire, as Eleanor 

stated earlier. Patricia, who raises Seth alone and leads a very hectic life with 

almost no room for herself, said, "If I'm enjoying my life, then I'm probably 

reading a book at least an hour a day. I mean and that's an hour solid a day." 

This doesn't occur very often for Patricia. The "stack of books" that parents in 

my study claim to bring on their vacation are books they cannot get to during the 

nomnal course of their everyday lives. It may very well be that these parents' 

admission of "loving reading" involves in part its unattainability. They want what 

they can't have. In contrast to dealing with the texts of everyday life, which are 

more than attainable (and, even like bills and other official texts, imposed), the 

very utterance of "loving reading" binds these parents to a particular collective 

identity, a nation of "readers," and problematizes the individuals who don't find a 

similar kind of "love," who can't find the "joy" of being "lost in a book." 
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Marilyn once said to me casually, "I was listening to NPR (National Public 

Radio) and heard about a book that I know you'll just love." In light of my current 

work, it was an interesting statement for me to consider. Marilyn made a number 

of tacit assumptions about me which she unreflectively assumed were true, 

assumptions about my reading interests (that they exist at all), my reading 

habits, my time, my financial status (that I could afford to buy the book), our 

relationship, and so forth. Her statement was hardly neutral. Like all discourse, 

it was ideologically imbued, hegemonic in nature, and disguised as friendly, 

personal, and caring. She heard something on the radio which made her think 

of me! Who can argue with the power of love (a book that I would "love"), or a 

perfect match? Her statement binds the two of us together, along with a larger 

community (perhaps those who listen to National Public Radio) in a collective 

identity, constructing who we are as friends (mutual interests), as people (those 

who "love reading"), as a nation (an "imagined community" [Anderson, 1983] of 

readers). 

The "love of reading" can be most easily realized by the objectification of 

written language. Once objectified, it becomes a valued commodity, something 

to be enjoyed, loved, coveted when not available, and of course, passed on. As 

Chris completes his account, these points are self-evident: 

• It's this incredible thing that people have learned to do. And in that 

way it's like I really want my kids to be able to do that too, to have that 

feeling. 
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CHAPTER 10 

LITERACY. INDEPENDENCE. AND SUCCESS 

In Parade Magazine astronomer Carl Sagan and Ann Druyan, Secretary 

of the Federation of American Scientists and director of the Children's Health 

Project, (Sagan & Druyan, 1994) begin an article entitled Literacy — the path to 

a more prosperous, less dangerous America by describing the story of Civil War 

slave Frederick Bailey who. like most slaves in the south, was illiterate. Sold 

away from his mother to a home in Baltimore ("from fieldwork to housework"), 

Bailey learned to read. Sagan and Druyan passionately describe Frederick 

Bailey's discovery of "this mystery" of reading. They write: "With his knowledge 

of reading playing a key role in his escape, Bailey fled to New England, where 

slavery was illegal and black people were free. He changed his name to 

Frederick Douglass..." (p. 4). Their article elaborates the theme the title 

suggests - illiteracy with poverty, crime, ignorance, hopelessness, low self-

esteem, self-hatred, and failure. They conclude their article by saying that 

"Frederick Douglass taught that literacy is the path from slavery to freedom. 

There are many kinds of freedom, but reading is still the path." 

To suggest the existence of a widely shared belief in the relationship 

between particular forms of literacy that is taught within schools and some kind 

of success/freedom is almost stating the too obvious. This common 

understanding did not occur in of a vacuum. As with all ideologies, it has a 

history. The relationship among literacy, schooling, and success (and ultimately 

power) — where success is indexed by the production of human capital — can 

only be bnefly alluded to in this dissertation. 
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Historically, two of the fundamental reasons for mass public education 

were to provide this country with an enlightened citizenry and an efficient work 

force. Literacy was intended to provide the learner with wisdom, critical 

reasoning, the ability to detect fraud. Spring (1990) discusses how American 

society and the educational system were transformed by the impact of 

immigration, industrialization, and urbanization. This country's shift from a 

largely agricultural nation to a nation that had to adjust to the complex patterns 

of urban living, large corporate organizations, and unionization, required the 

public schools to assume broader social and economic functions. Some of 

these functions included adding showers, school nurses and health programs 

to control the spread of disease, creating after-school and community activities, 

and attaching playgrounds to school buildings to help reduce juvenile 

delinquency (as well as reducing the family's socialization influence and 

thereby assimilating immigrants to prevent the spread of "radical" European 

ideologies). Educators also tried to change the school curriculum to "solve the 

perceived social problems caused by the loss of the values of a small-town, 

rural society" (p. 153). Included in these changes was the decision to organize 

the school system to improve human capital as a means of economic growth. In 

fact, "the development of human capital as a means of solving problems in the 

labor market became a major educational goal of the twentieth century" (p. 

153). 

Horace Mann argued for the common school to promote economic 

development. Segregated schools served as a means of bestowing inferior 

social status toward African Americans, thereby justifying economic exploitation. 

In addition, schools — particularly high schools — selected individuals for 
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certain occupations. Differential high school curriculums were a key tool for 

sorting individuals to meet particular labor market needs. Additionally, Spring 

(1990) writes, it was argued in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries that 

schooling improved the skills of individuals and make them more productive on 

the job. The "increased productivity resulting from increased education 

enhanced economic growth" (p. 189). In other words, education increased the 

economic wealth of the society. Finally, pressure was placed upon the high 

school to provide an education that would be useful in getting a job. 

With this little bit of history, we can begin to understand some current 

associations of literacy with success. D'Andrade (1984) says the cultural model 

of success has strong directive force: 

Certain things are thought to lead to success where other things are 
thought to result from success... It seems to be the case that Americans 
think that if one has ability, and if, because of competition or one's own 
strong drive, one works hard at achieving high goals, one will reach an 
outstanding level of accomplishment. And when one reaches this level 
one will be recognized as a success, which brings prestige and self-
satisfaction. (p. 95) 

The subtext of Sagan and Druyan's powerful account about the young 

Frederick Douglass supports D'Andrade's point. Who could be more 'deprived' 

than a young child born into slavery, and raised illiterate on a plantation, only to 

be taken away from his family? Through Douglass' own willpower, sheer 

desire, and a belief that life could be better, he is motivated to learn to read, 

which in turn leads him to become the successful orator and political leader of 

American history. 

The parents in my study, through many complex and interweaving 

experiences and forces, have been socialized into the Discourse of this cultural 
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model of success. They reproduce this Discourse in their children. As 

D'Andrade points out, it is an "overdetermined" system, in that there are external 

sanctions of money and employment, conformity pressures, and direct personal 

rewards. This is where the model of success coordinates with the middle-class 

understanding of schools, institutions that were designed for the middle class to 

enhance economic growth and prosperity. For the White, middle class, it is a 

model free from race, class, and economic circumstances. It is a model based 

on hard work and willpower. It is also a model based on the belief that the type 

of reading taught in school — including pedagogical methods and materials — 

represents an evolution of the written text that can be successfully generalized 

for use in most domains. As Snow, Cancini, Gonzalez, and Shrieberg (1989 in 

Classrooms and Literacy, Bloome) write: 

We believe that, at least as instantiated in good schools that provide 
competent literacy instruction, these classroom demands map well onto 
the demands of the world outside. Students who can read the textbooks, 
write the reports, and pass the tests set by... classrooms can also fill out 
job applications forms, scan want ads, understand the New York Times 
editorials, and ultimately deal with college textbooks, writing 
assignments, and lectures as well. (p. 235) 

Parents in my study believe the engagement with this kind of literacy 

outside of school indexes the successful schooled experience. In other words, 

the recognition that an individual engages in a particular kind of book reading 

indexes a certain level of successful educational attainment and thus success 

itself. As Patricia pointed out earlier, children have "school careers," just as 

adults have professional careers. 

Eleanor 
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Eleanor was born in Duluth, Minnesota, went to high school and college 

there, and received a master's degree in New York. She spent much of her 

adult life in upstate New York. Eleanor has one older sister, a younger sister 

and a younger brother. Her earliest memories of print in her house are books 

("We always had books"), newspapers and some magazines. 

Eleanor credits her mother for most influencing to her reading. Eleanor 

recalls her mother "taking school real serious." Homework was a priority in her 

house, and Eleanor recalls a chalkboard where her mother had the children 

practice writing letters. Eleanor also recalls fondly how her mother, who worked 

full-time, found the time to bring the children to the library, encourage them to 

read. In their home, there was "just this love of books and a passion for 

reading." 

Eleanor and her husband Chris' two children are adopted. At the start of 

this study, Wanda was in kindergarten. Max in second grade. Wanda, Eleanor 

claims, taught herself to read before kindergarten and is the one who "has a 

passion for reading right now." Max struggles with reading, and would rather 

"be outside climbing and moving his body around than reading." This greatly 

concerns Eleanor. She is a resource teacher in a middle school and has seen 

how "kids struggle with reading and writing. That worries me a lot." 

Consequently, Eleanor is "very forceful with Max in terms of needing to read 

and write." 

In the following section of our interview, Eleanor claims to have read to 

her children when they were a month old (only Bea read earlier to her child, but 

that was done prenatally): 
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Eleanor: When they were a month old, we were there with a book. 

You know, oh look at this. You know, and 

SB; But isn't that sort of a curious thing? 

Eleanor : That we do that? 

SB; Maybe it isn't a curious thing. But I just wondered if you are 

able to reflect a little bit about why you would do that. 

Eleanor; I just think it's all this whole feeling that if kids can read 

they'll be successful in their lives. You know, and wanting 

to teach them the enjoyment of books and, you know, how it 

opens up a whole other world. And now there's just so 

much information that we get by reading. 

SB; Yeah. OK. So you talked about sort of opening up, I mean 

the success aspect of it and the enjoyment aspect of it. 

Eleanor; And I think it can be like an escape or a stress release, you 

know. 

SB; Uh hm. 

Eleanor; Get your busy mind thinking about something else. 

Eleanor's response involves believing that if children read they will be 

"successful with their lives." This is followed by a series of examples of issues 

that, for the most part, pertain to success. The first example that Eleanor 

provides — "enjoyment of books" — is the most difficult to understand and 

requires piecing together other parts of Eleanor's interview. As discussed 

above, Eleanor loves to read and has been doing so since she was young. Her 

younger daughter has followed in her footsteps. However, throughout our 

interviews, Eleanor expresses regret about her son's lack of desire. In one 
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sentence Eleanor talks about "fighting" with Max and forcing him to read. 

Shortly thereafter, Eleanor talks about the ability to "create passion in anyone 

for reading if you can find the right information that they're interested in." 

Consider the following excerpt; 

• I just wish he could get lost in a book. But he might never do that. And 

I would be disappointed in a way that then he couldn't experience 

books the same way that I do or other people really enjoy getting lost 

in a book. But I could accept that he wouldn't do that. What I can't 

accept is that if he can't do the reading he needs to do to, you know, 

be successful in life, and successful meaning doing whatever he 

wants to be doing and feeling satisfied with. That's where I would be 

like disappointed. 

Eleanor's own passion and the passion she desires for Max is striking. 

Nevertheless, Eleanor has constructed a dichotomy of purposes, recounting the 

metaphors LITERACY IS AN OBJECT (being "lost in a book") and LITERACY IS 

MORALITY (a necessary skill in life, or literacy as need). Both are morally 

pertinent, both invoke different aspects of well-being, but only one suggests 

happiness. Can Eleanor see her son as "successful" if he does not read for 

pleasure? The answer is a qualified yes. But if the state of well-being and 

happiness is partially constituted by experiencing pleasure, and if reading for 

pleasure is so central to Eleanor's own everyday life, it is difficult to conceive 

that Eleanor can imagine Max being truly successful without the ability to 

experience reading pleasure 

Eleanor's dichotomy, of course, is a false one. In reality — and it is 

slightly indicated in the following excerpt — purposes mix and overlap: 
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• I feel like I get so much of that Infomnatlon, not only by talking with 

people, but by reading a lot of different things to get it too. Or you 

think of the Internet, you know, and all the information on there. I 

mean how could anyone ever keep in touch with what's on there, but 

you know the more information you get the more, I don't know, the 

more there is to learn. The more you know exciting kind of things can 

become too, I think, you know. 

Eleanor clearly struggles with the mixing of what Rosenblatt (1978) refers 

to as "aesthetic" reading — in which "the reader's attention is centered directly 

on what he is living through during his relationship with that particular texf (p. 

25) — and "efferent" reading, a nonaesthetic aspect of reading in which the 

reader's attention is focused on "what will remain after the reading — the 

information to be acquired, the logical solution to a problem, the actions to be 

carried out" (pp. 24-25). How does aesthetic reading relate to success? That 

pleasurable reading (just as success) is associated with well-being and thus 

morality naturally muddies Eleanor's thinking. Her final sentence, while not 

particularly clear, indicates that murkiness and semipermeability is the division 

between "aesthetic" reading and "efferenf reading. In other words, for Eleanor, 

they are not necessarily distinct, but rather lie on a continuum discussed by 

Rosenblatt. Eleanor's suggestion that even "informative" (efferent) reading can 

lead to an aesthetic and thus pleasurable response, along with Eleanor's own 

affinity for reading, leads me to believe that Eleanor makes some association 

between pleasurable reading and success. A final example that demonstrates 

this point is Eleanor's response to my hypothetical question: What if Max never 

read a book again in his life? 
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• That's all right with me. I mean I wish he would. And I think like for 

Max, he'll have a passion for reading in a different way. Maybe he 

won't get engrossed in a novel but he'll love like the Time-Life books 

or you know those books where there's a lot of pictures and captions. 

1 could see him really having a passion for that. 

Whether it is passion, enjoyment, or pleasure, Eleanor consistently 

returns to these metaphors of affect to describe her desired optimal literacy 

engagement (or her desired engagement for Max). 

Finally, while Eleanor mentions success as her first reason for reading to 

children, "success" is followed immediately by "enjoyment of books." How is 

this Eleanor's very next thought? I believe that Eleanor assumes that I 

understand a relationship between one's enjoyment of books and some kind of 

success. We can fill in Eleanor's 'gap' by considering that the vast majority of 

books used for reading instruction in elementary schools are storybooks, books 

that children are suppose to derive some kind of personal satisfaction from. 

Logically following the close association that middle-class parents have with the 

syllogism that literacy equal schooling, schooling equal success, therefore 

literacy equals success, we must conclude that middle-class parents consider 

the specific pedagogical texts used in school to contribute to success. 

Therefore, it is no coincidence that the first example Eleanor provides after 

"success" is enjoyment. For her, it is the prototypical literacy example of 

preparatory success. Recall Marilyn's earlier association with pleasure and 

reading. The texts that she associated with pleasure were more prototypical. 

Eleanor provides several less complicated examples of success. 

"Opening up a whole other world" has been previously discussed as the "can 
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opener" metaphor. In that discussion, I suggested that GOOD THINGS EXIST 

BEHIND A DOOR THAT REQUIRES AN OBJECT OR DEVICE FOR ENTRANCE. On the 

"Other" side of a locked door lie goods and benefits which can only be unlocked 

with a key. One of those goods, as Eleanor states, is success. 

Following this, in a separate sentence, Eleanor takes an efferent stance 

that "there's just so much information that we get by reading." Upon close 

inspection, "information" is simply an entailment of the metaphor of "opening up 

the world." One benefit of opening up the world is the acquisition of information. 

Eleanor's use of getting "information through reading" as an example of 

success can be corroborated by numerous references that she makes during all 

of our interviews. While I do not intend to analyze each of the following 

accounts deeply, they are useful for understand Eleanor's association of 

information with power: 

Eleanor; Information you've heard can be power kind of. And I really 

think that that's true in a lot of ways. 

SB: Can you talk a little bit more about that, that information can 

be power? 

Eleanor: Well I just think on a small scale, like jobs that I've had, you 

know, and like schools I've worked at. And the more 

information you have at times, you know, I think the more 

informed decisions that you can make. Even like in thinking 

of kids' schedules. You know if you're in a school and you 

know more information about which classes are offered and 

who teaches them and what their philosophy is and what 
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requirements they have, I think that you can make better 

decisions for kids' schedules. 

