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ABSTRACT 

"Ways of taking" from books are a part of culture and as such are more 

varied than current dichotomies between oral and literate traditions and 

relational and analytic cognitive styles would suggest. Patterns of language 
use related to books are studied in three literate cOlTlmunities in the South

;
I 

\ 

{ eastern United States, focusing on such "literacy events" as bedtime story 
reading. One community, Maintown, represents mainstream, middle-class 

school-oriented cuaure; Roadville is a white mill community of Appala

~ chian origin; the third, Trackton, is a black mill community of reCf:Jlt rural 

I 
origin. The three communities differ strikingly in their patterns of hnguage 

I 

\ use and in the paths of language socialization of their childrell. Trackton and 

I 

(

I 

l 
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Roadville are as different from each other as either is from Maint< ,wn, and 
the differences in preschoolers' language use are reflected in three c;ifferent 
patterns of adj llstment (0 school. This comparative study shows the inade·· 
quacy of the prevalent dichotomy between oral and literate Iraditions, and 
points also to the inadequacy of unilinear models of child language de
velopment and dichotolnies between types of cognitive styles. Study of the 

(
I 
(
 

development of language use in relation to written materials in heme and 
community requires a broad framework of sociocultural analysis. (Cross
cultural analysis, ethnography of communication, language devel·,)pment, 
literacy, n arrati ves.) 

i In the preface to SIZ, Roland Barthes' work on ways in which readers read, 
Richard Howard writes: "We require an education in literature ... in order to~ 
discover lhat what we have aSSllrned - with the complicity of our teachers - was 
nature is in faCl culture, that what was given is no more than a way of taking" 
(emphasis not in rhe original; Howard 1974:ix).' This statement reminds us that 

(
 

t
 
the cuLiUre children learn as they grow up is, in fact, "ways of taking" meaning 

from the environment around them, The means of making sense from books and 
relating their contents to knowledge about the real world is but one < 'way of 

taking" that is often interpreted as "natural" rather than learned, The quote 

also reminds us that teachers (and researchers alike) have not recognized that 

f
 

i way~ of taking from books are as much a part of learned behavior as are ways of 

(
 
f 

eating, sitting, playing games. and building houses. 

0047-4045/82/01°49-28 $2,50 © 1982 Cambridge University Press 

r

( 49 



NARRATIVE SKILLS AT HOME AND SCHOOLSHIRLEY BRICE HEATH 

~ . 

As school-oriented parents and their children interact in the pre-school years, 
adults give their children, through modeling and specific instruction, ways of 
taking from books which seem natura.! in school and in numerous institutional 
settings such as banks, post offices, businesses, or government offices. These 
mainstream ways exist in societies around the world that rely on formal educa
tional systems to prepare children for participation in settings involving literacy. 
In some communities these ways of schools and institutions are very similar to 
the ways learned at home; in other communities the ways of school are merely an 
overlay on the home-taught ways and may be in conflict with them 2 

Yet little is actually known about what goes 011 in story-reading and other 
literacy-related interactions between adults and preschoolers in communitIes 
around the world. Specifically, though there are numerous diary accounts and 
experimental studies of the preschool reading experiences of mainstream 
middle-class children, we know little about the speci fic literacy features of the 
environment upon which the school expects to draw. Just how does what is 
frequently termed "the literate tradition" envelope the child in knowledge about 
interrelationships between oral and written language, between knowing some
thing and knowing ways of labelling and displaying it'? We have even less 
information about the variety of ways children from lIOn-mains/ream homes 
learn about reading, writing, and using oral language to display knowledge in 
their preschool environment. The general view has been that whatever it is that 
mainstream school-oriented homes have, these other homes do not have it; thus 
these children are not from the literate tradition and are not likely to succeed in 

school. 
A key concept for the empirical study of ways of taking meaning from written 

sources across communities is that of Li/eracy even/s: occasions in which written 
language is integral to the nature of participants' interactions and their interpre
tive processes and strategies. Familiar literacy events for mainstream preschool
ers are bedtime stories, reading cereal boxes, stop signs, and television ads, and 
interpreting instructions for commercial games and toys. In such Jiteracy events, 
participants follow socially established rules for verbalizing what they know 
from and about the written material. Each community has rules for socially 

interacting and sharing knowledge in literacy evenlS. 
This paper briefly summarizes the ways of taking from printed stories families 

teach their preschoolers in a cluster of mainstream school-oriented neighbor
hoods of a city in the Southeastern region of the United States. We then describe 
two quite different ways of laking used in the homes of two English-speaking 
communities in the same region that do nol follow the school-expected patterns 
of bookreading and reinforcement of these patterns in oral storytelling. Two 
assumptions underlie this paper and are neated in detail in the ethnography of 
these communities (Heath forthcoming b): (I) Each community's ways of taking 
from the printed word and using this knowledge are interdependent with the ways 
children learn to talk in their social interactions with caregivers. (2) There is little 
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or no validity to the time-honored dichotomy of "the literare tradition" and' 'the 
oral tradition. " This paper suggests a frame of reference for both the l:ommunity 
patterns and the paths of development children in different communities follow in 
their literacy orien tations. 

MAINSTREAM SCHOOL-ORtENTElJ BOOKREADtNG 

Children growing up in mainstream communities are expectcd to develop habits 
and values which attest to their membership in a "literate society." Children 
learn certai n customs, beliefs, and skills in early enculturation experiences with 
written materials: the bedtime story is a major literacy event whieh helps set 
patterns of behavior that recur repeatedly through the life of mainstream chil
dren and adults. 

In both popular and scholarly literature, the "bedti me story" is widely ac· 
cepted as a given - a natural way for parents to interact with their chile! at bedtime. 
Commercial publishing houses, television advertising, and children's magazines 
make much of this familiar ritual, and many of their sales pitches are based on the 
assuIllption that in spite of thc intrusion of television into many patterns of 
interaction between parents and children, this ritual remains. Few parents are 
fully consci')us of what bedtime story reading means as preparation for the kinds 
of learning and displays of knowledge expel:ted in school. Ninio and Bruncr 
(1978), in their longitudinal study of one mainstream middle-class mother- infant 
dyad ill joint picture-book reading, strongly suggest a universal role of bookread
ing in the achievement of labelling by children. 