Eleanor's immediate association with information is with power (and she 

assumes that I already understand this point). As with all parents interviewed 

who referred to the issue of "power," she does not directly link literacy and 

power. Rather, literacy serves as a tool for access to information, 

understanding, education, certain professions, and so forth, and it is these 

"goods and services" which potentially provide access to power. She then 

provides examples within her own working situation where having certain kinds 

of information (acquired by reading) enable students to make "better" decisions, 

decisions that are more likely to lead to success in their environment; 

SB: Why would you characterize yourself as a good reader? 

Eleanor; Well I think a lot of times you have a purpose for reading 

something whether it's for enjoyment or to get information 

on something. And being able to read and be successful by 

getting the information you need or learning how to do 

something, and enjoying a novel and learning something 

from that. 

In this second example, Eleanor first distinguishes between the need to 

set a purpose for reading, again classifying them into the categories of efferent 

and aesthetic. Success is defined by the reader "getting the information." 

Obviously, this is success defined as one who is a successful reader; 

• I think that there's so much reading that we do throughout our lives 

and I know that there's been real success stories of people who aren't 

good readers but I think it takes an exceptional person who is very 
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resourceful and finds other ways to get around it. But I just think that 

we read so much in our lives that to t)e successful you need to get the 

information in there somehow, and primarily people do it through 

reading I'd say. 

In this last example, Eleanor makes a direct correlation between success 

and information. While she acknowledges exceptions, success usually is 

achieved by acquiring information that exists in the printed form. This 

association is strengthened by Eleanor's use of the previously discussed 

metaphor of "need," again highlighting the moral component of a particular kind 

of act. Success is a moral achievement, partly the consequence of having or 

knowing particular kinds of information. The acquisition of such information is 

primarily accomplished through the moral act of reading texts that one responds 

to passionately, texts that one enjoys. Eleanor makes this point in a separate 

sentence. 

Finally, Eleanor refers to reading as "an escape or a stress release ... 

Get your busy mind thinking about something else." Her reference implies a 

lack of time in one's life for ongoing reading, itself an index of a 'proper' middle-

class identity. The ability to carve out a space in her life — something that we 

refer to as "leisure time" — strongly suggests having at least the economic 

means to do so. 

Leisure time in this country has traditionally been associated with the age 

of invention, which improved productivity, thus reducing working hours for 

factory labor as well as white-collar and professional labor without reducing 

wages (Shivers & deUsle, 1997). In addition, "leisure time," in contrast to truly 
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"escaping" a particular condition, allows individuals to retain a connection with 

the "life of the community" (Lasch, 1979); 

The ancient connections between games, ritual, and public festivity 
suggest that although games take place within arbitrary boundaries, they 
are nevertheless rooted in shared traditions to which they give objective 
expression. Games and athletic contests offer a dramatic commentary 
on reality rather than an escape from it — a heightened reenactment of 
communal traditions, not a repudiation of them. (p. 216) 

Eleanor's use of literature to "escape" binds her to a larger middle-class 

community with which she can identify. Like others in the community who feel 

ovenA/orked, under stress, and in need some kind of getaway, she is able to 

construct herself as a member of a larger community of "readers." 

(Organizations such as the Book of the Month Club count on this kind of 

solidarity for membership, as Radway, 1997, makes abundantly clear.) 

Eleanor may enact this particular literacy event in the "arbitrary 

boundaries" (Lasch, 1979, p. 216) of the privacy of her own home and bed, but 

she recognizes that she is hardly repudiating the reality of her work life. Rather, 

she embraces it. The construction of reading to "escape" does not repudiate the 

workplace. It reifies it. "Escapisf reading places this particular literacy event as 

an appendage of the workplace. 

The desire to achieve some temporary escape from the stress of the 

workplace is highly associated with success. Consider the commonly held 

notion of busy executives and other high pressure professions who need time 

for relaxation. It is not uncommon to hear, "I can hardly wait to go away and just 

spend all of my vacation reading. I am bringing a stack of books with me." 

Escapist reading publicly marks the success of the professional. If her 

profession were not demanding and exhausting, what reason would Eleanor 

have to escape it? 
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It is important to clarify that I do not at all suggest that the worl<ing class 

and poor do not read to escape. I am suggesting, following Bourdieu's (1984) 

discussion of social field and habitus, that the middle-class parents in my study 

describe reading for escape as an expression of the social class they belong to. 

But they disguise this social class and the engagements associated with this 

class as natural and normal, unattached to any particular group and project the 

class behavior as a universal — something that everybody should do. 

Therefore, for a leisure activity, the "best" thing that anyone can aspire to do is 

get lost in a stack of books. 

Equally critical to remember is the profound moral dimension to this 

equation. First, reading brings Eleanor some form of happiness (LITERACY IS 

HAPPINESS), and happiness, in the Aristotelian sense of the word, is the 

universally sought end, the natural inclination. "In the Aristotelian sense of the 

word, happiness was a product of the good life, a way of living within moral and 

ethical boundaries that equipped individuals to work and serve to the best of 

their abilities" (Shivers & deLisle, 1997, p. 41). Second, the act of reading 

particular texts acts as a tool for relaxation. Reading relieves pain. This means 

more than the pursuit of simple pleasure. Relaxation is the relief of pain that is 

caused by a stressful situation, and pain relief receives higher priority than only 

pursuing pleasure (Weiner, 1993). Still, the relief of pain results is a pleasant 

experience, both physically and emotionally. Seeking pleasure and avoiding 

pain "are the motives for all our behavior... and the harmony of pleasure and 

pain with behavioral function is the basic theoretical foundation on which any 

theory of mental health must resf (Weiner, 1993, p. 71). 
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The temporary relief of pain is not selfish in a narcissistic way. Instead, it 

shows a desire to preserve oneself in order to — in the words of some 

motivational speakers — "maximize one's potential." Reinvigoration results in a 

happier, more competent, and more capable individual. This new state is 

thought to allow the individual to achieve more personal success, but it also 

benefits the success of others. Thus relaxation from success can also be 

thought to have a reciprocal effect upon the successful situation. Again, 

relaxation is considered a moral act. 

After such a long analysis it may be forgotten why our conversation about 

"success" began in the first place. Eleanor read to her children when they were 

only a month old, which was curious to me; 

SB; But you know, at 1 month old, you know when they really 

don't quite get it. Looking at a book is probably, you know, 

one would guess as meaningful as looking at, you know, I 

don't know if they even can see, how clearly they can see. 

Right I know. 

But why do you think that you — and again I don't mean to 

suggest you're the only one, 'cause I certainly don't think 

you are, decided to do that. 

Well you know I think part of it is like you know you get this 

whole feeling like if you do that they'll have the habit of 

reading. They'll know, understand how to hold a book at a 

month old. 

Eleanor's use of the metaphor "habif suggests that she perceives 

socialization as the result of frequent repetition, not necessarily grounded in 

Eleanor; 

SB; 

Eleanor; 
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meaning (as in reading to a 1-month-old infant). But Eleanor's desire to provide 

her young children with the "habit of reading" may actually be her desire to give 

them the 'habit of success,' a disposition that if learned early might be carried 

into adulthood. Reading becomes one of the first important tools of that 

habituation/socialization process. Associated characteristics such as 

enjoyment, knowledge, and escape constitute the successful information. 

Success 

Success itself is bound by a number of moral principles that I have 

already discussed. What I have only alluded to, however, Is how parents in my 

study actually define success. All parents interviewed equivocated when asked 

to respond to the statement; "Reading brings success." All parents said 

something like, "It depends on what you mean by success." Parents talked 

about being a successful reader (such as Eleanor), being a successful parent or 

friend, and being successful professionally and/or financially. No parent 

isolated reading as the only variable involved in professional or financial 

success, but all parents recognized the ability to read is important to its 

achievement. One of the more interesting examples is that of Carl. 

Carl is, by American, White, middle-class standards, a professional and 

personal success. In his late thirties, he is the sole owner of a very profitable 

bulk mailing company. He is married, has three young children, owns a nice 

home, and along with his family, are active members in their church. Carl 

appears very involved with his family, sharing the responsibility of the children's 

education, driving, and social activities with his equally busy wife. 
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Between their family and work activities, Carl and his wife were the most 

difficult interviews to orchestrate. They canceled interviews due to conflicts. All 

but one interview was done at Carl's work, and Peggy and Carl initially 

preferred to be interviewed together in order to conserve time. Ultimately, 

however, I conducted one interview with Peggy and Carl together at Carl's 

office (with Carl frequently leaving and returning), two interviews with Carl at 

work, and one interview with Peggy at home. They were very concerned about 

the number of interviews that I needed. 

Carl would be considered an avid reader by 'common' standards. He 

describes his own childhood as a time when he was read to a great deal by his 

mother, both at home and on trips. Once Carl learned to read, he describes 

himself as a voracious reader. "Once I learned what a flashlight was and how to 

change batteries, I read until the wee hours from as early as I remember, books 

under the covers and would just read to all hours of the night all the time." 

Today, Carl reads a number of different texts, and their home is littered with just 

a sample. Aside from business and school-related forms of print, there are 

large quantities of magazines, newspapers, and books. In fact, during my 

interview with Peggy, the books and magazines on the back of the sofa kept 

falling down on me. 

Carl and Peggy deliberately and consciously placed many of the texts in 

the room for the benefit of their children. They were the most delit>erately 

pedagogical of the parents interviewed. They want their children to see books. 

They want their children to see the two of them read. They own a home 

computer and have software designed to improve children's reading and math 

skills. As Carl said; 
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• I'll let them play with the computer. But they don't play just game 

things.... If they're going to sit at the computer and have fun as one 

of their fun activity alternatives, why not make it an educational thing? 

Before the children started school, Carl and Peggy worked with them at 

home to teach them to read, using activities such as flash cards of sight words 

(which they both refer to by the official term — "Dolch Words"): 

• She (Christine) was probably 3 when she all of a sudden wanted to 

be writing and so she needed to learn her letters. Not that she was 

very good when she was 3, you know. When she was in preschool it 

became even more important to her. But I noticed it was all of a 

sudden it was like she knew her alphabet. And she knew most of the 

Dolch words. We had a set of Dolch word flashcards that Peggy just 

wrote up. 

They both pointed out environmental print when driving, such as the "S's" 

in various signs, among other references. They say this developed "a lot of 

letter recognition early on." They are quick to remind me that they make all 

pedagogical tasks "a game." 

But it is Carl's aesthetic description of reading the book King Solomon's 

Mines that best summarizes his response to certain texts; 

• I actually had a bruised chest from where the guy was taking the 

spears in his chain of mail fighting for the crowd. You know it was 

almost as if I was the character. I was sore The experience was if 

I almost had that adventure too. 

While reading a novel, Carl says, "I'll have no consciousness of what's 

going on around me... I just become so absorbed in it." He claims to have 
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gained so much information reading that his friends think that he is smarter than 

he really is. In our interview together, Peggy, after hearing Carl's passionate 

description of reading, remarked that she wished that she could be the same 

kind of reader as her husband. 

The following brief piece of reasoning is typical of Carl. It is a good 

example that refers specifically to the topic of the relationship of reading to 

success; 

• If I look at different people that I would say were successful, they'll all 

have a bookshelf in their house. I can guarantee it. They all have a 

lot of reading experience. You can talk to them and they know what's 

going on in the world to some extent. I've talked to my employees 

who were — they'd be able to make their house payment, their basic 

needs, but they're not rising above, so I consider, unless you're rising 

above some point, you're not a success. 

Carl begins with the metaphor UNDERSTANDING IS SEEING. That is, by 

simply "look[ing] at" the home of any "successful" individual, he can "guarantee" 

the possession of books (specifically, the presence of a bookshelf). It is worth 

noting how Carl does not even mention which texts specifically represent the 

successful individual. Carl also presumes that the successful individual who 

owns the books on the shelves has actually read them ("They all have a lot of 

reading experience"). However, as I will point out in detail in the concluding 

chapter, books and bookshelves in the home originated as a form of marketing. 

Like Eleanor's association of books and leisure, books and bookshelves within 

the home are not objective markers of success or literary experience as much 
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as subjective markers of social-class distinction. Carl's comments are not 

objective facts, rather are historically they constructed ideologies. 

Carl's reasoning draws upon the metaphors that are described in 

LITERACY IS MORALITY. Successful people "have a lot of reading experience." 

"Having" is owning. In other words the "reading experience" become "part of 

who they are, thus the metaphor LITERACY IS A RTTING PART. "A lot" of reading 

experience is better than less experience; a lot of reading experience is thought 

to "expose" one to more things. With this kind of "reading experiences" a 

person knows "what's going on in the world," thus the metaphor LITERACY IS 

EMPATHY. "Having" these reading experiences requires the objectification of 

reading, thus the prepositional schema LITERACY IS AN OBJECT. 

There are also people who Carl can and cannot "talk to" depending on 

their reading experience, suggesting that certain reading experiences allow for 

particular kinds of relationships which are not othenA/ise achievable. Recall that 

Carl and Peggy described that what they read provided a "great source of 

conversation" between the two of them. That literacy sen/es as a tool for 

interaction is itself a moral consequence. While not a specific metaphor 

constituting RELATIONSHIPS ARE A DURABLE BOND BETWEEN PEOPLE, talking to 

someone suggests a kind of emotional bonding. Talking to someone, in theory, 

requires some appreciation of the other's point of view, thus empathy. Carl 

states that he's "talked to my employees" and seems to want to say that they do 

not have the kind of reading experience that enables them to have a 

conversation with him. However, he shifts, a point that I will address shortly. 

But by logical extension the implication that his employees are less successful, 

less well-read, less knowledgeable about the world, less able to talk about 
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certain experiences and events, and thus less empathetic, and finally less 

moral. We can now understand Carl's cohesive tie between success, reading, 

and empathy. Success, from Carl's perspective, can be thought of as a moral 

achievement, the result of the moral act of reading. 

In other interviews, Carl has remarked how uninformed and 

undereducated his employees were. His employee application form requires a 

handwritten writing sample. As he begins to describe his attempts to have a 

conversation with some of his employees, Carl shifts mid sentence to explain 

the difficulty. He does this by casting a group of orientational metaphors that 

constitute LITERACY IS HAPPINESS. People without particular kinds of literacy 

experiences are not considered by Carl to be interesting. These people only 

fulfill their "basic needs." Carl's use of the metaphor "basic" can be contrasted 

to his use of the metaphor "rising above." As discussed in LITERACY IS A SKILL, 

"rising above" is orientationally something that is positive; it is associated with a 

vertical motion often used when speaking of spiritual and moral development 

(such as in a "higher power"), not just in the intellectual development that Carl 

seems to frame his response in. Rising above suggests a transcendence of 

some realm. Carl associates "up" with being in control, with a kind of 

consciousness and happiness. People who "rise above" would be people who 

have power and are in control (like himself). 

Ultimately, as Mark Johnson (1993) states, "The good, moral self is 'high,' 

while the bad, immoral self is 'low." (p. 52). It is an easy extension from "X is 

'rising above' successfully" to "X is 'rising above' morally." Consider how 

commonly people talk about someone having "high moral standards" and "low 

moral standards." If one is "rising above" one is elevating oneself to a moral 
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plain. But what exactly are people rising above? Carl's use of the metaphor 

"some poinf suggests a vertical axis where the point of origin is on the bottom. 

That point of origin is what is "basic." Therefore, people who don't have 

particular literacy experiences in their home find themselves on one point on 

the axis, or what is basic. They are, metaphorically, stuck at that point, unable to 

climb up the axis. They are not rising above their basic needs. "Needs" is a 

metaphor of the commodities required for survival which in the case of 

unsuccessful employees, does not include books. While the term "basic" 

suggests several interpretations, in this context Carl appears to consider "basic 

needs" to be something akin to "baser instincts" — the primal necessities for 

survival (as a "lower" animal would need). Therefore, individuals who strive to 

rise above their primal necessities are more moral than those who only fulfill 

what is basic to them. Literacy becomes the mechanism for "rising above" 

"basic needs." 

What is fundamentally important about Carl's account is that he indirectly 

designed it to characterize himself as a moral individual. Essentially, through 

his metaphors, Carl can reflexively tell me that as a result of his particular 

values (as constituted by his concern about books), he is a good and moral 

person. He abstractly visits the home of any successful person and this 

household mirrors the kind of household that he has constructed for himself and 

his family. In other words, Carl's account establishes how he understands what 

is 'normal' to achieve success and concurs with these nomns by living them. 

Implicit in any establishment of what is normal is the way things ought to be for 

everyone. 
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Literacy, Independence, and Freedom 

Inextricably linked to success is the belief in the importance of 

independence and freedom. Middle-class, Anglo-European Americans have a 

love affair with independence. James Robertson (1980) writes: 

Success — survival — was the measure of fitness. Success had long 
been, for Americans, a moral goal. The Puritans had brought with them, 
later Americans believed, the idea that success was a sign of God's 
grace, a sign that the successful individual was one of the elect. The 
aura continues to cling to the vision of success. For the social Darwinists, 
success was a sign that the racial and moral character of the individual 
was of the highest. If successful Americans could no longer claim to be 
among God's elect, they could still claim to be among nature's select. It 
was the individual who triumphed over competition, who succeeded by 
hard work, careful self-training, an eye to the main chance, the luck to be 
in the right place at the right time, and who had the versatility to grasp 
opportunity. The jack-of-all-trades, sturdy, independent, free American 
could not have been improved upon, in the imagination of most 
Americans, as a fit survivor. Horatio Alger's heroes were such survivors, 
and there have been few American heroes or heroines since Alger 
whose success was not a result of natural selection, (p. 290) 

From the time their children are very young, middle-class American 

parents frequently urge them toward independence (see Harkness, Super, & 

Keefer, 1992), both positively ("If you work hard enough you can grow up to be 

whatever you want to be") and negatively ("You are 7 years old and old enough 

to tie your own shoes!"). Children are socialized to believe (and value) their 

independent accomplishments as signs of future success, and this socialization 

towards independence is highly motivating. As Strauss and Quinn (1997) point 

Americans find many and varied contexts in which to bring home the 
importance of accomplishment and the value of success to children and 
young adults — even on occasions that might objectively be deemed 
unsuitable, like a rock-climb potentially dangerous to a three-year-old. 
(p. 181) 
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Dependence upon others, on the other hand, is considered immature, 

shameful and weak, uniquely feminine, and historically has been associated 

with a defect of the individual character (Apple, 1996; Coontz, 1992). In current 

U.S. policy, "dependency" is an ideological form, usually referring to the 

conditions of poor women with children who live without a male breadwinner, 

who do not make an adequate wage and rely upon government economic 

support (Fraser & Gordon, 1994). Thus, the commonly used phrase, "welfare 

dependency." 

Fraser and Gordon argue that the root meaning of the verb "depend" 

referred to a "physical relationship in which one things hangs from another." 

Thus the term was originally metaphorical but, I would argue, has lost its 

metaphorical productivity. Fraser and Gordon suggest that "dependency" has 

four meanings; social, economic, psychological, and political. Social 

dependency denotes a lack of a separate or public identity, "as in the status of 

married women created by coverture" (p. 312). Economic dependency denotes 

depending upon some other person or institution for subsistence. 

Psychological or moral dependency denotes an individual character flaw, such 

as a person's lack of willpower and/or emotional neediness. Finally, political 

dependency denotes "subjection to an external ruling power and may be 

predicted of a colony or of a subject caste of noncitizen residents" (p. 312). 

The authors trace the historical shift from a patriarchal preindustrial 

period in United States history, where women, although subordinate, shared a 

condition of dependency with men, to a "modern, industrial, male-supremist 

usage that constructed a specifically feminine sense of dependency" (p. 313). 

The authors contend that the industrial usage has given way to a current 
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stigmatized postindustrial condemnation of groups considered deviant and 

superfluous. Gender and racializing practices play a major role in the shifts, "as 

do changes in the organization and the meaning of labor" (p. 312). 

Like Fraser and Gordon, Coontz (1993) argues that in most 

precapitalistic societies, political, social, and economic interactions were not 

separable from personal relations; 

No individual operated independently of the kin group or the local 
community. Consequently, definitions of self were always contextual, 
because the self did not pick and choose relations with others; it 
emerged out of these relations and remained dependent on them. 
Independence was feared, not cherished, (p. 45) 

The United States has been especially hospitable to constructing 

dependency as a character defect. Fraser and Gordon (1994) argue that 

because this country lacked a legacy of feudalism or aristocracy, it also lacked 

the popular sense of the reciprocal obligations and relations between man and 

lord. Therefore, preindustrial views of dependency as an ordinary and majority 

condition were replaced by pejorative meanings. In colonial America, 

dependency was understood as a voluntary action, such as an indentured 

sen/ant. But, argue Fraser and Gordon, the American Revolution "so valorized 

independence that it stripped dependency of its volunteerism, emphasized its 

powerlessness, and imbued it with stigma" (p. 320). They go on: 

The long American love affair with independence was politically double-
edged. On the one hand, it helped nurture powerful labor and women's 
movements. On the other hand, the absence of a hierarchical social 
tradition in which subordination was understood to be stmctural, not 
characterological, facilitated hostility to public support for the poor. Also 
influential was the very nature of the American state, weak and 
decentralized in comparison to European states throughout the 
nineteenth century. All told, the United States proved fertile soil for the 
moral/psychological discourse of dependency, (p. 320) 
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As wage labor increasingly became the norm — and increasingly 

definitive of independence — those who were excluded from wage labor 

appeared to personify dependency. Economic dependency repeatedly merged 

into condemnation of a psychological dependency. Thus, even during the 

depression of the 1930's, experts worried that receiving economic relief would 

create "habits of dependence" or "a belligerent dependency, an attitude of 

having a right and title to relief (quoted in Fraser & Gordon, 1994, p. 313). 

While it is not the point of this section of the dissertation to provide a 

complete history of individualism and dependence, and so forth, we can see 

how the concern about dependency has carried over into our era, where being 

"co-dependent" is stigmatized and deemed treatable in a 12-step program, 

where habitual drug users are negatively referred to as being "dependenf upon 

narcotics, where the American Psychiatric Association (1987) codified 

dependency as a pathology by adding "Dependent Personality Disorder" as an 

official diagnosis. "The essential feature of this disorder is a pervasive pattern 

of dependent and submissive behavior beginning in early childhood" (DSM-III-

R, p. 353). We read in the popular press about parental concerns (and 

subsequent stigma) that their adult child is unable to live without them, for 

financial, emotional, or other reasons. 

Bea 

In a country where our very political backbone is the "Declaration of 

Independence," Bea's response to my question, "What is it about reading that 

you want for him?", reflects not only a deeply held cultural model of child rearing 
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practices but a salient cultural theme as well. At the time of the interview, Corey 

was 5 years old and in kindergarten; 

Bea: Oh, the fun. The fun of, and the independence. The fun 

and the independence of being able to explore what he 

wants to explore and think about what he wants to think 

about. And, you know, as long as he — well it's just like you 

know yesterday we were at the St. Patrick's Day parade 

and there was a bunch of material about the parade and 

what was going on and activities and all this kind of stuff, 

that I glanced at, I didn't have much time to look at. And he 

and I were doing other stuff. And so we didn't go over that. 

Well see but he waited for me a couple of times while I was 

in line for things. Well my guess is, you know, if Corey were 

reading he would have sat down and read all of this stuff 

while I was in line. And then he would have been much 

more self-determining about other options that we explored 

yesterday. I mean he would have found options I didn't 

read in there, or I didn't pay attention to, or I didn't know 

existed. And he would have made choices about them, you 

know. And now he doesn't have that option. You know 

he's stuck within whatever that is presented to him as the 

choices and the options and the things to think about. So 

reading is going to free a whole world for him. 

SB: I'm sorry, it's going to — 
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Bea: Is going to free up a whole world for him, you know, that is, 

it's going to mean he's going to be less dependent upon me 

and his teachers and other people. And so he can go much 

more his own direction. 

SB: Right. Anything else? 

Bea; Well of course he's not dependent time-wise then. He 

doesn't have to have one of us available to read to him. 

And my mother's not reading to him now. Her voice gives 

out and so she doesn't read to him now. And so I have to 

be, you know, home with him for him to have that choice. 

And, you know, it just limits what he can do. 

SB; So is it fair to say that a person who doesn't read or 

wouldn't be, by whatever definition you might have, as not 

being a good reader, their life is limited or limiting? 

Bea; Oh yeah. Oh,! think their life is tremendously limited. You 

know, for one thing, just in figuring out what's going on. 

Like at his recital the other night, you know, I had to go 

through and show him how many people came before him, 

because even though we found his name the way the 

program was done, you know it wasn't all lined up straight 

in a line and so you had to kind of figure it out. Well if he 

had been reading, he would have figured that out. But, you 

know, you don't, just doing those practical kinds of things is 

very hard for people who don't read but also just — I think it 

does create a tremendous amount of freedom to be able to 



387 

read, and I think it creates a tremendous amount of freedom 

to tap into your inner self, you l<now. When you read you 

can just go the directions that you want to and you can 

figure out what your choices are. 

SB; How do you mean to tap into your inner self? 

Bea; Well reading is, 1 think, an experience with self. You know 

when I read things my mind is immersed in this. And I'm 

thinking about this particular world and projecting myself 

there. Sometimes I think about what it means in 

relationship to other things I know about or how I feel about 

it or those kinds of things. So it's this internal experience 

that is going on. And people who read, I mean who don't 

read, don't have that choice for that. I mean they may — 

you know, will interface with other things and process 

internally in relationship to those other things. 

To begin, Bea's central theme is that of independence. That theme — 

the rugged individual who, in a counter-Copernican move is elevated to the 

center of the universe — has come to us via the Enlightenment and has been 

subsequently naturalized so that it manifests itself in virtually every aspect of our 

everyday lives. Taylor (1989) discusses how the underlying, historically specific 

cultural assumptions about the image of the "disengaged self" is so common in 

everyday life that it is "woven into a host of modern practices — economic, 

scientific, technological, psychotherapeutic, and so on" (p. 5). This list must 

include ideologies about the nature and practice of reading. Liberal ideology, 

in its original conception, linked the idea of freedom to pursue self-interest in a 
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competitive market where the ethical doctrine maintained that morality has its 

foundation in self-interest. In this milieu, men "could accurately assess that their 

long-term interest required the development of civic government and law" 

(Coontz, 1992, p. 49). 

Consider how Bea's language reveals the "rational egoist" ideology of 

reading; Independent reading will allow Corey to "explore," to be "self-

detemriining," provide him with "options" and "choices," "free up a whole world 

for him," allow him to "go much more in his own direction," "create a tremendous 

amount of freedom," and of course, make him "less dependent' upon Bea and 

his teachers. These images, which appear normal and natural — what middle-

class parents want of their children — constitute 'individualistic' thinking in a 

classical capitalistic society. It is also — as I will examine in detail in the next 

section — reasoning that is very much in keeping with Bea's own experience as 

a child growing up in a rural area of South Carolina. In a relatively asocial 

environment, with few children or adults living near her home, Bea describes 

relying more on her own independence and self-reliance rather than on 

assistance from her parents to help understand her world. Bea describes her 

family culture as "always different and not integrated with the community or the 

culture that I was in." She could not turn to her parents for understanding and 

thus found assistance through the written texts such as newspapers that existed 

outside her home. 

Bea's description of her own independence as a child helps 

contextualize her story about the St. Patrick's Day parade in which she makes 

an important connection with important themes, in the first instance that of 

independence and leisure time. Bea describes having to wait in line for various 
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reasons. Bea claims that had Corey been able to read, he would have had 

something to do; "If Corey were reading he would have sat down and read all of 

this stuff while I was in line." Essentially, Corey had free time, or what I have 

referred to as leisure time. The texts to read might not be considered 

prototypical leisure reading, as described by Eleanor. Nevertheless, that Bea 

expects that Corey would choose to read during his leisure time Is an important 

piece of reasoning that needs to be reconstructed. She follows the previous 

quotation. "And then he would have been much more self-determining about 

other options that we explored yesterday. I mean, he would have found options 

I didn't read in there or I didn't pay attention to, or I didn't know existed." In 

essence, the causal sequence of reasoning involves going from dependence to 

independence to recreational/leisure reading to self-determination. 

Harkness, Super, and Keefer (1992), in their study of the cultural model 

of middle-class parenting, argue that "independence" and "stage" are examples 

of what Quinn and Holland (1987) refer to as "general-purpose cultural models 

which are repeatedly incorporated into other cultural models developed for 

special purposes" (p. 11). Like most cultural models, these originate from 

"expert theories" (Linde, 1987,1993), such as Piaget, into "common sense" 

theories that "shape behavior and thinking in everyday contexts" (Harkness, 

Super, & Keefer, 1992, p. 164). I will quote from the authors at length: 

Why do parents turn to such general-level ideas as "stage" and 
"independence" to describe so little behavior? Like the idea of 
personality, the notions of stage and independence allow parents to cast 
particular experiences in a larger framework that gives them meaning. 
The idea of "stage" provides a developmental framework for 
conceptualizing the behavior of one's own child in relation to other 
children of the same age. "Independence," in American culture, is 
thought of as part of human nature, waiting to manifest itself in various 
different ways across the life-span. It is significant here that both ideas 
are positively valued. A new "stage" for a child implies growth, and thus. 
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in some sense, achievement, another positive American value. The 
Cambridge parents showed in many ways that they valued and 
encouraged the development of independence in their children, (p. 169) 

Bea perceives that Corey is in a stage of literacy dependence. As a 

result of Corey's dependency on his mother to read to him, he is less self-

determining, less likely to think for himself. In a manner of speaking, this 

behavior predates the individuality of the Enlightenment, a time where 

independence was feared, not worshipped, and "definitions of self were always 

contextual" (Coontz, 1992, p. 45). Bea's cultural model of independence 

causes her to expect a particular sequence of events or behaviors, those that 

lead to a certain kind of knowledge that will cause Corey to be independent. 

This is not uncommon among middle-class parents who very often read aloud 

less to their children once the child becomes an "independent" reader (W. 

Teale, personal communication, January 27,1999). Like the hero in Robinson 

Crusoe. Corey's shift to independence is thought to make his character 

stronger, not weaker; mature, not immature. Corey will have what Bea refers to 

as "freedom" or what can be referred to as a lack of dependency. Freedom "is 

perhaps the most resonant, deeply held American value" (Bellah, Madsen, 

Sullivan, Swidler, & Tipton, 1985, p. 23). 

Corey's freedom is thought to allow him to pursue his own interests. But 

it also allows him to "tap into [his] inner self." Bea goes on to elaborate; 

"Reading is ... an experience with self." Independence is thought to lead to 

growth, from the inability to think for oneself (less self-determining) to a type of 

consciousness which allows for reflectiveness and greater inner awareness. 

This understanding of modern consciousness — this "experience with self — is 

a model adopted by the middle class, and can be traced back at least as far as 
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the early 1700s, when the War of Independence affected all forms of public 

expression (Fliegelman, 1993). Lee (1995,1997) summarizes aspects of 

Fliegelman's argument, but particularly what Habermas (1989) has modeled as 

the rise of the "bourgeois public sphere" during the Enlightenment, wherein 

print discourses ("print capitalism" such as newspapers and novels) were taking 

hold; 

In this print-mediated institutional holding environment of coffeehouses, 
journals and literary clubs, a new form of social subjectivity and publicity 
emerged ... As a form of subjectivity, it is an objectification both of the 
egalitarian presuppositions of that discourse and the dynamic of its 
internal self-criticism and publicness; a rational public opinion that in its 
universality and abstractness can subsume all its participants as 
"common human beings", equal not only in their potential to partake of 
such a community but also in the autonomy of their individualized 
subjectivities. The criterion of access was the ability to participate in 
rational public discussion which in turn presupposed both education and 
property; the bourgeois publish sphere was held together as a reading 
and debating public. (Lee, 1995, p. 189) 

Bea describes what Corey cannot do; that is, he cannot yet read. He is 

not, in the words of the humanists, "self-actualized." He is not independent. 