In a series of' 'reading cycles," mother and child alternate turns in a dialogue: 
the mother directs the child's attention to the book and/or asks wha,:-questions 
and/or labels items on the page. The items to which the what-questions are 
directed and labels given are two-dimensional representations of three
dimensional objects, so that the child has to resolve the conflict betwe(;n perceiv
ing these as two-dimensional objects and as representations of a three
dimensional visual selling. The child does so "by assigning a privileged, auton
omous status to pictures as visual objects" ([ 978: 5). The arbitrarin~ss of the 
picture, its decontextualization, and its existence as somelhing which cannol be 
grasped and manipulated like its "real" counterparts ii, learned through the 
routines of structured interactional dialogue in which mother and child take turns 
playing a labelling game. In a "scaffolding" dialogue (cf. Cazden 1979), the 
mother points and asks "What is x?" and the child vocalizes and/or gives a 
nonverbal signal of attention. The mother then provides verbal feedbad: and a 
label. Before the age of two, the child is socialized into the' 'initiation-reply
evaluation sequences" repeatedly described as the central structural feature of 
classroom lessons (e.g., Sinclair and Coulthard 1975; Griffin nnd Humphry 
1978; Mehan 1979). Teachers ask their students questions which have answers 
prespecified in the mind of the teacher. Students respond. and teacher:, provide 
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feedback, usually in the form of an evaluation. Training in ways of responding to 

this pattern begins very early in the labelling activities of mainstream parents and 
children. 

Maintown ways 
This patterning of "incipient literacy" (Scallon and Scallon 1979) is similar in 
many ways to that of the families of fifteen pri mary-level school teachers in 

Maintown, a cluster of middle-class neighborhoods in a city of the Piedmont 
Carolinas. These families (all of whom identify themselves as "typical," 
"middle-class," or "mainstream, ") had preschool children, and the mmher in 
each family was either teaching in local public schools at the lime of the study 
(early [97os), or had taught in the academic year preceding participation in the 

study. Through a research dyad approach, llsing teacher-mothers as researchers " 
with the ethnographer, the teacher-mothers aUdio-recorded their children's in
teractions in their primary network - mothers, farhers, grandparents, maids, 
siblings, and frequent visitors to the home. Children were expected to learn the 

following rules in literacy event~ in these nuclear households: 

(1)	 As early as six months of age, children give arrentiol1 to books and
 
information derived from books. Their rooms contain bookcases and are
 
decoratcd with murals, bedspreads, mobiles, and stuffed animals which
 

represent characters found in books. Even when these characters have
 
their origin in television programs, adults also provide books which either
 
repeat or extend the characters' activities on television.
 

(2)	 Children, from the age of six months, acknowledge questions about
 
books. Adults expand nonverbal responses and vocalizations from infants
 
into fully formed grammatical sentences. When children begin to ver

balize about the contents of books, adults extend their questions from
 
simple requests for labels (What's that? Who's that?) to ask about the
 
attributes of these items (What does the doggie say'l What color is the
 

ball?)
 
(3)	 From the time they start to talk, children respond to conversational allu

sions to the content of books; {hey act as question-answerers who have a ~ 

knowledge of books. For example, a fuzzy black dog on the street is 
likened by an adult to Blackie in a child's book: "Look, there's a Blackie. 

Do you think he's looking for a boy?" Adults strive to maintain with 
children a running commentary on any event or object which can be 
book-related, thus modelling for them the extension of familiar items and 

events from books to new situational contexts. 
(4)	 Beyond two years of age, children use their knowledge of what books do
 

to legitimate their departures from" truth. " Adults encourage and reward
 
"book talk," even when it is not directly relevant to an ongoing conversa

tion. Children are allowed to suspend reality. to tell stories which are not 
true, to ascribe fiction-like features to everyday objects. 
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(5)	 PreschOOl children accept book and book-related activities as entertain
ment. When preschoolers are "captive audiences" (e.g., waiting in a 

doctor's office, putting a toy together, or preparing for bed), adults reach 
for books. If there are no books present, they talk about other objects 
as though they were pictures in books. For example, adults point to items, 
and ask children to name. describe, and compare them to familiar objects 
in their environment. Adults often ask children to state their likes or 
dislikes, their view of events, and so forth, at the end of the captive 

audience period. These affective questions often take place while the next 
activity is already underway (e.g., moving toward the doctor's office, 
putting the new toy away, or being tucked into bed), and adults do not 
insist on answers. 

(6)	 PreSChoolers announce their ownfacrual and fictive narratives unless they 

are given in response to direct adult elicitation. Adults judge as most 
acceptable those narratives which open by orienting the listener to setting 
and main character. Narratives which are fictional are usually marked by 

formulaic openings, a particular prosody, or the borrowing of episodes in 
story books. 

(7)	 When children are about three years old, adults discourage the highly 
interactive participative role in bookreading children have hitherto played 
and children listen alld wait as all audience. No longer does either adult or 
child repeatedly break into the story with questions and comments. In
stead, children must listen, store what they hear, and on cue from the 
adult, answer a question. Thus, children begin to formulate "practice" 
questions as they wait for the break and the expected formulaic-type 

quenions from the adult. It is at this stage that children often choose to 
"read" to adults rather than to be read to. 

A pervasive pattern of all these features is the authority which books and book
related activities have in the lives of both the preschoolers and members of their 
primary network. Any initiation of a literacy event by a preschooler makes an 
interruption, an untruth, a diverting of attention from the matter at hand (whether 
it be an uneaten plate of food, a messy room, or an avoidance of going to bed) 
acceptable. Adults jump at openings their ehildren give them for pursuing talk 

about books and reading. 
In this study, writing was found to be somewhat less acceptable as an "any

time acti vity, " since adults have rigid rules 'about times, places, and materials for 

writing. The only restrictions on bookreading concern taking good care of books: 
they should not be wet, torn, drawn on, or lost. In their talk to children about 

books, and in their explanations of why they buy children's books, adults link 

school success to "learning to love books," "learning what books can do for 
you," and "learning to entertain yourself and to work independently." Many of 
the adults also openly expressed a fascination with children's books "nowa
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~days" Thcy generally judged the III as more diverse, wide-ranging, challenging, 
r

and exciting than hooks lhey had as children. 