Because Corey is not independent (as a reader) — and because of the cultural 

view that Bea implicitly understands and therefore does not state — he is not 

able to be a full and participating member of society. Bea understands that in 

this society, you must be independent. She is not saying that she hopes Corey 

will read all the time and never talk to anybody again. On the contrary, she 

would like for Corey to have many friends. But she wants Corey's friendships 

and relationships in life to be based on independence. This is Habermas' 

(1989) point when he refers to the public sphere being private people coming 

together to form a public. They are already independent. Independence is part 

of their identity before they come together and talk. Bea is saying that Corey 
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hasn't formed that kind of identity yet, but it is precisely that kind of person who 

is the ideal moral type. 

Bea's view is a fundamental presupposition of our own cultural identity of 

society. Historically, the public sphere is constituted by private people able to 

interact in a public context. Those private people who read come together in a 

public sphere (coffee houses, etc.) where the subject of discussion is what they 

read. At the time of independence, this identity helped free-thinking men to 

collectively (yet as independent people) construct ideas of how society should 

be. Similarly, as a people committed to a nation that improves and progresses, 

we idealize moral people as those who can think, and not just think 

independently, but independently having read other peoples' thoughts, which 

as Lee points out, presupposes education. Education is not simply 

experiencing something (e.g., smelling a leaf to know the smell); 

In the new genre of the psychological novel of bourgeois life, as well as 
through fictionalizing works of pedagogy (both usually cast as a series of 
private letters, and thus direct communication), Rousseau, like 
Richardson before him, was preoccupied with nothing less than 
redefining the nature of reading. In a post-Lockean milieu that believed 
the self to be the sum total of its experiences and reflections upon those 
experiences, reading would become not a substitute for experience but a 
primary emotional experience itself, a constituent of identity, a way of 
understanding and making one's way. (Fliegelman, 1993, p. 58) 

I want to examine how the notion of independence involves economic 

independence, not simply for a 5- or 6-year-old, but with expectations of Corey 

as an adult. The clues for this assertion are derived from several sources, not 

exclusively from the interview discussed above. In another interview discussed 

later in this chapter, Bea has compared two family friends, who have children 

Corey's same age, one in class with Corey, and both reading far more 

proficiently than Corey. Bea justifies this difference by her comment, "I think 
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both of these kids are probably not going to do much in life and Corey is." Bea's 

comment reveals forethought for Corey's future as an adult. Whatever Corey's 

future may be, there is every indication in Bea's words and actions that (a) The 

kinds of experiences both in and out of school that she provides Corey are 

directly related to his future success, including his adulthood; and (b) in order 

for Corey to be a successful adult, or "go in his own direction," independence is 

a necessary Ingredient. Without independence, he would be unable to 

"explore," make "choices," "create freedom," and find "options." Notice how 

many of these metaphors are objectified by Bea. For example, "options" can be 

found, "choices" and "freedom" can be made. As I have descrit)ed in LITERACY IS 

AN OBJECT, once objectified, they can become commodified entities that be 

measured, exchanged, bought, and sold. In other words, entities such as 

options and choices are ultimately translated into economic tenns. 

Independence leads to capital; capital is the result of independence. 

Conversely, dependence translates to lack of capital (or lack of capital leads to 

dependence). Dependence, as I descnbed at the beginning of this section, is 

stigmatized. Bea's desire for Corey's early independence, I argue, is as much a 

desire to prevent him from the "dependency" of welfare as it is for him to — to 

paraphrase Bea — do something profoundly important with his life. 

Literacy, Parenting, and Need Fulfillment 

While evidence abounds with research probing the interactional style of 

the mainstream parent (usually a mother) and child during a reading aloud 

session (for example. Heath 1983; Ninio & Bruner, 1978; Scollon & Scollon, 

1981; Teale, 1984), surprisingly little — if any — attention paid to the 
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psychological gratification and identity formation that White, middle-class 

parents themselves experience with this event. This discussion moves t}eyond 

the supposed pedagogical importance of reading aloud to children. Instead I 

examine here how reading to one's child is constructed as the unmarked 

interactional style, a practice that profoundly contributes to the normative 

relationship of the parent and child where anything "less" is deemed insufficient. 

One need only make a cursory examination of the campaign materials used by 

various literacy organizations in the United States — such as the posters from 

the American Library Association depicting a child sitting lovingly with a parent, 

reading a book — to recognize attempts to construct a particular kind of family 

image where the book mediates the relationship. This construction is central to 

the reasoning of the parents in my study, and a model that is highly motivating 

because it indexes a 'successful' relationship and successful parenting. 

Not surprisingly, all parents in my study talked about reading aloud to 

their children. One parent (who had agreed to participate in my study but whom 

I decided not to include) literally followed me out of her house to my car, telling 

me the extent to which she read to her son and how much her son loved 

hearing books read aloud. This parent was not alone in her desire to 

emphasize this point. All parents interviewed began their interviews by 

emphasizing what is for them a prototypical literacy event. However, all parents 

were initially relatively unreflective when asked why they engaged in it. Some 

even appeared surprised that I would ask such a question, as if I had asked 

them, "Oh, you hug your child. Why do you do such a thing?" 
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Eleanor 

Parents struggled when responding to questions about why they read to 

their child, frequently using metacognitive verbs such as "I think" to express an 

attempt to explain to me something they hadn't even consciously considered, as 

Eleanor did: 

• Part of it I think might be a whole bonding thing, you know to hold a 

child and read a book is a really neat feeling. 

It is often suggested that during reading aloud time, children begin to 

associate the love of the parent with the love of reading. Attention must also be 

paid to the converse: Parents associate the love of their child with the love of 

reading. They use this period of time to partially construct their own identities as 

parents. Eleanor's use of "bonding" was a common metaphor spoken by 

parents. It is an entailment of LFTERACY is A FITTING PART (LITERACY IS MORALITY). 

A book "fif into Eleanor's life as a mediationai tool for a relationship with her 

child. The use of the bonding metaphor emphasizes the enduringness and 

permanence she feels results from this literacy event. Notice how Eleanor 

emphasizes how it is she who is the one who "loved that feeling." It is Eleanor's 

needs that are being fulfilled: 

• So you know I mean I always loved that feeling, you know, and when 

they're little, I mean one month you know you can hardly hold them 

and hold a book. 

Eleanor uses the metaphor "feeling" for the love and bonding that takes 

place between her and her child. "Bonding" requires a physical attachment, 

which provides sensation resulting from the physical perception of touch. The 

emotional feeling of love is derived from the physical sensation of touch that 
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results from the "durable bond." Parents consider providing children with 

physical contact such as holding and hugging to be paramount to developing 

the child's psychological emotional well-being. Offering a child physical contact 

is also a primary signifier of one's ability to parent. Eleanor perceives the book 

as a mediating agent that enables that bonding and provides her with a 

"feeling" that she "loved." Like physical contact, reading to one's child at an 

early age is associated with good parenting. Of course, the act of reading to a 

child (particularly one as young as a month old) is not a 'natural' act in the same 

manner that holding a child might be. But in Eleanor's account, it is difficult to 

detect a significant degree of "unnaturalness," as if it almost is as natural as 

holding. With marked amazement, Eleanor goes on to say, "You can hardly 

hold them and hold a book." There are very few items one can imagine a 

parent grasping in one hand while holding an infant in the other. One item is a 

life sustaining bottle of formula. It is this association — books as life sustaining 

— that I believe Eleanor is making. Without proper bonding, an infant will not 

develop properly. Without touch, some infants die. The act of reading to a child 

at one month is constructed as a life enhancing act, and neglecting such life 

enhancing experiences may result in a kind of 'literacy marasmus.' In the 

conclusion of the discussion of this interview, I pursue the unusually young age 

that Eleanor read to her child; 

SB; Before one year? 

Eleanor; Yeah. 

SB; OK. Right 

Eleanor; You know and pull the tabs and you know. 

SB; Pat the Bunnv. 
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Eleanor; And it was all like part of a landing thing I think too, 

not just you know to teach them to read. 

SB: Right. 

Eleanor; You know, hold them, cuddle, you know and look at a 

book. It was real enjoyable. 

Another aspect of this interview bears examining. Eleanor very briefly 

mentions a type of book ("pull the tab") which involves physical manipulation. 

During the inten/iew, I interject the book Pat the Bunnv to demonstrate that I 

know the book she is referring to. Eleanor's lack of response indicates her 

acceptance of my example. Eleanor's grander assertion assumes that I 

understand how children — especially very young children — need to 

physically experience objects in the world. Eleanor wants me to understand 

that she is not just "reading aloud" to an infant since an infant doesn't really 

understand what a book (or the language of books) is. She wants me to 

understand that she is not just some 'neurotic' parent who has decided to teach 

her child to read at a remarkably young age. She does want me to understand 

that she knows about the world of an infant, and the ways in which she interacts 

with an infant that involve books are intended to demonstrate that knowledge. 

All of the experiences that she provides the infant are intended to produce 

pleasure and security for the child, since they are designed to strengthen the 

cohesion that must exist between parent and child. Eleanor's actions are 

conceptualized by her as those of a moral parent. 
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JacKie 

In order to understand Jackie's account and the role that books play to 

mediate her relationship with her children, it is helpful to understand Jackie and, 

in particular, the relationship that she has with her husband Grant. Grant is an 

extremely successful landscape architect. He owns his own firm, has a number 

of contracts with the city government, employs several people, and has a fine 

reputation both in and out of the city where he works. Grant has been 

successful at a great many things in his lifetime. He was academically 

successful throughout his schooling: he was offered a full scholarship to 

Juilliard at the age of 17 (which he did not accept): he was professionally and 

financially successful at a very early age. Based on all of my interviews and 

observations. Grant is indeed a highly competent individual. 

Jackie perceives herself as being less competent than Grant. She 

revealed in our interviews her bouts with depression, anxiety, and Attention 

Deficit Disorder. After graduating from college, Jackie worked as a group-home 

counselor. Jackie has always been a stay-at-home mother, but that job has 

proven a daunting task for her. In the distribution of family responsibilities, 

Grant provides the financial income and Jackie is charged with caring for the 

children during the day. cleaning the house and cooking the meals. These 

responsibilities are challenging for Jackie, and have been a source of 

significant tension between her and Grant. During the time that I interviewed 

Jackie and Grant, Grant began assuming some of the responsibilities that 

Jackie felt unable to meet, such as taking their children places and cooking 

dinner regularly. Jackie began teaching photo album classes, where she could 

apply some of her considerable artistic talents. Despite her obvious talent for 
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this current rage, the necessary organization and initiative proved too much for 

Jackie, and she eventually disbanded the classes. 

One of the areas where Jackie feels particularly insecure and only 

marginally competent is in the raising of their two children. Her own anxiety 

causes Jackie to feel impatient with two very young and active boys. She 

doesn't understand how to play with them. This is not helped by Grant's not-so-

subtle pronouncements that she is not handling their children appropriately. 

Grant believes that as a result of Jackie's inability to set limits and stick with 

them, the boys at times are "out of control." Needless to say, Jackie looks for 

opportunities to demonstrate her parental competence with their children, and 

one of those opportunities is reading aloud; 

• I thought from the beginning, you know, when I first got pregnant, 1 

always thought that you had to read stories to get them interested in 

reading, and I've always been — I always used to love reading. It's a 

good release and you learn a lot. So I wanted to do that, and that's 

something I can do with both my boys because it doesn't involve 

rumbling and tumbling and it's something I can do and I try to make 

my voice sound really good as a storyteller so it draws them in. 

Instead of — Grant will read them a story and he's yawning, and he's 

like monotone. And I like, no wonder they don't like him to read 

stories. I'm like, I wonder if he does that on purpose. But I felt like that 

was my — that's part of my job, but that's also a way 1 can connect 

with them, that I'm comfortable doing. 

Jackie begins by presenting her imagined beliefs about the purpose of 

reading aloud to children; Reading aloud causes the children to pursue it as an 
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interest. Once interested in reading, the child can use it as a tool to relieve 

stress as well as a tool for learning. Her reasoning Is based on her own 

experience as a reader, not those of her children. We begin to detect part of the 

model through Jackie's use of two metaphors — the objectification of reading 

("in reading") and the moral desire for emotional well-being based on an 

expansion-contraction metaphor ("good release"). 

At the point that Jackie states, "So 1 wanted to do thaf her account shifts. 

That shift is only understood as a result of Jackie's own personal history, a 

history that Jackie believes I understand. She goes on to state, "[Tlhat's 

something I can do with my boys." This statement reveals how reading aloud 

fulfills Jackie's own need to engage in some act where she feels some degree 

of personal competence in the raising of her two boys. Attached to this 

sentence, Jackie provides an example of her feelings of inadequacy; she 

cannot engage in rough and tumble physical play. More importantly, however, 

she is contrasting her abilities with Grant's in an attempt to create symmetry in a 

personal relationship that feels asymmetrical. In other words, Jackie is again 

attempting to define her competence not only in relationship with her children 

but with her husband. Grant, from Jackie's perspective, is a dull and 

uninteresting bedtime reader. The children do not enjoy bedtime stories when 

Grant is reading to them. She even considers the possibility that Grant may not 

want to read to their children and is deliberately reading aloud in a boring 

manner to get Jackie to assume this role. Bedtime reading is an event that 

Jackie considers to be central to parenting ("That's part of my job"). Jackie not 

only claims to read aloud better than Grant but Jackie wants to do it With so 

little else to claim as a competent parent (she does not consider herself to be 



401 

patient, well-organized, physically adept, capable of preparing nice "homey" 

meals for her family, or a good housekeeper), reading aloud to her children is 

one significant way that Jackie can construct herself as a competent, caring 

mother. Two of Jackie's metaphors clarify this point. Her performance while 

reading aloud "draws them in" to the story, a characteristic already associated 

with escape and well-being. Reading aloud also allows Jackie to "connect" with 

her children, a metaphor discussed in the analysis of the interview with Eleanor. 

What may appear obvious in both is that a cultural model of literacy is 

inextricably tied to cultural models of parenting, or what it means to be a 'good 

parent' Gust as it is coordinated with other cultural models, such as success). 

Central to models of 'good parenting' is the ability to emotionally bond with 

one's child. Beyond the few biological mechanisms involving physical 

sensations that humans use to emotionally bond with children (e.g., holding), 

cultural knowledge is used to apply cultural artifacts as tools to establish a more 

intimate relationship that parents metaphorically refer to as bonding. A father 

and son attending a football game can be considered an example of a cultural 

artifact serving to mediate the relationship between the two so that it can grow 

more closely knit. The degree to which one considers the "bonding" experience 

to be useful is also culturally shaped. There is much current discussion and 

debate in the popular press about the amount of time parents should spend with 

their children, particularly in relationship to the time children spend in child care. 

An interesting example of the relationship between tool and time 

appeared recently in the local news. A community organization sponsored a 

program which provided materials for incarcerated fathers to "read aloud" to 

their children via a tape recorder. While there were several justifications for the 
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program, the chief was that despite the constraints of imprisonment this activity 

would help to bring father and child closer. In this scenario, we see the cultural 

model of parenting clearly interfacing with the cultural model of literacy. The 

program offers a self-contained version of the bedtime story situation described 

by Jackie, where the everyday behavior of the incarcerated parent was judged 

to be immoral (and illegal) but can now be redeemed by participating in a 

morally acceptable activity — reading to the child. The bedtime story situation, 

a "bonding" time, is now enacted as a distant process, one step removed from 

the child, void of physical closeness, with a disembodied voice on the tape 

recorder. However, just as Jackie described few cultural artifacts that she felt 

comfortable using to bond with her children, the prisoner, by virtue of his 

imprisonment, has few artifacts available to bond with his child. The moral 

reasoning is the same, and we can see the powerful cultural influence of this 

particular artifact. A storybook is used to mediate the relationship between 

parent and child, where the act of reading aloud is a moral performance 

motivated by a moral purpose to strengthen the "bond" between parent and 

child. 

The above discussion has focused on how particular texts can be used to 

partially form the identity of a parent. The parent's idealized vision of the 

parent-child relationship and what constitutes a good parent is enacted in the 

read aloud time. The degree to which this is a conscious, metacognitive action 

varies from parent to parent. Sometimes, as the example below clearly 

demonstrates, the individual use of particular texts to help construct one's 

identity is a very conscious decision. 
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Bea 

Bea was born and. except for a brief period of time, raised in Charleston. 

South Carolina. She recalls her home as a large but very old house ("an awful 

looking place") situated at the end of a long dirt road. Bea was an only child. 

Although several children lived across the street from her, Bea's mother never 

allowed her to play with them; "My mother thought that they got into trouble." 

Other children in the neighborhood had "value systems" that "didnt really fit with 

mine." Additionally. Bea's father had a "horrible temper" which was "totally 

unpredictable" and caused her great anxiety about bringing a friend over. 

Consequently, Bea grew up very much separated from other children. Most of 

the people she associated with were the few adults who lived nearby. ("I was 

by myself most of the time.") This brief history helps to contextualize Bea's 

following account; 

• Well, you know I think part of it was that I felt totally out of it in life. And 

somewhere along the line I started seeing reading as being the 

answer to that. And I remember, the newspaper would come, and 

there was Dear Abby and there was Miss Manners in the newspaper. 

Both of those things I would read immediately, I read in every paper. 

And I would look for them and I would, you know, if we went 

somewhere where there were papers tying around, I would look for 

them. But what that was, it was this drive to understand things about 

how life operated and how people operate and how you're supposed 

to get along out there. You know, because my sense was that I didn't 

know how to talk to people. I didn't know how to have friends. I didn't 
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understand this culture that was there. I wasn't like the culture I grew 

up in. And my family culture was always different and not Integrated 

with the community or the culture that I was in. And I was like, these 

other people know these things and they know how to get along and 

they understand things. And I don't know how and I can't ask either 

parent. But I can read a book and I can find it. 

One of the most salient aspects of Bea's account is her marked 

oppositional use of the metaphors (and associated expressions) of "in" and 

"out." Both of these metaphors represent a "spatial zone" (Hanks, 1996) where 

"in" represents a location of comfort, the environment that Bea most closely 

identifies. "In" represents the context where she has constructed an identity, 

located quite naturally in the institutions of home, family, and neighborhood. 

Bea presents this as a rather fixed identity, one that she carried with her in all 

occurrences. 

Bea's use of "out," "there," or "out there," represents locations that are 

exterior to her spatial zone of comfort. Bea states that outside this zone of 

comfort, "I didn't know how to talk to people." This comment is similar to Philips' 

(1983) concept of participant structures, or ways that verbal interactions are 

arranged. Philips argues that Warm Springs Indian children were socialized to 

participate in interactional events differently at home than in the participant 

structures of the non-Indian schools. Bea's description of the discontinuity 

between home ('in") and places such as school ("ouf) constitutes different 

participant stmctures, causing a disruption in her ability to participate effectively. 

In a deliberate attempt to make sense of the world "out there" — to 

ascertain information not available from her parents — Bea uses the written text 
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(newspapers) to mediate her understanding. The two examples from the 

newspaper that Bea found useful were the columns of "Dear Abby" and "Miss 

Manners," popular writers who dispense all sorts of advice including 

'appropriate' social interactions and etiquette. The columns have both an 

iconic and an Indexical representation. Abby and Miss Manners are real 

people. Abby and Miss Manners' (Judith Martin) pictures are usually found at 

the top of their column. When one reads "Dear Abby" the 'relationship' between 

reader and author (so often referred to in Reader-Response theory) is 

highlighted by the placement of Abby's photograph. It is as if she is personally 

addressing the reader. When I was a child and read Dear Abby, I always 

noticed the periodic addition to her column that began, "Confidential to...." At 

the time, I felt it inappropriate to read this, assuming it was meant for only that 

person. As I grew older, I would read this section, but with a sense of violating 

this person's private relationship with Abby. Additionally, the content of the 

column involves relationships. In other words, there is a relationship between a 

reader and an author about the nature of relationships. It is this person (Abby) 

— someone from "out there" — who has a relationship with Bea, explaining 

through the indexical nature of written text, the ways of knowing, perceiving and 

relating that are "out there," providing her with the needed information to 

"operate." 

When Bea and her family traveled outside the immediacy of her 

experience, she deliberately sought newspapers as a primary resource for the 

construction of her identity. Bea twice uses the phrase, "I would look for them," 

indicating a desire to cross borders in order to access the knowledge of the 

dominant culture, but on her own terms, by seeking safe "people" (like Abby) 
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from "out there" who knew the codes that informed Bea "how to get along." This 

kind of border crossing allowed Bea to begin fashioning a new identity, or one 

that was useful in particular contexts, allowing her access to whatever goods 

she might need. Similarly, It is interesting to consider how newspapers are able 

to traverse the geography of the borders of "in" and "out." Bea describes how 

newspapers "would come" to their home, representing how aspects of the world 

"out there" cross the border into Bea's world, allowing for identity construction in 

a variety of places. Wherever the location of access, reading the newspaper 

was central to the formation of Bea's self, or at least her public self in a 

particular public culture. 

Bea's use of the orientational metaphors of "in" and "ouf entail her use of 

metaphors of a manufactured product. She "felt totally out of it." She was "not 

integrated." These metaphors are placed within her use of the term "culture." 

There are two cultures that Bea refers to, culture that is "out there" — which 

belongs to somebody else — and culture that is her own, or one that is "in." Bea 

presents her folk notion of culture in a modernist framework, where the cultures 

of both geographic areas are relatively fixed and bounded. The metaphors that 

are embedded in her comments on culture reflect not just manufactured product 

but a fau/(y manufactured product. In other words, her culture was faulty. 

Consider how Bea describes her family culture as being "differenf from the 

outside culture, how her family culture did not "integrate" into the outside 

culture, as if this kind of integration is supposed to happen. It was "these other 

people" who were the ones who knew things; it was this other culture that 

knows how to "get along." 
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I do not want to suggest that Bea had an unhappy childhood. There is 

absolutely nothing to indicate that. In fact, Bea gives every indication that her 

life has been very happy. As she describes it, Bea lived in a very 

"child-centered" home. However, her recollections of growing up suggest an 

apparent recognition of the historically constructed and socially organized 

"cultural borders" (Giroux, 1992), constituted by rules and regulations "that limit 

and enable particular identities, individual capacities, and social forms" (p. 30). 

What is "allowable" in one setting for Bea is not allowable in another setting. 

"Out' is a noncomplementary domain for Bea that challenges her very identity 

within her family domain. 

The manufactured product metaphor suggests once again that the 

product works best when it is whole. Wholeness is accomplished when the 

isolated pieces are brought together within the larger collective which provides 

strength and durability to the product. In another interview, Bea referred to 

children who were not read to as being "cast adrift." The account under 

discussion indicates that Bea, while clearly growing up in a loving home, felt to 

some degree "cast adrift." That is not a positive position to be in. Ultimately, 

these metaphors are moral metaphors. 

Bea's account conveyed the importance that certain texts played in 

helping her feel a part of the larger community. The final point to examine is 

Bea's deliberate pursuit of newspapers in order to understand the larger world. 

She states: "[l]t was this drive to understand things about how life operated and 

how people operated." The metaphor suggests Bea's sense of individual 

agency. If the desire to achieve or understand something is strong enough, with 

the proper materials, that achievement or understanding will come. 
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It could justifiably be argued that I am teasing out one particular 

metaphor and using it to make an entire psychological case. More than any 

parent, Bea uses a number of related metaphors in her accounts such as 

"independence" and 'Ireedom." Their use supports my argument that Bea very 

subtly postulates a 'bootstrap' theory of personal and social liberation. It must 

be noted that Bea is a prominent educator. She has received a number of 

important awards in her field. She cares for her elderly mother and is raising a 

very active and precocious little boy. 

Bea's deliberate use of texts to mediate her understanding of the world 

means something more than the use of the text to teach one about the world, as 

in matters pertaining to history and geography. Bea's desire was to create 

continuity between her life and the life outside of herself. Texts became 

mediators as Bea slowly began controlling her understanding of that world. 

Bea continues her account by providing a marvelous example of how she 

decided to use a text to help her understand how a girl should behave in public; 

SB; So do you remember books as you were growing up that 

you found meaningful and useful in that venue? 

Bea; I saved up my money one time for some sort of etiquette 

book I remember. It was a thick etiquette book. And my 

mother let me buy it. Which I read just tediously. You know, 

I knew, like there are ail these descriptions of how the girl is 

supposed to turn to get out of the car, how you turn your 

knees a certain way and you put your right foot out first and 

when you do you put your hand here. And 1 knew all of 
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those things, every one of them. Because it was kind of like 

this is a way that I'll know that I'll be able to get along. 

Bea's desire to "get along" is reminiscent of Christian-Smith (1993) who 

found that some adolescent White women as well as some adolescent working 

class women of color read teen romance novels, watch soap operas, and other 

teenage television programs as important vehicles to express competence and 

to work out relationships with their families, peers and romantic partners. While 

these activities gave a large amount of pleasure, Bea describes her 

engagements as "tedious," adding additional credence to my earlier bootstrap 

argument. Bea perceives her understanding of the world "out there" as the 

result of her own initiative and work without reliance on outside help, other than 

texts. Bea concludes this account with the following afterthought: 

• And I also read stuff to understand things to explain to my parents. 

Pretty early in life it was my job to figure out things for my parents as 

well. And I remember reading things, you know, and explaining them 

to my fattier. 

Bea tells a lengthy story that provides several examples of the ways in 

which she, who used texts to mediate the world for herself, later acted in the role 

of mediator for her parents, in order for them to accomplish their purpose. Bea's 

role demonstrates that "household members are active in coping with, in 

changing, indeed, in mediating the very conditions under which they live.... 

[H]ow household members develop strategies and obtain and distribute 

(material and intellectual) resources through social relationships" (Moll, Tapia, 

& Whitmore, 1993, p. 53). Wagner, Messick, and Spratt (1986) discuss how in 

contemporary Morocco, where the shift towards personal literacy as a need and 
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a right has been emphasized, and illiteracy can lead to negative stigmatization, 

traditional mediators are in high demand and operate in various domains of life. 

One domain is within households: 

Within the family, the arrival of a new, younger generation of literate and 
schooled men and women has led to a "generation gap"' between 
children and parents... [F]irst generation of literates must now relate to 
their parents who grew up in a world of "restricted" traditional literacy. In 
modern Morocco, where literacy counts in dealing with the structure of 
power in the wider society, children have partially reversed the old 
pattern of parent-child authority in the family... [It]t is the younger literate 
or biliterate (Arabic and French) generation who now provide access to 
new sources of information, through literacy skills which interpret the 
outside sociefy for their less literate, nonliterate, or monoliterate (Arabic, 
Quranic Arabic, or French) parents, (p. 252) 

Bea's reference to her role as mediator for her parents indirectly 

reinforces the current understanding of how people with so-called "literacy 

problems" can also be people who (like her parents) have jobs and have 

developed strategies, such as using social networks, to help them solve their 

difficulties with written text. People develop "social networks" (Barton & 

Padmore, 1991; Fingeret, 1983; Moll & Greenberg, 1996) as part of their 

everyday lives "whether or not people have problems" (Barton & Padmore, 

1996, p. 69). When there are problems, there is generally no sense of 

dependency (Fingeret, 1983): "[Elxchange of mutual help not only occurs 

constantly but is a defining feature of social relations and even shapes 

household composition" (Moll & Greenberg, 1990, p. 321). Outside the 

immediate household, these networks consist of neighbors, friends, and work 

colleagues. 

This chapter has covered a large territory, but its themes of 

independence, success, and freedom — the idealized consequences of literacy 

— are deeply held middle-class American values. Frederick Douglass's story. 
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briefly related at the beginning of the chapter, rings with the same idealism as 

the Liberty Bell; an idealized America. Douglass's story means far more than 

literacy leads to freedom. The moral of Douglass's story has been constructed 

that literacy is freedom. And if literacy was freedom over a hundred years ago, it 

certainly is freedom now. Graff (1979) remarks that even the United States 

Postal Service has issued a stamp to highlight that point; "Bordered around the 

display of quill pen and ink well, the message proclaimed; The ability to write, 

the root of democracy'" (p. xxxv). 

In one way or other, the parents in this chapter are making a similar point. 

For Eleanor, literacy is a source of information because "infomriation can be 

power" and power is freedom. For Carl, literacy provides the resources to "rise 

above" your basic needs toward success. For Bea, literacy provides 

independence and self-determination. I do not want to restate points already 

made but want underscore these parents' beliefs in the currency of literacy. 

They think it is the backbone of freedom, equality, and democracy. But it is a 

White, middle-class freedom, a White middle-class equality, and a White 

middle-class democracy. 

Salvino, (1989), writing about ideologies of race and literacy in 

antebellum America, says that while Blacks "embraced and subverted the White 

ideology of literacy for the freedom it could provide from physical bondage, their 

hard-earned literacy skills did not mean very much in terms of social and 

economic acceptance among whites" (p. 152). An ex-slave might be able to 

read but be unable to obtain a job that was any better than domestic help or a 

dock worker. African Americans could use their newly acquired literacy to 
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cease being capital, but accruing capital and being included in the social 

economy was even more difficult. 

Graff (1979) has made a similar point about blacks in nineteenth century 

Canada. "Illiteracy could be a handicap, especially in its ascriptive 

associations," but "literacy by itself was no advantage" (p. 76), and "to a racial 

minority, faced with racial discrimination, education brought no discernible 

benefits, and illiteracy no detriments; race carried an independent influence ... 

The achievement of schooling simply did not often contradict the facts of birth in 

this society" (p. 81). In other words, those who ended up with the worst jobs did 

so because of their backgrounds (being Black or Irish Catholic) and not 

because of their illiteracy. 

It would be unfair to suggest that any of the parents in this study would 

agree with Graff's assertions, and I do not wish to cast them as villains. But they 

must be cast in the role they were born to play; privileged individuals with 

cultural and linguistic capital, and tastes that are acquired as their birthright; a 

group willing and desiring to operate as a group to use its members' capital as 

moral tools of power for themselves and their children within a capitalistic 

society in order to achieve the ultimate moral consequence — freedom, 

democracy and success. 
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CHAPTER 11 

CONCLUSION 

I have emphasized in the previous seven chapters how the metaphors 

and reasoning that parents use to talk about literacy are governed by the three 

schemas, LITERACY IS AN OBJECT, LITERACY IS MORALITY, and LITERACY IS A SKILL. 

These three schemas have provided a framework for systematic analysis — or 

"reconstruction" (Quinn, 1999) — of the meanings and implicit assumptions that 

lie behind what these fifteen parents have to say when they talk about reading. 

What they have to say about reading reveals a cultural model that emphasizes a 

literary literacy as a distinction of moral character and a mark of identification 

with the values and expectations of their idealized middle-class social status. 

This final chapter will (a) summarize each schema, (b) outline the cultural 

model, (c) explain the relevance of this research to "marginalized" and 

"minoritized" groups, and (d) relate this research to teacher education. 

Summary of the Schemas 

Literacv is an Obiect 

I have emphasized throughout this study that literacy is described as a 

"thing," detached from the individual and capable of having agency — doing 

things to and for people, seemingly independent of human action. One form of 

objectification — commodification — involves the process whereby social 

domains and institutions whose function has nothing to do with producing 

commodities in the economic sense are conceptualized in tenns of distribution 

and consumption (Fairclough, 1992). The objectification/commodification of 

literacy orchestrates the other two schemas. As I have described in great detail 
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in LITERACY IS MORALITY, books and the ideas they contain are described as 

bodily experiences where they are incorporated in order for the individual to feel 

whole. Such wholeness is thought to be the natural state, which is considered 

both strong and pleasurable, LITERACY IS A SKILL is by far the most well-known 

manifestation of the objectification-commodification of written language. As 

Fairclough (1992a) points out, the vocabulary of skills has a long and respected 

genealogy in linguistics and applied linguistics, where the belief that use of 

language is based upon sets of language skills — reading, writing, listening, and 

speaking — is common; 

This wording helps to commodify the content of language education, in 
the sense that it facilitates its division into discrete units, which are in 
principle separately teachable and assessable, and can be bought and 
sold as distinct goods in the range of commodities available on the 
educational market, (p. 210) 

Conceptualized as a commodity, literacy can have 'rates' that go higher or 

lower; a child's reading can take off; over the course of time, that same child's 

mading will 'develop'; a child can read at a higher or lower 'level' than another 

child; skills can be 'lost,' 'acquired,' and 'refined'; reading difficulties can be a 

'barrier to overcome.' These skills are valuable and desired objects. More 

important, these commodities are understood by the parents in my study to be 

cfemocratfca///available to the individual, a further indication of the relationship 

between individualism and freedom, and a point I shall elaborate upon later. 