The JIIOiIlS(/('llIn fiollem. A close look aT the way bedtime story routines in 
Maintown l<1U~h[ children how to take meaning from books raises a heavy sense of 
the fami!JaJ in all of us who have acquired mainstream habits and values. Through
mil ,I liI·cllme. an" schoni-succcssful individual moves through the same pro ~. 

cc\Ses c1c'>LTibcd above thoLlsal~ds ,1f tlme~ Reading for comprehension involves 
,lll Intern:\! rq,laying ot the same types of questions adults ask children of bed
lime SI,ll:C' We sed \\-}/{II-c.\/I/W/(/I/OII.I, asking what the topic is, establishing it 
;b prcdiclabk and recllgnizing [t in IICIV situational contexts by classifying and 
categ:I1l'l7ing it II] \JUt mind wllil CHileI' phenomena. The what-explanation is 
replaycd III learning til pick nut (UPIC sentences, write outlines, and answer 
slandarclizeclleqs whIch ask for the correct titles to stories, and so on. In learning I 
to rcad In ,choo!' childrcn move through a sequence of skills designed to teach 
what-explanatiolls There is a tight linear order of instruction which recapitulates \ 
the hcdlllllC siory pattcrn of hreaking down the slOry into srnall bits of informa \ 
tlnn alul tedchil1g children to handle ~ets of related skilb in isolated sequential ( 
hierarcltle~ . 

In ea~'h indl~idual rcadmg: episodc \n the primary years of schooling, children \ 
mU,lnlllve through what-explanations hefore they can provide reas()n-explantlti()/1s 

\01' otln '"'(' (Ollill/{'IIIIII'/('\ Queslions about why a particular event occurred or 
why ,I ,pe~'lri<.: ;](,'llon was right or wrong corne at the end of primary-level 
rcadin!;! le\\nns . .IU'1 a~ they come ;)1 the e;;ncl of bedtime stories. Throughout the I
pril1lill'\ ~rilde levels. wh,ll-explanations prcdominate. reason-explanations come 
With II]crc,l~lng I'rcqucncv In the upper grades, and affective comments most \ 

o['ten ,',>I'W in the <'~tra-L'I'Cdll portions of the rending workbook or at the end of 
tthe li~t or ,u1'-gC~ll'd acti\ Itie, in texl hooks across grade levels. This sequence 

chara<.:t,-ri7cs Iht' Inial school career. High school freshmen who are judged poor 
in conlpllsitioll,ll and reading skills spend mosl of Iheir time on whal r
expl,lnillillll' and prclcllec in adv8nced versions of bedtime story questions and 
Hns ..... ers They are given liltle or no chance to use reason-giving explanations or l 
as<;eSSll1enls ot" Ihe actions of ,rories Reason-explanations result in configura I 
tional r,\lhcr Ihal1 hier<Jrchil'al skills. arc not predictable, and lhus do not present 
,'ollleni wilh .1 hIgh degr('c nf redundancy. Reason-giving explanations tend to 
rely Oil dClaibl kllowlcdg~ nr a specific domain. This detail is often unpredicta
hie tn kachc['s, alld is IWI as highly valued as is knowledge which covers a I 

parlleu [~11 ,Jrca 11 [. ~ Ill1wledgc with less detai I but offers opportunity for extending I 
thc klll\\~led['.l' tl) larger <llId related concerns. For example, a primary-level 

/,
I 

"tUtkll! WhilSt' rather OWI]<; a turkey farm may respond with reason-explanations 
to :, ~1(11.\· aboul ,I turl-.e~. His knowledge is intel]slv~ and covers details perhaps 
nnt kl1\)\\ 11 to lhe tCHeiler ancl nol judged as relev;)nt to the story. The knowledge 
i, llIlPll't1lct.lhle :Ind qucstions abnul it do not continuc to repeat the common core \ 

I 
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of content knowledge of the story. Thus such configured knowledge is encour
aged only for the "extras" of reading - an extra-credit oral report or a creative 
picture and story about turkeys. This kind of knowledge is allowed to be used 
once the hierarchical what-explanations have been mastered and displayed in a 
particular situation and, in the course of one's academic career, only when one 
has shown full mastery of the hiemrchical skills and subsets of related skills 
which underlie what-explanations. Thus, reliable and successful participation in 
the ways of taking from books thai teachers view as natural must, in the usual 
school way of doing things, precede other ways of taking from books. 

These various ways of taking are sometimes referred to as "cognitive styles" 
or "learning styles. " It is generally accepted in the research literature that they 
are influenced by early socialization experiences and correlated with such fea
tures of the society in which the child is reared as social organization, reliance on 
authority, male-female roles, and so on. These styles are often seen as two 
contrasting types, most frequently termed "field independent-field dependent" 
(Witkin et al. 1966) or "analytic-relational" (Kagan, Sigel, and Moss 1963; 
Cohell [968, 1969, 1971). The analytic field-independent style is generally 
presented as that which correlates positively with high achievement and general 
academic and social success in school. Several studies discuss ways in which this 
style is played oul in school - in preferred ways of responding to pictures and 
written text and selecting from among a choice of answers to test items. 

Yet, we know little about how behaviors associated with either of the 
dichotomized cognitive styles (field-dependent/relational and field-independenl! 
analytic) were learned in early patterns of socialization. To be sure, there are vas I 
individual differences which may cause an individual to behave so as to be 
categorized as having one or the other of these learning styles. But much of the 
literature on learning styles suggests a preference for one or the other is learned in 
the social group in which the child is reared and in connection with other ways of 
behaving found in that culture. But how is a child socialized into an analytic/ 
field-independent style? What kinds of interactions does he enter into with his 
parents and the stimuli of his environment whicb contribute to the development 
of such a style of learning? How do these intc: actions mold selective attention 
practices such as "sensitivity to parts of objects," "awareness of obscure, abstract, 
nonobvious features, ,. and identification of "abstractions based on the features 
of items" (Cohen 1969: 844-45)? Since the predominant stimuli used in school 
to judge the presence and extent of these selective attention practices are writien 
materials, it is clear that the literacy orientation of preschool children is central 10 

these questions. 
The foregoing descriptions of how Maintown parents socialize their children 

into a literacy orientation fit closely those provided by Scollon and Scollon for 
their own child Rachel. Through similar practices, Rachel was "literate before 
she learned to read" ([ 979: 6). She knew, before the age of two, how to focus on 
a book and not on herself. Even when she laid a story about her.~elf, she moved 
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berself out of the text and saw hersell as author, as someone different from the 