Similarly, oral language — Standard English in particular — is objectified as a 

'thing' and a valued commodity of exchange, evidencing literacy, intelligence, 

taste, and refinement, an "index of identity" (Silverstein, 1987b, p. 7). Of course, 

embedded in this metaphorical language of commodification are also 
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understandings of morality, making manifest the reciprocal nature of the three 

schemas of object-morality-skill. 

As I have also described in the literature review, a literary literacy as 

described by these parents is an end product of a complex social and historical 

process where the commodity of the popular book involved a production and 

circulation aimed at constructing White, middle-class identities. These 

historically constituted ideologies have been intemalized in the present era (or, 

as Bourdieu says, "embodied") as "reasonable behavior" (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 

468) in a common-sense worid, as revealed in Cari's guarantee that successful 

people "all have a bookshelf in their house," Marilyn's assertion that "I'm not 

going to get pleasure out of reading the Safeway sign," Katherine's concern 

about books that "tear down the human spirit... and take us in directions that 

are not healthy," or her privileging of books that are "not necessarily popular 

literature but literature that maybe meets more the British criteria of good 

writing," Eleanor's use of books as "stress release," and Gwen's assertion that 

someone's ability to "barely form a sentence" are also indications of someone 

who can "barely read and write." Such propositions are stated as naturally 

occurring behaviors rather than a specific orientation toward the worid. 

Through their ideological stances, Cari, Marilyn, Eleanor and Katherine 

consciously and unconsciously exercise their hegemonic middle-class aesthetic 

status, prescribing their moral norms, and judging harshly those whose tastes do 

not fall within a similar range. Soltow and Stevens' (1981) statements about 

literacy during the rise of the Common School could be applied to literacy today: 

"What we term an 'ideology of literacy' had the potential not simply to restrain 
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and control but to communicate to children and adults a code for success ..." 

(p. 55). 

Literacy is Morality 

LITERACY IS MORALITY involves the following themes that are derived from 

both the metaphor and account analysis: (a) the pursuit of pleasure, (b) being a 

'good' parent, (c) individualism and success, and (d) the achievement empathy. 

Pleasure. Pleasure is a central theme in LITERACY IS MORALITY. The 

metaphors that constitute this class involve food, personal and economic well-

being, and spirituality. A literary literacy is understood as self-focused and 

hedonistic, involving the satisfaction of the body. It is motivated by the sensual 

and intellectual centrality of pleasure. In effect, a literary literacy is a fonn of 

self-stimulation and requires an object in the fomi of the physical artifact of a 

book. The book is an artî ct/object that parents can potentially get "lost in," or 

just "into," and this state-of-being produces such satis^ction. Thus pleasure is 

closely aligned with satis^ctlon. 

Ballenger (1999) writes that members of the middle class are "adherents 

of a cult in which books have sacred value, value beyond what can be explained 

by common sense" (p. 56). Ballenger's metaphors of economics and religion 

("value" and "sacred") capture an important distinction. Magazines, newspapers, 

and many other ubiquitous print artifacts do not have "sacred value." They are 

less expensive (or free) and are easily accessible. They are commonly marked, 

cut apart, and discarded. To the middle-class parents in this study, printed text 

of this type signals its presence and significance in the household differently 
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than texts of "sacred value." To put it further, In a simplified world, work-related 

docunfients, bills, letters and so forth are not pleasure producing, a point made 

by Marilyn regarding the Safeway sign. 

But the simplified world of cultural models doesn't bear the weight of 

scrutiny. Imagine a hypothetical scenario. Marilyn is starving and had been 

wandering through the desert. Suddenly she sees in the distance the sign that 

reads "Safeway." This would indeed bring her pleasure. More realistically, 

imagine Marilyn and Teresa in a car when Teresa suddenly says, "Mommy, I 

have to pee." "Can you wait?" Marilyn answers. "No," says Teresa, "I have to 

pee right now!" Under these circumstances, a sign that read Safeway would 

indeed bring pleasure to Teresa — and ultimately to Marilyn — who despite a 

minor inconvenience, would not have to deal with a wet and uncomfortable 

daughter and a wet car seat. My point is not to sound absurd, but to emphasize 

how virtually any literacy event can produce pleasure — even opening a credit 

card bill and noticing a "credit due" instead of a "balance due." But the pleasure 

these parents refer to is a specific fomi of pleasure thought to involve 

consciousness changing — and therefore psychological health — the result of 

being absorî ed into the text. 

But I have also argued that pleasure is derived from participating in a 

literacy event that is hegemonically associated with a dominant class, a class 

historically preoccupied with leisure which uses a literary literacy as entrance to 

leisure and the description of leisure. Consider the popular poster-images of 

reading aloud with a child sitting next to an adult in a comfortable piece of living 

room fumiture such as a soft chair. To appreciate the historical link, consider 
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again the idyllic scene painted by the Athens Minror and Literary Register in 

1828; 

The little ^mily circle is never so closely united and so happy in itself as 
winter evening, especially when the stonn is beating upon the window; 
and he ought to be a happy man who listens while one of his children 
reads, and watches his eyes sparkling when he reads.... (quoted in 
Soltow & Stevens, 1981, p. 66) 

The images of nearly two hundred years ago — a comfortable piece of 

furniture, familial representations of joy, togetherness, and a quiet life centered 

on the home — are images that continue to persist, despite the realities of 

today's hectic family life. Literacy reformers of the present have successfully 

extended the construction of the material lives of middle-class families, 

laminating classic middle-class commodities of pleasure — such as comfortable 

furniture — with conjugal settings. 

This, in effect, is the exclusionary version of Smith's (1988) description of 

the "literacy club." In the "club," membership is tied to other members similarly 

preoccupied with comfort and consumption. Just as people publicly reveal that 

an anticipated relaxing vacation indicates the intention to take along a "stack of 

books," so can Marilyn unintentionally brag that Teresa could "always be found 

in a stack of books." Recall a portion of the quote: 

• Teresa's the person who when she was 6 months old was reading to 

herself and could always be found in a stack of books. 

Teresa is aligned with a dominant social class by her participation in a 

stack of books (even at 6 months old) during her leisure time (not only bedtime). 

In another interview, Marilyn claimed to have always purchased Teresa's books. 

Marilyn is not wealthy, but her willingness to make financial sacrifices in 

exchange for Teresa's pleasure is a powerful statement about parenting. 
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literacy, morality and the middle class. Both Marilyn and Teresa are constructed 

as morally superior in much the same way that the purchase of a home made 

middle-class Americans feel morally superior to the poor (Coontz, 1992). Like 

Carl, who links the ownership of a bookshelf and the visible presence of books 

with success, joining the "literacy club" means far more than simply joining a 

community of readers. It is a welcome banner to the professional middle class. 

Being a good parent. Another manner in which parents produce pleasure 

is in the interaction with their children, which is realized by reading aloud to 

them, frequently at bedtime. The bedtime story, for all its supposed pedagogical 

importance, constructs the identities of parents as moral and good people. It is 

the fulfillment of the parental obligation that contributes to — among other things 

— their child's sense of well-being, wholeness, and happiness, and 

consequently the parents' sense of well-being, wholeness, and happiness. The 

parents in my study all responded similarly to my question about a hypothetical 

child who hadn't been read to: 'They're missing out."... "The child is being 

deprived." These metaphors are the flip side of the moral metaphors of 

LITERACY AS CONSUMPTION and UTERACY IS A FITTING PART. Reading aloud to 

one's child is so completely naturalized by middle-class parents that it is 

presumed to be the fulfillment of the normal moral course of parenting. The 

bedtime story is generally not considered consciously pedagogic, at least not in 

the sense of overt instruction. But this is the hegemonic nature of the bedtime 

story. A bedtime story is not merely the reading of a book but an expression of 

the entire discourse. Hegemony is realized by simply being a "good parent." 

Good parenting and school success are virtually indistinguishable. 
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Individualism and success. The ideology of individualism is deeply 

embedded in the American idea of success, at least to Americans such as these 

parents in my study, who aspire toward upward mobility. Success is the 

expected outcome of individual achievement (Bellah et al., 1985). Teresa's 

engagement in a "stack of books" without the direct involvement or mediation of 

her mother reveals Bellah's point. Reading is considered the tool for 

independence ~ independence from the parent (such as voluntarily becoming 

involved in a stack of books, or even a single book), and independence from the 

teacher. Biggs (1991) writes; 

Individualistic theories of literacy assume that the experience of 
autonomy, including the freedom to judge how literacy will affect your 
personal life, is important in becoming a literate person. Individuals are 
encouraged to make autonomous choices about literacy in accordance 
with their individual perspectives, (p. 125) 

Coles (quoted in Linde, 1993, p. 200) refers to 'ontological individualism" 

— the belief that the individual is the "only or main fomi of reality." With 

individualism, the single person is the locus of ethics and actions, and 

opportunities are available to people because of their individual characteristics. 

Independence and individualism in American culture are thought to be a natural 

part of human nature "waiting to manifest itself in various different ways across 

the life-span" (Harkness et al., 1992, p. 169). Bea said that Corey's ability to 

read would "free up a whole world for him. It's going to mean he's going to be 

less dependent upon me and his teachers and other people." Corey's 

independence is described as that of an individual child; that single child's 

choices result in personal meaningfulness. From this perspective, Corey is a 

rational human being who knows what he wants ("enlightened self-knowledge") 
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and can decide for himself— "unfettered by family" (Bellah et al., 1985, p. 148) 

— what experiences will improve his life. Literacy allows him to access those 

experiences and to pursue his individual goals. 

The link between Corey's individualism and success is his individual 

ability and character. The logic of causation toward success and thus, upward 

mobility, as I have already stated, is independent of race, class, or economic 

circumstances. That there is no mention of a material or cultural impediment to 

Corey's success is consistent with life story narratives. "In a world without 

history or economics, character must be the most important determinant of 

professional choice' (Linde, 1993, p. 204). 

These parents expect much of their young children's success will occur at 

school, an institution that Patricia linked with Seth's "career." "It is the yardstick 

by which we are measured in our school careers," an association common 

among the parents in my study. As Marilyn reported telling Teresa on a day that 

she was reluctant to go to school, "It's my job to go to work and make money. 

It's your (Teresa's) job to go to school and learn as much as [you] can." Both 

these statements are important. Patricia's choice of the word "career" implies a 

belief that school is a profession that one pursues with effort and diligence, as in 

the oft-heard line, "It's not just a job; its my career." Though her word choice 

was different, Marilyn equates job and money with school and learning. In 

effect, Marilyn earns as much as she can; Teresa learns as much as she can. 

Money and schooling are linked. 

For these parents, school is constructed as a current place of professional 

white-collar employment, complete with the advantages of fringe benefits and 

promotion and the disadvantages of bringing work home at the end of the day. I 
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have asked children, "What school do you go to and what grade are you in?" as 

often as I have asked adults, "What do you do?" For the professional middle 

class, knowing another person's profession infers their social class and position 

in the world. Infomnation about a child's school serves as a similar marker 

"These pieces of information must be known in order for an individual to know 

how properly to interact with someone else" (Linde, 1993, p. 53). 

Emoathv. Individualism, no matter how rugged, does not preclude 

recognizing one's membership in the larger society and culture (and subculture) 

which is an obvious important source of identity, identity among the middle 

class is partially constructed by one's ability to empathize with others, a trait 

believed to be developed in part through engagement in a literary literacy. 

Purves (1991) writes: 

Wherever enacted in the world, the activities of being literate carry with 
them the burden of acceding to and employing a large body of common 
knowledge and conventional wisdom. Accession and use may be seen as 
entering into a contract with the world of text, an act not unlike the act 
which social philosophers have referred to as the social contract. We 
may define the textual contract as the mediation between the individual 
and the community (p. 51) 

Parents in my study repeatedly expressed their desire to use texts to help 

their children to project themselves into lives and beliefs that were different from 

their own, or to use their metaphors, "expose," "connect," "visit," "see" (as in 

understand). In a competitive society, where the middle class aspire to upward 

mobility and individualism is considered paramount to success, particular texts 

are thought to mediate a sense of connectedness and sharedness that may be 

lost as a result of life's struggles. It is another reason why a literary literacy is 

considered more prototypical in the cultural models of parents than other more 
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directive force. 

There is a paradox in using the written text to provide connections. ^ | 

mentioned in the prior discussion of LITERACY IS AN OBJECT, the literary tex  ̂ AN 

independent thing, much like the lives it serves to integrate. That parents 

to an independent object as a source of connectedness is itself revealing-

Expectations that texts themselves potentially can develop empathy in the 

individual reveal a longstanding ideology that literacy is itself is transfornn^tjv^, 

cognitively and socially, or in the case of this discussion, it can transfomn 

human consciousness. This literature suggests that while human beings 

desire this transformation, they are to some extent passive objects of 

transfomiation in ways that they may be unable to control or are not fully 

of. The commonly heard expression — "This book changed my life" — is 

excellent example of such a conceptualization. 

The point here is not really to problematize empathy nor to discuss 

active the reader is in the process of 'transfonnation.' Rather, I want to 

emphasize that the parents in my study appropriate a literary literacy as ^ 

cultural tool to develop empathy. How is it that the use of books is such  ̂

powerful motivating force for empathy? As I have suggested, empathy is tHe 

resistance to individualism. Bellah et al. (1985) describe how the progress of 

individualism leads to fragmentation. Empathy challenges that fragment^tj(>fi, an 

argument also made by Coontz (1992) and her discussion of the develop^fî nt of 

the early nineteenth century middle-class ^mily. 

Parents in my study understand books as commodified objects of 

Just as a lover can be a source of understanding, caring, and solace, — 
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by the nature of their objectification — serve a similar purpose, also serving as a 

bridge between scattered human islands. The objectified book acts like a lover, 

with a physical space that provide for escape, and has limbs that can 

romantically grab and pull the reader in. These are powerful ways in which 

parents romanticize books to allow the person to be connected with something 

other than a scattered, individualistic self. 

There are, of course, expected paradoxes and contradictions in the 

tension between the centrifugal and centripetal forces of individuation and 

connection. While many literacy campaign posters feature the lone individual 

reading, even posters intended for family literacy give mixed messages. Keller-

Cohen's article (1993) displays a ^mily literacy poster with the slogan, "Be a 

family of readers." Pictured are family members — mother, father, and two 

children — each reading by him or herself. 'Thus, the unmarked or normative 

representation of literacy in this country is an individual interacting alone with a 

texf (p. 296). Similarly, texts that are used by parents for "connectedness" can 

also be used to enable individualistic aspirations, such as accessing infomnation 

from a text in order to "beat ouf expected competitors. 

Literacy is a Skill 

This schema involves common-sense understandings of learning how to 

read. Learning to read in order to achieve moral standing and prestige is 

considered a prime directive. This schema is its own "manufactured producf 

built from both LITERACY IS AN OBJECT and LITERACY IS MORALITY. In other 

words, learning to read is understood as a manufactured product with strength or 

weakness, with pieces that "go together" and "assimilate," that has "foundation" 
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or "base," that involves progress that occurs on an up-down, forward-backward 

axis, and involves gaining control over, or mastering, particular fomris of 

infonnation that get stored in a physical region of the body. These metaphors — 

orientational and journey metaphors, metaphors of self-control, manufacturing 

metaphors — are all moral metaphors. 

Goodman, Shannon, Freemon, and Murphy (1988) have provided an 

insightful history of formal "sub-skills" instruction in American schools, 

particularly in relationship to the development of the modern basal and its usage 

in connection with the "new industrial order" (Luke, 1991). There is no question 

that the history of the institution of schooling and its relation to early psychology 

play a pivotal role in modern conceptions of learning to read. While there are 

strong indications that forms of a 'skills' approach to reading occurred long 

before the growth of the modern basal (Hornbooks, after all, emphasized the 

knowledge of the alphabet, as in "A — In Adam's fail, we sinned all"), the 

institution of schooling, with its appropriation of modern psychology, legitimized 

skills instmction by adding 'empirical' and 'scientific' reputability to reading 

pedagogy. Therefore, vt île literacy without (and prior to) schooling commonly 

exists, the acquisition of literacy within schooling is validated by legal and social 

sanctions and mandates, in this public scenario, a number of interrelated 

models fuse; Morality is fused with the psychological learning event, itself an 

ideology of the single individual. Individualism, as I have demonstrated, is 

linked with freedom. Every individual then is free to leam, personally 

responsible for his or her success, equally culpable for failing, and individually 

responsible for either one's own wealth or poverty. These principles — freedom, 

responsibility, individualism, equality — are the ideologies of "modem" Anglo-
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European society and, in theory, proclaimed for all citizens (Beaugrande, 1997), 

and made readily available democratically in the democratic industrial 

environment of public education. 

Most of the metaphors parents in my study used to describe the skill of 

reading reflect the assembly-line efficiency of an industrial age, the mass 

commodification and production of goods. Within the context of the school 

career where learning to read occurs, skills can be described as "strong," 

"refined," "material," "mechanics," "assimilate," "fits together," "building," 

"progress," "low level," "high level," "lagging behind," "continual progress." The 

use of these metaphors betray a "career" in industry but have been used so 

frequently in the context of skills — both in and out of the institution of education 

— that their repeated use has been completely naturalized. 

For these White, middle-class urban parents living in a modem society 

and raising modem children, the successful acquisition of the skill-commodity is 

believed to prevent children like Grant's son from "lagging behind." As 

Beaugrande (1997) has pointed out, in public discourse, "freedom" has come to 

designate the right to compete. Those who "lag behind' become excluded, but 

only have their individual selves to blame. 

The Cultural Model of Literacy 

This section is the specific answer to my research question; What is the 

cultural model of literacy from a selected group of White, middle-class parents? 

The following cultural model depicts a prototypical or idealized storyline where 

the complexities "drop away" (Strauss & Quinn, 1997, p. 165). The storyline isn't 

necessarily shared by all parents in my study (or certainly every parent in this 
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country who is defined as White, urban, and middle class) but distributed and 

available to a greater or lesser degree among all of these parents. Explicit 

references to the three schemas are avoided in this description: 

Literacy, because it has taken on a variety of meanings and associations, 

is treated as an object in order to satisfy the obligations associated with those 

meanings. One primary form of objectification — commodification — allows for 

the transfer and exchange of literacy in ways that are cast by parents as moral. 

They are moral because they involve giving and getting pleasure, achieving a 

sense of completeness, and developing empathy. The use of written texts to 

achieve morality simultaneously constructs the dominant class identities of these 

parents in ways that meet the approval from others in their discourse community. 

The very act of reading as a leisure activity, the consumption of particular texts 

for 'fun' or 'enjoyment' (or even the expressed desire to do so) locates the social 

identity of these parents and children which provides these parents with social 

approval and pleasure. They are in effect disciplined into pleasure. 

Parents establish and demonstrate their own class identities and the class 

identities of their children in a variety of ways. They find pleasure in establishing 

and demonstrating themselves as moral parents by engaging in socially 

sanctioned behaviors and activities that are constructed by meta-discourses 

about their children and each other's children. Within these discourses, parents 

learn to associate certain behaviors with good and bad. High on the list of good 

behaviors is the importance of individualism, for their children to have fi'eedom, 

to be îr, and to be successful in everyday activities. 

One of the most highly developed meta-discourses is the expectation of 

formal schooling. This anticipation is fueled by the anticipation of the 



428 

commencement of kindergarten, but it really begins at birth. Parents come to 

believe that in order to appear as moral parents, anything that allows their 

children to move in a direction that furthers their approval by others in a modem 

society — the interrelationship between freedom, responsibility, individualism, 

and equality believed necessary to achieve success — can only be acquired 

through the democratic institution of schooling (public or private). Schools 

themselves act as public spaces believed to maintain and promote those same 

characteristics of a modern society: freedom, responsibility, individualism, and 

equality. 

Sufficiently fused with morality, the skill-commodity that parents 

understand is needed for school "success" (the primary avenue to display their 

children's social class) requires individual discipline and self-control. This way, 

both the acquisition and the process of learning involve the simultaneous 

construction of knowledge and character, elements crucial to success and 

freedom. 

The rhetoric of independence and self-reliance, however, is partly an 

illusion. As much as these parents yearn for the children's self-reliance and 

autonomy, they also recognize that neither they nor their children are 

autonomous individuals. In order for their children to be academically and 

professionally successful, they reason that their children's autonomy must be 

mediated methodologically. As they construct their role as moral parents — 

directly and explicitly involved with their children — they understand that it is 

their responsibility to act as the agent in this mediation. Objectifying (or 

consciously making transparent) oral and written language provides parents with 

numerous opportunities to make teaching points' that are thought to enhance 
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the child's ultimate autonomy. These teaching points are also concrete and 

distinctive displays of 'good' and 'involved' parenting that mark their White, 

middle-class identities. 

Whenever parents engage in forms of objectification of written language 

which are less than prototypical, parents perceive a dual purpose. First, these 

events are not looked down upon because parents understand these as 

necessary engagements to help their children develop independence and 

success in the world. But these are literacy events that 'virtually everyone' can 

perfonn. Therefore, parents' very conscious desire to engage their children in a 

variety of literacy events is also justified (as an objectified tool) since it serves 

the more prototypical and ultimately more moral literacy event. 

To conclude this section, I will describe one observation I made of a 

parent, not part of this study, and unaware of my observation. The ^mily took 

their preschool age daughter to a bowling alley. The girl had to use the 

restroom and the mother took her to the bathroom. When they approached the 

bathroom, the mother stopped and pointed to the word "women" painted on the 

door. As she pointed, the parent said, "That says 'women'... 'woman'," and 

then pointed to the icon next to the word, displaying the semiotic relationship. 

This event was orchestrated to simultaneously help her daughter understand: (a) 

how to find the correct bathroom, (b) the relationship between print and the 

picture next to it, (c) the sequence of the alphabetic system (she swept her finger 

from left to right), (d) the ^ct that "women" is a word, (e) that language itself can 

be talked about, and (f) that it's important to attend to print in all kinds of places. 

I did not talk with this parent about what she did, so my interpretations are 

just that. I argue that such a literacy event is also a performance. The mother 
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characterizes herself as a good parent for doing this, fulfiHing one of her moral 

obligations. Further, she thinks this kind of act will prepare her child for 

independence and success in school, which becomes one site for the acquisition 

of the "love," "enjoymenf and "fun" of reading. Pointing out the icon, however 

important, is a literacy event that is democratically available and ultimately 

serves as a reference point of differentiation. It is, as Jackie stated, just the 

"hors d'oeurve" and not the "main meal." 

Issues of Marginalization 

While a literary literacy is not the only fomi of "capital" the families must 

possess to be considered a legitimate player in their field, it is certainly 

understood as pivotal. Such a discourse that constructs morality and one's 

social class occurs simultaneously and is reciprocal; Certain moral engagements 

must occur to gain legitimate access into this social class, and one is 

marginalized from the social class if one does not at least acknowledge the 

moral importance of this engagement. This discourse and knowledge contribute 

to and reinforce pattems of domination, most notably of those who are 

considered "minoritized." 

An excellent example of such domination comes from Sharon Darling 

(1992), current president of the National Center for Family Literacy. The Center 

is the largest privately funded family literacy program in the country, and serves 

as a model for many local family literacy programs. In her paper. Family literacy: 

The need and the promise, Dariing writes; 

Children from educated families are exposed to print at an eariy age. 
Their parents read to them, encourage their eariy "reading" and "scribble 
writing," develop their language skills through conversation and their 
thinking skills through questioning. Through their own reading and 
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attention to their children's school activities, these parents demonstrate 
that they value ieamino. All this happens naturally in many homes. But 
'at risk" children most often come from disadvantaged undereducated 
homes, and they do not acquire the pre-literacy skills developed by more 
fortunate children. As a result, they begin their schooling behind, and 
may never catch uo [emphasis added], (p. 1) 

This quote reflects the ideologies of the parents and many of those 

deeply involved in the institution of schooling and in ^mily literacy programs. 

What is obvious by now are the series of moral metaphors (which I have 

underlined) that Darling uses, metaphors that are, as Scribner (1984) put it, 

"urged upon all of us." The metaphors reveal a cultural model preoccupied with 

moral worth. I have no doubt that Sharon Darling believes that learning to read 

is important, nor would I argue that the National Center has not helped many 

families. As Auerbach (1997, p. 79) says, "Any program that opens possibilities 

that were previously unavailable is important." But I would argue that opening 

possibilities is not what is motivating her discourse. Rather, learning to read is a 

secondary goal to the primary goal to reshape the moral character of the 

families, particularly non-mainstream and cultural minority ^milies. To co-opt 

and paraphrase James Baldwin's statement about African American English, it is 

not these children's literacy that is despised; it is their experience (cited in Hill, 

1999). There are, of course, overt and obvious examples of how organizations 

such as the National Center for Family Literacy want to change the culture of 

^milies, examples that have also been discussed in Taylor (1997). My 

concerns, like Auerbach (1997), address the cove^ messages, the messages 

that are not considered inflammatory but simply a matter of 'common-sense.' 

Parents in my study apply common-sense understandings of literacy to 

both mari( and shape moral images of their own idealized experiences. These 

'common-sense' images are also reinforced and constructed by various 
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institutions including the media. Books, magazines, television, and schools all 

contribute to a moral image of the White, middle class that continues to shape 

and reinforce their self-definition, even though their actual everyday literacy 

practices are far more diverse than portrayed, even by themselves. In order to 

construct their own protective maze, the White, middle class create and attempt 

to confomfi to their own literacy mythology. This is not dissimilar to Coontz's 

(1992) description of the response to the social construction of the idealized 

1950s middle-class family. 

Sharon Darling's unacknowledged goal of reshaping the moral character 

of "at risk' children — mostly considered Afncan American, Latino, and Native 

American children — must be addressed when examining the relationship 

between schools and parents, particularly minority parents. Consider, for 

example, the Latino concept of "educacibn" (Reese, Bazano, Gallimore, & 

Goldenberg, 1991; Vald^s 1996), a cultural model which refers to the "total task 

of bringing up a moral and responsible child" (Reese etal., 1991). Educacibn, 

while not excluding formal educational training, invokes nonacademic 

dimensions such as "learning the difference between right and wrong, respect 

for parents and elders, and good manners, which parents view as the base upon 

which all other learning lies" (Reese etal., 1991). 

Teachers —• largely the products of mainstream households — typically 

do not consider educacidn particularly relevant to the child's academic school 

success, since it does not involve parents taking a schooled pedagogical stance 

at home, such as regular reading aloud to children (Vald^s, 1996). But if literacy 

is proxy for morality, and educaci6n stresses morality, why should teachers find 

educaci6n problematic? It is, I argue, because the teachers' concerns only 
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directly index the parent's pedagogical role in preparing the child for school. As 

I stated earlier, the cultural model — this time of teachers — indirectly indexes 

the reading of storybooks (and in particular the bedtime story) as a profourtdly 

moral act, an act that 'counts' as good and moral parenting. More important, it 

constitutes the very ^bric of a good and moral parent. By not engaging in the 

regular routine of a bedtime story, the 'natural course' of moral development has 

been thwarted and gone awry. The parent is perceived by the teacher as 

immoral. As someone who has listened to many teachers talk about parents 

who do not read to their children (including the teachers I interviewed), I believe 

that not reading to one's child is considered abhorrent. It is framed as if it were 

an issue of child abuse. 

Formal and infomial family literacy programs which work toward "breaking 

the cycle of poverty and dependency" (Brizius & Foster, 1993) by "providing both 

learning experiences and group supporf (p.11) for the disadvantaged by 

imposing some form of middle-class status upon its patrons, ignore some critical 

issues. Staples (1995) discusses some of the difficulties Black, middle-class 

families ^ce, problems that are not exclusively economic. For example, he 

points to the downward mobility of many Black middle-class families because 

parents are "not able to transmit their class status to their children in the way 

that White families do" (p. 23). Wilson (1996) maintains that it is race, not social 

class, that causes persistent segregation of middle- and upper middle-income 

Black families. Finally, literacy campaigns directed at "disadvantaged" groups 

do not consider how someone of color might construct a middle-class identity as 

a result of "forced entry' (Chabram-Demersesian, 1997, p. 128) into an arena 

that privileges socially dominant White identities to the exclusion of most others. 



434 

Well-intended ^mily literacy campaigns that emphasize owning books and 

reading to children as some kind of powerful liberating force are superficial and 

misleading at best. Lack of book ownership is not the problem and reading 

aloud to one's child is not the solution. To believe othenvise is a grandiose 

exercise in organizational self-deception. 

Since reading aloud to one's child constructs the identities of both parents 

and children, an entire literate resocialization is involved in such an identity 

construction. This discourse requires children to be resocialized into a particular 

middle-class community, with all of the moral ideologies that it is charged with. 

While these language patterns can presumably be taught to parents as part of a 

"secondary discourse" (Gee, 1991), the desire to proceed with such pedagogy 

must be questioned and problematized. Where does such a pedagogy end? 

Reeder and Shapiro (1996), in their long-temi investigation of the "literate 

apprenticeship" of upper middle-class preschool children and the extensive story 

reading and related talk experiences that these children had, make the following 

recommendation: 

So the message to parents is at once simple and complicated; Do these 
good things with your children, certainly, but also try to live out the values 
and attitudes that underlie natural, daily engagement in literate activities. 
And of course, values are rarely if ever taught in any fonnal syllabus; 
rather, they are caught by children who observe and spend time with 
adults who enjoy language and prize literacy themselves, (p. 126) 

Essentially, Reeder and Shapiro want families — minority and 

nonminority — to somehow have it all. Families are to both maintain everyday 

language and literacy socialization patterns with their children and at the same 

time develop better, more sophisticated interactional skills that foster a particular 

brand of metalinguistic awareness involving a kind of reflection and 
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decontextualization from the book's immediate scenario. And, of course, as they 

point out, this is "caught," not "taught," requiring parents to change their own 

internal set of patterns of behavior. 

Reeder and Shapiro are not the first set of researchers to suggest that 

nonmainstream families and/or children need to be taught mainstream ways. 

Recommendations vary according to degree and orientation. Martin (1998) and 

other systemic functional linguists in Australia advocate teaching the "powerless" 

aborigines the genres of power. The softer version of the genre theorists is 

Delpit (1988) who describes minority status in society as a position of 

powerlessness that can only be overcome by explicit instruction within the 

classroom of the rules of culture that make acquiring power easier. Ogbu (1992) 

has recommended that so-called involuntary minorities be taught to "separate 

attitudes and behaviors that lead to academic success from attitudes and 

behaviors that lead to a loss of ethnic identity and culture or language" (p. 12). 

These and others are all academic attempts to avoid the cultural suicide 

described by Richard Rodriguez (1983). Whether these pedagogical 

recommendations have large-scale long-term benefits has not been proven 

beyond anecdotal evidence or theoretical conjecture. In many regards, such 

academics also operate in their world of 'common-sense.' 

The point of my study is not to examine the possible ways in which 

subordinated groups might achieve 'school success' or become more 

mainstream. By addressing this issue so briefly I do no service to the complexity 

of such a subject and to the possibilities of blending standard and vernacular 

into a Bakhtinian heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1981). A variety of relationships exist 

between cultures that operate in close proximity to one another. Individuals pool 
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their linguistic resources and knowledge from a variety of contexts including 

home culture and mainstream culture (Moll, 1988; Vasquez, Pease-Alvarez, & 

Shannon, 1994). 