central character of her story. She learned to pay dose attention to the parb of 

objects. to name thcm. and to provide ,I running COillll1L'ntary on fealtlres of her 
environment. She ll~arned tn the contexts of items, her own activities, 

lanlZuagc to achieve book-like, dCl'ontextualized, repeatable effects as 
rclcrences in her talk were from writtc:n sources: others were 

modelled on stories and qUl~sli(}us aboUI these stories. The substancc of her 

Kn!l)WJe(Il?C. as well as her ways of orally, derived from her 

books and bookreading. No doubt. this development began by 

of reading (Ninio and Bruner 1978), and il will 
continuc for Rachel in her pre,ellool years along many of the same patterns 
described by Cochran-Snllih (I <)/\ I) for a mainstream nursery schoo!. There 

teacher and student:.; negotiated ing throngh the scaffolding of teachers' 

questions and running conllnentarie~ which replayed Ihe structure and sequence 
of learned ill their mainstream homes. 

Clo~e analyses of how mainstream school-oriented children come to learn to 

take from hooks at home suggest Ihat such children leam not only how to take 

frnm hooks, but al~o how 10 talk about it. In doing the laller, they 

practice routines which parallel those of c1a~sroom interaction. By the 

time they enter ~chooL have had continuous experience as inforl1lation

givers; they have learned how It) perform in those interactions which surmund 
Iilerate sDurees Ihroughout s('hDol They have had years of pract; ~e in Interaction 
situations that arc the heart of reading both learning to read and to learn 

in school. They have developed hahit~ of performing which enable them to run 

the hierarchy (11' preferred about a literate source and the 
appropriate sequence of s"ills to he in showing knowledge of a subject. 

way~ of decontextualiz.ing and surrounding wilh tJXpla
nalory	 prose the knowledge llained I'rom selective allen!ion to 

They have learned to listen, waiting for the appropriate cue which it is 
their tnm to show orf this knowledge. They havc learned the rules for 

certain services from parents (or teachers) in the reading interaction 

1979) In nursery school, continue to praCliee these interaction pallerns III a 
group rather than in a dyadIC situation. There they learn additional and 

behaviors necessary for a turn in a group, and responding 10 a ceniral 
reader and to a SCi of cl'nlrallv defined tasks. In short, lIIost of their 

hours dunng the pn'sehoo! years have enculturated them into: (I) all 

those habits associated with whalexplllnlltions. (2) selective attcntion to items of 

the wrilten text. (/Ild (:~) appropriate interaclional styles for displaying all 
the know how of their literate orientation to the environment. This learning has 

been finely tuned and its llahits arc highlv intcrdependent. Patterns of behaviors 

learned in onc sctting or at one stage reappear again and as these children 
learn 10 usc oral and \VI'illcn in liten1l:y events and to bring their 

10 beajin school· accent able ways. 
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~.	 ALTERNATIVE PATTERNS OF LITERACY EVENTS 

But what to the mainstream pattern of learning in communities that 

do not have this finely tuned, consistent, repetitivc, and continuous pattern of 

training') Are there ways of behaving which achieve other social and cognitive 

aims in other soeio~ultural ., The data below are summarized from an ethnography of two communities 

Roadville and Trackton located only a few miles from Maintown's neighbor
hoods In the Piedmont Carolinas. Roadville is a white wllrking-c1ass community 

of families steeped for four generations in thc life of the textile milL Trackton is a 

working-class black community whose older have been brought up 

on the land, either fanning their own land or working for other landowners. 

However, in the past decade, they have found work in the textile mills. Children 

of both communities are unsuccessful in school; yet both communities place a 
high value on success in school, belicving earnestly in the personal and voca

tional rewards school can bring and their children "to get ahead n by doing 
well in schooL Both Roadville and Trackton are literate communities in the sense 

thai the residents of each are able to read printed and written materials in their 

and on occasion they produce written messages as part of the total 
pattern l)f communication in the community. In hoth communities, children go to 

school with certain expectancies of print and, in Traekton especially, children 

have a keen sense thM reading is something one does to learn something one 
needs to know (Heath 1980). In both groups, residents turn from spoken to 

written uses of and vice versa as the occasion demands, and the two 
modes of cxpression seem to supplement and reinforce each other. Nonetheless 
there are radical differences between the two communities in the ways in which 
children and adults interact in the preschool years; eaeh of the two communities 
also differs from Maintown. Roadville and Trackton view children's learning of 
language from two radically different perspectives: in Trackton, children "learn 
to talk." in Roadville, adults "teach them how to talk. " r 

l Row/ville 

In Roadville, babies are hrought home from the hospital to rooms decorated with 

colorful, mechanical, musical, and literacy-based stimuli. The walls arc deco

rated with pictures based on nursery rhymes, and from an early age, children are 

held and prompted to "see" the wall decorations. Adulls recite nursery 

as they twirl the mohile made of nursery-rhyme characters. The items of the 

i	 ehi.ld's environment promote exploration of colors, shapes, and textures: a stuf
'(	 fed hall with sections l)f fabrics of different colors and textures is in the crib; 

stuffed animals vary in texture, size, and shape. Neighbors, friends from church, 

and relatives come to visit and talk to the baby, and about him to those who will 

listen. The baby is fictionalized in the talk to him: "But this baby wants to go to 

doesn't he? Yes, see those little eyes gettin' heavy." As the child grows 
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( 
older, adul!s ponnce on ""ord-like sounds and turn them into "words," repeat 'f 

(
ing the' 'words," and expand ing (hem into well-formed sentences. Before they 
can \aik, childrcn arc il1truduced tu viSllors and prompted to provide all the 
expected politcness formulas, sllch as "Bye-bye," "Thank you," and so forth. 
As soon as they can lalk. children are reminded about these formulas, and book 
or television characters known to be "polite" are involved as reinforcement. ~( 

In ench Roadvillc hOlne, preschoolers first have cloth books, featuring a single 
obj(~CI un e~Kh page. Thcy later ;\equlre books which provide sounds, smells, and r 

1 
differcnt teXlures or ()pporlunilies fur practicing small motor skills (closing zip
pers, buttoning huttons, etc.) 1\ typical collcction for a two-year-old consisted of ~ 
a dozen or so books - eight fealured either the alphabet or numbers, others were 
booh of nursery rhymes, simplified Bible stories, or . 'real··Jife" stories about f 
boys and girls (usually taking care of their pets or exploring a particular feature of 
their environment). Books based on Snaille Street characters were favorite gifts r 
for three- and four-year-olds 

Reading and reading-related activities occur most frequently before naps or at \ 
bedtime in the evening. Occasionally an adult or older child will read to a fussy 

\child \"hile the mother prepares dinner or changes a bed. On weekends, fathers 
i

sornetirnes read With theil' children I'or brief periods of time, but they generally 
prefer to play games or play with the children's toys in their interactions. The fol t 
lowing episodc illustrates the language anct social interactional aspects of these I 

bedtime event,; the cpi50dc takes place between Wendy (2;3 at the time of this \ 
episode) and Aunt Sue who is putting her to bed. 