However, it would not serve these middle-class parents to privilege a 

multitude of literacies within schools. Privileging a multitude of literacies equally 

(even if it were cognitively a possibility) would not morally elevate and divide 

these parents from the poor and working class. If the literary literacy that the 

middle-class parents in my study privilege were democratically available, along 

with the discourses that are inextricably connected to it, what would be the 

purpose of the middle-class cultural capital? It would be worthless because the 

capital — and the holders of the capital — would no longer be distinctive. 

The kind of literacy that the middle-class parents in my study privilege, 

with all of its associated characteristics, protects their moral capital and thus 

themselves. The 'crumbs' that are distributed to poor and minority families 

('crumbs' in the sense, for example, of free books for poor families, family 

literacy programs) simply disguise, or better, distract from the issues of inequity 

and racism. But they also make the middle-class benefactors of such 

distribution programs feel (and appear) as if they are doing something 

worthwhile. The passion that drives such programs allows those who participate 

in them to feel good about themselves as well as their own class sfatus. 

This kind of discussion makes it appear as if I have been describing an 

essentialized, monolithic middle-class culture. However, I described in chapter 3 

the tremendous diversity of the middle-class parents who participated in this 

study. Nevertheless, despite their dissimilarity of life experiences, backgrounds, 

incomes, marital status, and sexual preferences, and so on, their internalized 
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assumptions and understandings about literacy are remarkably similar. This 

does not at ail suggest that cultures are static. But it does ofFer strong indication 

that frequently occurring current public discourses about literacy are relatively 

stable, consistent, and very, very powerful. 

Implications for Teacher Education 

What I have written is far too cynical for most current educational 

research, which appeals to positive reports of change. There are many 

theoretical and methodological implications to my study, but there are some 

practical implications that can be embedded in already existing progressive 

paradigms, most evidently in that of the work of Luis Moll (See Moll, 1988; Moll & 

Greenberg, 1990; Moll etal., 1993; Moll & Gonzales, 1994). 

While the conclusion of this dissertation will emphasize teacher 

education, I write this section with a large degree of self-consciousness. It 

seems as if almost all responsibility for educational change ultimately rests in 

the hands of educators, specifically classroom teachers. For educational 

researchers, schools are a tangible, reasonably accessible means to create 

change. Procedures and opportunities are generally already in place within 

schools and in teacher education programs — staff development, for example — 

which makes it easy to write a section called "Implications for teacher 

education." Delpit (1988) refers to teachers as being in the "ideal position" (p. 

297) to play out this role. 

But teachers and schooling are only one or two of the grander, much 

more complex series of issues. I have already mentioned briefly the positions 

taken by progressive educators (or "postprogressive," as they refer to 
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themselves), who advocate "explicit" instruction, ranging from Delpit (1986, 

1988) to the "genre" movement that originated in Australia (Martin, 1998). 

Researchers like Delpit and Martin — though not identical theoretically — 

essentially do not want to wait for society to change and argue that (in the 

meantime) teachers must provide explicit instruction in either "codes" or 

"discourses of power" so children can have greater access to "participating in 

power" (Delpit, 1988, p. 282) within a capitalistic society. Positions such as 

Delpit's — however well-argued and articulate — are themselves common-sense 

ideologies. They do not ignore the insidious and hegemonic effects of 

institutions and discourses that operate outside of classrooms, but sidestep them 

by emphasizing how widespread social change can occur through schools. 

This is all rather problematic. To argue that any kind of staff development 

leading to particular kinds of classroom instruction has significant power to 

thwart and reverse the damaging effects of racism and classism in this country 

is, at best naive and misses the mark. When students are "taught the codes 

needed to participate fully in the mainstream of American life" (Delpit, 1988, p. 

196) even when those children are helped to leam about "the arbitrariness of 

those codes and about the power relations they present" (p. 196), at best what is 

learned is the ability to operate more or less comfortably within those hegemonic 

discourses. To participate "in the mainstream" as members of the culture of 

power or in what Bourdieu (1993) would describe as "the social game" — as the 

White, middle-class parents in my study participate, with all of their cultural and 

linguistic capital, with all of their knowledge of codes — allows these children to 

participate as dominated agents. In a sense, "other people's children" simply 

shift from one fonn of domination to another. 
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My point in mentioning Delpit and Martin is not so much to thoroughly 

critique their influential work as to point them out as outspoken and compelling 

advocates for using schools and teachers as vehicles for widespread social 

change. One can certainly appreciate the frustration felt by those who focus 

their attention directly upon educators. Critical and resistance theorists and 

pedagogues tend to be generalists who apply their proposals for action to 

education without reference to any specific programs of study (Gay, 1995). 

Ongoing attempts to "raise societal consciousness' can appear as action without 

a concrete agenda, like angry but ethereal and incorporeal calls for a revolution 

that will never occur. Working directly with teachers, or at least marking 

teachers as targets, appears to be doing something tangible, although the 

ultimate productive outcome of these efforts, as I have suggested, remains as 

much a mystery as the ultimate outcome of critical theorists who offer no real 

concrete plan of action. 

The problem with targeting educators is that 20 or 30 years down the 

road, if peoples' lives outside of schools do not change significantly, researchers 

will once again either blame teachers for not teaching the codes/genres conrectly 

or effectively enough, or again target educators as sites of another solution. 

Researchers worî  with teachers much like the fly in my house that keeps 

ineffectually trying to go out the glass window, trying different sections of the 

same plate of glass but repeatedly being thwarted by the impenetrability of the 

material. In order to really get out, the fly has to find another solution. 

Unfortunately for the fly, the dominating owner of the household (myself) won't 

let the fly live long enough to try. So it goes with children. 
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To restate and make current a provocative point attibuted to Dell Hymes, 

if all "other people's children' suddenly knew the hidden codes of power, if they 

were suddenly granted knowledge of the "genres of power," what within society 

would change? I do not necessarily disagree with many of Delpit's points, or 

even some aspects of explicit pedagogy. (Fairclough, 1992a, and his 

colleagues have developed many issues related to "critical language 

awareness.") The institution of schooling clearly plays a significant role in these 

dominant ideologies, and schools and teachers can make some difference, as 

my discussion below indicates. However, we should not deceive ourselves as to 

the extent of that influence. Schools have historically acted as powerful 

socializing agents, institutions that are regulated by, and responsive to, outside 

agencies such as the state and federal governments' economic, military, cultural, 

and social interests (Popkewitz, 1993). Government operated schools in the 

United States have been and continue to be a mechanism for the distribution 

and reproduction of larger societal ideologies (Spring, 1990). It is these larger 

dominating institutions and their ideologies that must be the sites of change. 

With this caveat said, the following section addresses the relationship 

between the theme of this research and teacher education. 

As I have suggested, cultural models are stubbom but they can change. 

As Strauss and Quinn (1997) point out, "schemas do not act as perceptual 

filters, keeping incongruent information ouf (p. 98). D'Andrade (1992) has also 

pointed out that schemas — even well-leamed ones — do not screen out new 

knowledge. As people's worlds change, as their understandings change, so do 

some schemas, even the resistant ones. If this were not so, we could not 
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explain the changes in attitudes of extremely stubborn and well-entrenched 

cultural systems such as intolerance for women's rights or gay rights. 

Change, however, does seems to require conscious effort and vigilance. 

Discourses that constitute cultural models are by their very nature immune to 

self-scrutiny. "The Discourse itself defines what counts as acceptable criticism' 

(Gee, 1991, p. 22) as well as what is an "acceptable" anything, including a 

"reader." To think othenwise, one must stand outside of one's Discourse. But 

once this somehow is accomplished, you are no longer a part of that original 

Discourse, which in the case of the White, urban, middle class, is a dominant 

Discourse, with members interested in the preservation of their own power and 

status. 

The use of what seems to be the neutral pedagogy of reading books to 

children effectively disguises the classroom teacher's completely naturalized 

cultural model of literacy. In one first- and second-grade classroom, the teacher 

told her class: "Every day we start with a story because stories are so important." 

One could imagine starting out the day with any number of literacy events, many 

of which would likely be more relevant to the everyday lives of children. 

Teachers may bring their hopes, expectations, and enthusiasm to the classroom, 

but they also bring their deeply held cultural models, which they project as truth. 

Without greater personal awareness of these cultural models and their 

meanings, teachers will continue their mostly unconscious attempts to 

apprentice children to a particular discourse, a dominant discourse. 

Conventional responses to what is sometimes referred to as "multicultural 

literacy" (as an outgrowth of multicultural education) frequently involve helping 

teachers become avtrare of minorities, or more accurately the minoritized. For 
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example, helping teachers understand about patterns of interactional styles, 

such as those described in Michaels' (1981) sharing time research, Heatii's 

(1982,1983) work in the Appalachias, or talk-story in the Kamehameha project 

(Au, 1980) are common ways in which teacher educators help teachers achieve 

a "balance of rights" (Au, 1993, p. 11). Another common response is to have 

teachers and preservice students read literature that raises multicultural or 

"multiethnic" issues (Harris, 1992) thereby providing opportunities for teachers to 

talk about people of diverse backgrounds and how this pertains to teaching. 

Much of the kind of woric that I have listed involves helping White, middle-

class teachers understand the "Other." Instead, I suggest that teachers and 

preservice teachers develop a "meta-level" knowledge about their own cultural 

model, the nature of the model, its meaning and significance, whose interests 

are being served, whose interests are not being served, and how it relates to 

other models. The more promising 'approach' — the one most closely linked to 

the theme of this dissertation research — is that of Luis Moll and his colleagues. 

The concept of "funds of knowledge" is used to help teachers mediate their 

understanding of their own social life with the understanding of the households 

that these teachers ethnographically study. The goal is to connect household 

knowledge to classroom curriculum and teaching. In brief, Moll's research 

emphasizes helping teachers come to understand and appreciate firsthand the 

active and strong social networks of minority households as well as the rich 

"lived experiences" (Moll 1988,1997) that members of households draw upon for 

the transmission of knoviriedge, infomiation, and skills. 

Moll (1997) has emphasized using after school settings as "mediating 

structures" for the identification of cultural resources which enable teachers to 
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change classroom pedagogical practices. Moll has not, as far as I have read, 

emphasized using these same after-school settings as opportunities to help 

teachers critique their ovm cultural models and associated discourses. It is 

through such a critique that teachers potentially can develop the ability to resist 

certain pedagogical practices and possibly transfonn others. 

The pedagogical changes that Moll describes are extremely important, 

but the extent to which pedagogy that is drawn from learning about students' 

households and communities remains a pennanent fixture of the classroom is 

unclear but equally critical. Ultimately schooled curriculum acts like cream in a 

cup of coffee; Without constant stirring/vigilance, it rises to the top. By 

developing a meta-knowledge of one's own Discourse, the teacher can stand 

outside of that Discourse. Lankshear (1997) — building on Gee's work — 

argues that critiquing a Discourse presumes both a meta-knowledge of that 

Discourse and also the meta-knowledge of another Discourse or Discourses 

which provides opportunities to compare and evaluate the first Discourse. 

If teachers can share their literacy histories as well as their 

understandings of the "lived experiences" of households as Moll's model 

describes — they can begin to develop meta-level knowledge of their own 

Discourse and can critique it. The kinds of experiences for teachers that Moll 

already advocates causes teachers' schemas to change, simply because these 

mediating structures provide opportunities for new knowledge. My suggestion is 

additive, and I would offer the same critique of those who have explored self-

reflection strategies in teaching education programs such as "literacy 

autobiographies" (for example, Brunner, 1994; Fiorio-Ruane, 1994; Noordhoff & 

Kleinfeld, 1993; Schmidt, 1999). Exploring one's cultural model demands 



444 

conscious effort. One's literacy history needs to be accepted as honest, Actual 

memory but also challenged for what such a history means, not as a history of 

privilege but a history of privileged ideology. 

Finally, while cultural models are more or less shared, the phrase "more 

or less" must be emphasized. No individual schema is identical to another. The 

sharing and ultimate revealing of one individual's middle-class literacy history, 

for example, if done in the context of a safe environment and fecilitated by a 

knowledgeable and sensitive instructor, can help make teachers conscious of 

just how diverse their own everyday practices are, and how their own idealized 

visions of the worid may not match precisely (or even distantly) their everyday 

practices. The literacy that teachers imagine for children, a literacy that they 

hope will bring children a sense of pleasure, is a vision that has been personally 

constructed for and by these teachers over the course of their own schooling 

and, for most, within their own homes. While I do not claim that major 

revelations will occur, what I am briefly proposing attempts, as Sleeter (1995) 

suggests, to "connect [white teachers and students] with discourses that others 

find liberating, so that when they enter the classroom as teachers, they will 

recognize and hear (and, one hopes, begin to act with) the word and visions of 

disenfranchised people" (p. 420). 

A literary literacy is neither inherently good nor bad. If a child feels that it 

furthers the purpose of his or her life in some way, then it can be imbued with a 

positive distinction. If it doesn't, however, teachers cannot imbue moral aspects 

of pleasure, well-being, wholeness, and so forth upon another person. Nor 

should a teacher necessarily find clever and creative ways so that a child can 

develop a sense of pleasure from reading books if that sense of pleasure does 
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not appear evident. Children cannot be judged harshly or pityingly for not 

feeling pleasure, well-being, or wholeness firom engaging in this particular 

literacy. It is not the teacher's role to orchestrate an environment to foster or 

create those emotions. A teacher's love of children's books cannot be thought to 

be the origins of a child's potential 'love of reading.' Critiquing one's cultural 

model helps problematize a teacher's 'love of reading,' which marginalizes those 

children who simply don't 'love reading,' or love some other kind of engagement 

that only incidentally involves reading. One aspect of a teacher's meta

knowledge is the recognition of the pleasure that the teacher experiences when 

a child experiences pleasure from certain fomns of reading. This is not to 

suggest that a teacher should somehow avoid personal feelings of pleasure or 

satisfaction, which would be absurd. But the teacher should be aware of the 

kinds of literacy experiences that children engage in that do and do not elicit the 

teacher's personal sense of pleasure, and then reflect on why and why not. 

The kinds of literacy experiences that teachers must orchestrate are 

addressed in the following three questions (Hall, 1998, p. 11) that a teacher 

must ask her/himself. 

1. What if the children were not distanced from real world purposes for 

literacy, and those literacy experiences were derived from a complex 

social situation rather than from the ritualistic performance demands of 

school literacy tasks? 

2. What if [written] narrative was not privileged, and the genres used in 

the classroom derived from social need? 

3. What if children really cared about the situation and felt they could act 

toward it in a literate way? 
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The kinds of literacy events that children experience in such a classroom 

will challenge most middle-class cultural models of literacy. These literacy 

events stand in stark contrast to the prototypical literacy that the White, middle-

class parents in my study privilege. These literacy events neither distinguish the 

children in any common or ^miliar way nor do they engender social approval or 

disapproval in quite the same way that a prototypical literary literacy does. But 

these literacy events are no less socially constructed than the bedtime story, for 

the bedtime story is a real world experience for those ^milies who construct it as 

such. I am not claiming that a literary literacy should not be considered to be 

one significant part of the classroom; rather, an ideological model of literacy 

suggests that the kinds of literacies that occur within the classroom — and the 

ways that they are learned, including the Discourses that encompass them — 

must be inextricably tied to the everyday lives of those children who engage in 

them. 

Concluding Statement 

As understandings and definitions of literacy increasingly broaden among 

members of the academy, literacy is simultaneously being reinvented for parents 

and teachers through the imposition of narrow definitions that fit nicely with a 

particular cultural model that emphasizes morality. In a political era where 

education and, in particular, reading instruction are arguably given more national 

prominence than ever, and debates about reading instruction have moved from 

academic journals into popular print and television news magazines, White, 

middle-class literacy practices remain the standard in and out of schools, yet 



their underlying ideologies remain implicit. These ideologies must be made 

explicit since it is through these models that all other literacies are judged. I 

believe that my research has contributed to that explication. 
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