I 
[Aunt Sue (AS) picks up book, while Wencly (W) crawls about Ihe floor, \ 

ostensibly looking for somethingl I 
W:	 uh uh lAS: Wendy, we're gonna rC;lcl, uh. read this story, come on, hop up here on 

tim bed 

[We I1cly cl imb5 II p on the bed. si ts on top of the pillow, and picks up her r 
teeldy bearl 
[Aun! Sue opens book, points to puppy] l 

AS: Do you remember whatlhis book is about') See the puppy') What does the I 
puppy do')
 

IWendy plays with the be:lr, glancing occasionally at pages of the book,
 
as Aun\ Sue turns Wendy ,eems to be wailing for something in the book]
 

AS	 See the puppy') i 
IAunt Sue point.,> (0 the puppy in the book and looks at Wendy to see if she j 
is watchIng] r 

W:	 uh huh. yea. YC5 ma 'am 
AS: I)uppy s,'es	 I he ;\llt, he'.;; a It' I
 

IWcndy drops the bear and turns to book.]
 
rt'ellow. Can yOU see that anI"' Puppy has a little ball. 

I
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W:	 ant bite puppy
 
(Wendy points to ant, pushing hard on the book]
 

AS: No, the ant won't bite the puppy, the [turns page] puppy wants to play 
with the ant, see? 
[Wendy tries to turn the page back; AS won't let her, and Wendy starts to 
squirm and fuss] 

AS: Look here,	 here's someone else, the puppy
 
[Wendy climbs down off the bed anct gets another book]
 

W: read this one
 
AS: Okay, you get back up here now. [Wendy gets back on bed]
 
AS: This book is your ABC book, See the A, look, here, on your spread,
 

there's an A. You find the A. [The second book is a cloth book, old and 
tattered, and long a favorite of Wendy's. It features an apple on the cover, 
and its front page has an ABC block and ball. Through the book, there is a 
single item on each page, with a large representation of the first letter of 
the word commonly used to name the item, As AS turns the page, Wendy 
begins to crawl about on her quilt, which shows ABC blocks interspersed 
with balls and apples. Wendy points to each of the A's on the blanket and 
begins talking to herself. AS reads the book, looks up, and sees Wendy 
pointing to the A's in her quilt.J 

AS: That's an A, can you find the A on your blanket? 
W:	 there it is, this one, there '5 the hole too. [pokes her fiuger through a place 

where the threads have broken in the quilting) 
AS: [AS points to ball	 in book] Stop that, find the ball, see, here's another 

ball. 

This episode characterizes the early orientation of Roadville children to the 
written word. Bookreading time focuses on letters of the alphabet, numbers, 
names of basic items pictured in books, and simplified retellings of stories in the 
words of the adult. If the content or story plot seems too complicated for the 
child, the adult tells the story in short, simple sentences, frequently laced with 
requests that the child give what~explanations, 

Wendy's favorite books are those with which she can participate: that is, those 
to which she can answer, provide labels, point to items, give animal sounds, and 
"read" the material back to anyone who will listen to her, She memorizes the 
passages anct often knows when to tum the pages to show that she is "reading. " 
She holds the book in her lap, starts at the beginning, and often reads the title, 

"Puppy, " 

Adults and chiJdren use either the title of the book or phrases such as "the 
book about a puppy" to refer to reading material. When Wendy acquires a new 
book, adults introduce the book with phrases such as "This is a book about a 
duck, a little yellow duck. See the duck. Duck goes quack quack, " On introduc
ing a book, adults someti mes ask the child to recall when they have seen a . 'real" 
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speclJm:n ~,lIL'h as [hal one rrcal-.:u III lht' b(l\lk: "Remember the duck on the 
College lal--o:"" Tht' child,)J Ic-n .,hOl.\' nu ~It:n vI' linking the yellow fluffy duck in 
the. boo:" with Ihe i;ugc brown anL! grey nlLdlarcb 011 !he lake, am! the adult make!> 
no efforts to Cr-plf\lll that (WlJ ,ueh c1i~paralc JOlll--lIlg ubJcclS go hy the same 
nalri\: . 

A, \\cndy gwws older, ,he ,,'ant·; lu "(alk" during Ihe long ,tories, Bible 
<'Ir)rie~, :111<.1 L'Mry out the: panil'lp<Hlun ,he ,n enjllyed wilh the alphahet books, 
HOYvcvcr, by the tilll<' ~he n:aches lhlce and a hnlf. Wendy IS restrained from 
such wI(k·ra;lging p,lI'ticipalil)J) When ~he 1I1terrupb, she is told: 

Wendy, stop Ih<l\' you be 'lUIC I. when someone is reading to you You lIsten: 
now ,it still and be qUiet. 

OfLen	 Wendy immediately get, down and run~ away into the next room saying 
"no, no," When this h<lppcns, her f<llhcr g()es to gel her, pars her bottom, and 
puts her down hard on the ~ob bcside him, "Now you're gonna learn to listen," 
During the third and f~lunh year" this pattern oc:c:urs more and more frequently; 
oilly 1,1, hen WenJy call c<lpture ;In aUllt who doe~ not visit often does she bring out 
the old books and panicipatc with thcm, Otherwise. parents, Aunt Sue, and other 
aduhs Insist that she be rC<ld <l story and that she "listen" quietly, 

When Wendy and hcr parel1ls walCh televiSIOn, cat cereal, visit the grocery 
store,	 pr go lo church, ~ldL1lts poilll oUI and talk about ma;lY types of written 
materIal 011 the Iva) to (he gmcer) , Wcndy (J:8) ~its in the backseal. and when 
her mother ,[\)PS ell a Llll'llCf, Wendy S<ly~ "SIOp " Her mother ~ays "Yes, Ihat's 
<l stop slgn'," Wcndy h<l\, hnl,l,cvel', Illi'rcm.l a yield !>ign as SlOp, Her mOlher 
offt:r~	 no cxplan;ltlon 01' what the actual message on the sign is, yet when she 
comes to the ~Ign, she ,tup" to yield to ilil ()Ilcuming car Her mother. when asked 
why she hnd not giyen Wendy the \lord "Yield," ~aid il was too hard, Wendy 
would nol understand, and "it \ Ilot a wurd \-vc usc Itke stop, " 

Wend)· rccognilcd anll11,11 LTacker boxes as c:arly as to months, and later, as 
her nH,lher began buying other V<lrielies, Wendy would see the box in thc grocery 
store nlld yell "Cook c()ok " Hcr n1lHher w',luld say, "Yes, those are cookies, 
lJoes Wendy walll u eookle,'-- (Jne day Wendy saw a new type of cracker box, 
and ,cleeched "Cook (uol, -- Her father npened the box and gave Wendy a 
cracker allli w"ilcu I'\)r hel reaction, She starke! the "cookie," thell took it to her 
\l111\her, "lyll1g "Ynll e,H," The mOlhcr .lvined in the game and said "Don't you 
want your {(Jo!-:IC')" Wendy said "No cookie, You cat. -- "But Wendy, it's a 
e,)()kic box, sec"". and hcr mother pointed \0 the C or (ruckers on the box, 
Wend) p,lid nl) allL'nlll111 and ran off inlu another roo III , 

In RO~ldvilk', literac) clcnb, the rulcs for cooperative di,coursc around print 
arc rcpe'llcdly pmcticed, coached, and rew<lrded in the preschool years Adults in 
Roadvillc hcllcve thal Ilbtilling In L'hildren the proper use of words and under
standl!1,Q lJI' lhe meaning of the wriltc:n word arc important for both their educa
tIOnal	 and Icligiou:-, Slice.;". AdullS repeat aspects of the learning of literacy 
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( events they have known as children, In the words of one Roadville parent: "It 

was then that I began to learn" when my daddy kept insisting I read it, say it 
right. It was then that I did right, in his view, " 

The path of development for such performance can be described in three 
overlapping stages, In the first, children are introduced to discrete bits and pieces 
of books - separate items, letters of the alphabet, shapes, colors, and commonly 
represented items in books for children (apple, baby, ball, etc,), The latter are 
usually decontextualized, not pictured in their ordinary contexts, and they are 

\ represented in two-dimensional flat line drawings, During this stage, children 

I must participate as predictable information-givers and respond [0 questions that 
} ask for specific and discrete bits of information about the written matter. In these 
I literacy events, specific features of the two-dimensional items in books which are 
(	 different from their "real" counterparts are not pointed out. A ball in a book is 

flat; a duck in a book is yellow and fluffy; trucks, cars, dogs, and trees talk in 
books, No mention is made of the fact that such features do not fit these ohjects 
in reality, Children are not encouraged to move their understanding of books into 
other situational contexts or to apply it in their general knowledge of the world 
abour them, 

In the second stage, adults demand an acceptance of the power of print to 
entertain, inform, and instruct. When Wendy could no longer participate by 
contributing her knowledge at any point in the literacy evem, she learned to 
recognize bookreading as a performance, The adult exhibited the book to Wendy: 
she was to be entertained, 10 learn from the information conveyed in the material, 
and to remember the book's content for the sequential followup questioning, as 
opposed to ongoing cooperative participatory questions, l 

In the third stage, Wendy was introduced to preschool workbooks which 

I 
[ provided story information and was asked questions or provided exercises and 

games based on the content of the stories or pictures, Follow-the-number color
ing books and preschool' 'push-out and paste" workbooks on shapes, colors, and 
letters of the alphabet reinforced repeatedly that the written word could be taken 

r apart into small pieces and one item linked to another by following rules, She had 
~ practice in the linear, sequential nature of books: begin at the beginning, stay in 
I the lines for coloring, draw straight lines to link one item to another, write your 

answers on lines, keep your letters straight, match the cutout letter to diagrams of 
leiter shapes. 

The differences between Roadville and Maintown are substantiaL Roadville 
adults do not extend either the content or the habits of literacy events beyond \ 
bookreading, They do not, upon seeing an item or event in the real world, remind ( 
children of a similar event in a book and launch a running commentary on 
similarities and differences. When a game is played or a chore done, adults do 
not use literate sources. Mothers cook without written recipes most of the time; if ( 

\	 
they use a recipe from a written source, they do so usually only after confirma
!lon and alteration by friends who have tried the recipe, Directions to games are ! 
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read, bUI nOI carefully followed. and Ihey are not talked about in a series of 
qllestion~ and answers which try to establish their meaning. Instead, in the putting 
IOgcther of toys or the pia) ing of games, the abilltie~ or preferences of one party 
prevail. For example, if an adull knows how to put a toy together, he does so; be 
does nol ralk about the process, refer to the written material and' 'lranslate" for 
the child, or try to sequence Sleps so Ihe child can do it) Adulls do nOI talk about 
the steps anc! procedures ,If IlOlI' 10 do Ihings: if a father wants his preschooler to 
learn 10 hold a mlnialUre bat or throw a ball. he says "Do it this way," He does 
not brea~ up "Ihis way" into such steps as "Put your fingers around here," 
"Keep your thumb In Ihis position," "Never hold it above this line," Over and 
over again, adults do a task and children observe and try it, being reinforced only 
by commands such as "Do il ilke IhIS," "Watch that thumb," 

Adults al lasks do n,)t provide a running verbal commentary on what they are 
domg. They do not draw the u!lemion of the child to specific features of the 
sequences of skills or the altrlbutes of items. They do not ask questions of the 
child, exc~pt queslions which are dlrcctive or scolding in nature, ("Did you 
bring the ball')" "Didn't you hear what I said?"). Many of their commands 
contain idlOm~ which are nOl explained: "PUT it up," or "Put thai away now" 
(meaning: to put it in rhe place where it usually belongs), or "Loosen up," said to 
a four-year-old boy trying to learn 10 bat" ball, Explanations which move beyond 
the lisllng of IJallleS nf items and ,heir features are rarely offered by adults. 
Children do nOI ask que~tions of the type "But 1 don'l understand. What is 
Ihar)" They appear wilhng 10 keep trying, and if there is ambiguity in a set of 
commands. they a~k a 'lucstion slich as "Y,)U want me to do this?" (demonstrat
Ing their cum:llt d'forls). Ill' they Iry (O find a way of diverllllg altention from the 
Task at hand. 

BOlh boys and girl~ during their preschool years are included in many adult 
activilies, ranging from gOing to church 10 fishing and camping. They spend a lot 
of lime observing ;1ild asking for lurns to try specific tasks, such as putting a 
worm on the hoo~ or clilli ng cookies Someti Illes adu Its say' 'No, you're not old 
enough." But if they agree ro the child's allell1p! at the task, they watch and give 
directi ws and evaluations: "Thal's right, don't twist the cutter." "Turn like 
Ihis." "Don'r try to s(rape it up now, let me do that." Talk about the task does 
not segment its skills anl! identify them, nor does it link the particular task or item 
al hand to other tasks Reason-explanations such as "If you twist the cutter, the 
cookies will be rough on Ihe edge," are rarely given, or asked for. 

Neither Roadville adults nor children shift the context of items in their talk 
They dn not tell stll1'ies which fiClion<lJizc themselves or familiar events. They 
reject Sunday School materials which attempt 10 translate Biblical events into a 
modern-day selling. In Roadville, a story musl be invited or announced by 
s()rneon~ olher than the storyteller, and only certain community members are 
deSignated gooJ siorytellers. A siory is recognized by the group as a story about 
one and all. It is a truc story, an actual event whicb OCCUlTed to either the 
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storyteller or to someone else present. The marked behavior of the storyteller and 
audience alike is seen as exemplifying the weaknesses of all and the need for 
persistence in overcoming such weaknesses, The sources of stories are personal 
experience. Tbey are tales of transgressions which make the point of reiterating 
the expected norms of behavior of man, woman, fisherman, worker, and Chris
tian. They are true to the facts of the event. 

Roadville parents provide their children with books; they read to them and ask 
questions about the books' contents. They choose books which emphasize nur
sery rhymes, alphabet learning, animals, and simplified Bible stories, and they 
require their children to repeat from these books and to answer formulaic ques
tions about their contents. Roadville adults also ask questions about oral stories 
which have a point relevant to some marked behavior of a child. They use 
proverbs and summary statements to re mind their children of stories and to call 
on them for simple comparisons of the stori~' contenlS to their own situations. 
Roadville parents coach children in their lelling of a story, forcing them to tell 
about an incident as it has been pre-composed or pre-scripted in the head of the 
adult. Thus, in Roadville, children come to know a story as either an accounting 
from a book, or a factual account of a real event in which some type of marked 
behavior occurred and there is a lesson to be learned. Any fictionalized account 
of a real event is viewcd as a lie; reality is better than fiction. Roadville's church 
and community life admit no story other than that which meets the definition 
inlernal to the grollp. Thus children cannot decontextualize their knowledge or 
fictionalize events known 10 them and shift them about into other frames. 

When these children go to school they perform well in the initial stages of each 
of the three early grades. They often know portions of the alphabet, some colors 
and numbers, can recognize their names, and tell someone their address and their 
parents' names. They will sit still and listen to a story, and they know how to 
answer questions asking for what-explanations, They do well in reading work
book exercises which ask for identification of specific portions of words, items 
from the story, or the linking of two items, letters, or parts of words on the same 

l page When the teacher reaches the end of story-reading or the reading circle and 
asks question~ such as "What did you like about the story?", relatively few 
Roadville children answer. If asked questions such as "What would you have 
done if you had been Billy Ia story's main character]?", Roadville children most 
frequently say "1 don't know" or shrug their shoulders, 

Near the end of each year, and increasingly as they move through the eady 

I primary grades, Roadville children can handle successfully the initial stages of 
lessons. But when they move ahead to extra-credit items or to activities consid( 
ered more advanced and requiring more independence, they are Slumped. They 

I	 turn frequently to teachers asking' 'Do you want me to do this? What do I do 
here')" If asked to write a creative story or tell it into a tape recorder, they retell ( 
stories from books; they do not create their own. They rarely provide emotional 

i or personal commentary on their accounting of real events or book stories, They 
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arc rarely abk to ta"e "nnwledge learned in one conlext and shIft It 10 anolher; 
they dp not cOlllp~m:: two Ilems or ~venls and point Oul similarities and dif
ference, They fInd it ditJIL"ult ellher tl) hold one feature of an event conslanl and 
~hirt all others or In hold ,III feature, conSlanl but one. For example, they are 
puzzled by ques\lLJlls ouch as "What would have happened if Billy had Iloltold 
lhe policclll<:n what happened}" They do nol klhlW how to move evenls or items 
out 01 a given frame. To a quesllon ~uch as "What habils of the Hopi Indians 
mighl lhey be able 10 la"e With them whl~n Ihey move to a cily')", Ihey provide 
lists 01 katun.:" of lire llf Ihe HopI on Ihe n~~ervation. They do not take Ihese 
llems, consider their apprupnaleness In an urlMn selling, and evaluate the 
hypothellcal outcO!lle. In general. they find thiS type of question impossible to 
answcr, and lhe) dn nOI knllw how 10 as" teachers to help them lake apart the 
qu~sllons tll I'igure nut the an~wcrs, l'I1llS their illitial ~uceesscs in reading, being 
good ~tudcnb, lollllwlI\g orders, aud lIdhenng 10 school norms of partlcipallng in 
lesson~ bq!.in III f,lll aWol) rapidly aboul lhe lime lhey en leI' the fourth grade. As 
thc Imporlancc and ['requcIIL) u! quc,tlOn., anu reading habits wilh which Ihey are 
famlliar dedlllt Jl) lhe hLgher gradc:s, they have no way of keeping up or of 
seeking help In karnll1g whal it IS they uo nol even know Ihey don't know. 

Trw ~I(JII 

BablC~ in Tradlnn come home ['1'0 III Ihe hospital to an environment which is 
almm! cnlirely human. There arc IW cnb.'>, car beds, or car seats, and only an oc
casional high Lhairor lnlanl scal. In/'ants Hre held during Iheirwaking hours, occa
SIonally while Ihey sleep.'and lht:y usually sleep il1the bed with parents until they 
are "boul IWl) years of age. They are helu, their faces fondled, Iheir cheeks 
pinched, ,111d they e,11 and sleep In Ihe mIdst or human talk and noise from the 
lelevlsllJll, sltceo. and radiO. 1:llcap~uleu in an almost tOlally human world, they 
are 111 Ihe midst llf con~lanl human C0l11mUI11c-atlon, verbal and 110nverbal. They 
111eraJly !"eel the body "igl1al, 0[' shifl.' 111 emollon of those who hold them almosl 
conllnuously, they al'e lal"ed aboul and kepi in the midst of talk about topics thai 
range over any subject A, children make cooing or babbling sounds, adults refer 
10 this as "Ilnl"e," clnd no allempL i, made 10 interprel Ihese sounds as words or 
cO\lltllunicalive altempts on the parl or the baby. Adulls believe lhey should not 
have (() depend on lheir babies lo lell lhem whal they need or when (hey are 
uncullll'llrIabk; adull~ "now, children only "come 10 know." 

When a child call crawl alld move about on his own, he plays with the 
household l\bJecl~ deellled safe for hlln - pot lids, spoons, plastic food contain
er~. Gnl) al Clln.,tm'l.'llme ale there speclalloys for very young children; these 
arc u~uall~ trlld~. balls, doll habies. nr plastiC cars, but rarely blocks, puzzles, 
or bno"~. As children become completely mobile, they demand ride toys or 
c!eL:lr()nlc and Illcchanlcalt(),v~ they .,ee on television. They never request nor do 
Ihey leL'l:IV~ maLuplilallve lOy" ~uL'h as puzzles, blocks, take-apart lays or 
literacy-based Items, such a~ bOll"s or letter games. 
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Adults read newspapers, mail, calendars, circulars (political and civic-events 
r 

related), school materials sent home to parents, brochures advertising new cars, 
[ television sets, or other products, and the Bible and other church-related mate

rials. There are no reading materials especially for children (with the exception of 
children's Sunday School materials), and adults do not sit and read to children. 

i 
(
.i 

Since children are usually left to sleep whenever and wherever they fall asleep, 
there is no bedtime or naptime as such, At night, they are put to bed when adults 
go to bed or whenever the person holding them gets tired. Thus, going to bed is 
not framed in any special routine, Sometimes in a play activity during the day, an 

l 
~ older sibling will read to a younger child, but the latter soon loses interest and 

squirms away to play. Older children often try to "play school" with younger 
children, reading to them from books and trying to ask questions about what they 
have read. Adults look on these efforts with amusement and do not try tor convince the small child to sit still and listen. 

( Signs from very young children of attention to the non verbal behaviors of 
others are rewarded by extra fondling, laughter, and cuddling from adults. For 
example, when an infant shows signs of recognizing a family member's voice on 
(he phone by bouncing up and down in the arms of the adult who is talking on the 

" phone, adults comment on this to others present and kiss and nudge the child. Yet 
l when children utter sounds or combinations of sounds which could be interpreted 

( as words, adults pay no attention. Often by the time they are twelve months old, 
, children approximate words or phrases of adults' speech; adults respond by 

laughing or giving special attention to the child and crediting him with' 'sound
ing like" the person being imitated. When children learn to walk and imitate the 
walk of members of the community, they are rewarded by comments on their 

r 

I activities: "He walks just like Toby when he's tuckered out." 
Children between the ages of twel ve and twenty-four months often imitate the 

tune or "general Gestalt" (Peters 1977) of complete utterances they hear around 
them, They pick up and repeat chunks (usually the ends) of phrasal and clausal 
utterances of speakers around them. They seem to remember fragments of speech 
and repeat these without active production. In this first stage of language learn

t	 ing, the repetition stage, they imitate the intonation contours and general shaping 
of the utterances they repeat. Lem 1;2 in the following example illustrates this 
pattern. 

Mother: [talking to neighbor on porch while Lem plays with a truck on the 
porch nearby] But they won't call back, won't happen = 

Lem: =call back 
Neighbor: Sam's going over there Saturday, he'll pick up a form = 
Lem: =: pick up on, pick up on [Lem here appears to have heard form as 

on] 

I The adults pay no attention to Lem's "talk," and their talk, in fact, often 
overlaps his repetitions. 
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In the second stage, repetitIOn with variation, Trackton children manipu late 
pieces of conversation they pick up. They incorporate chunks of language from 
others into their own ongoing dialogue, applying productive rules, inserting new 
nouns and verbs for those used in the adults' chunks. They also play with 

rhyming patterns and varying intonation contours. 

Mother: She went La the doctor again. 

Lem (2;2): (in a sing-song fashion] went 10 de doctor, doctor, tractor, dis 

my tractor, doctor on a traclor, went to de doctor. 

Lem creates a monologue, incorporating the conversation about him into his own 
talk as he plays. Adults pay no attention to his chatter unless it gets so noisy as to 

that like?" Other types of questions ask for specific information known to the 
child but not the adults: "Where'd you get that from?" "What do you want?" 
"How come you did that?" (Heath 1982). Adults explain their use of these types 

of questions by expressing their sense of children: they are "comers," coming 
into their learning by experiencing what knowing about things means. As one 
parent ofa two-year-old boy put it: "Ain't no use me tellin' 'im: learn this, learn 
that, what's this, what's that? He just gotta learn, gotta know; he see one thing 

one place one time, he know how it go, see sump 'n like it again, maybe it be the 
same, maybe it won't." Children are expected to learn how to know when the~ form belies the meaning, and to know contexts of items and to use their under

\ standing of these contexts to draw parallels between items and events. Parents do 
interfere with their talk. 

In the third stage, participation, children begin to enter the ongoing conversa
tions about them. They do so by attracting the adult's attention with a tug on the 
arm or pant leg, and they help make themselves understood by providing nonver
bal reinforcements to help recreate a scene they wanl the listener to remember. 

For example, if adults are talking, and a child interrupts with seemingly unintel~ 

ligible utterances, the child will make gestures, extra sounds, or act out some 

outstanding features of the scene he is trying to get the adult La remember. 

Children try to creale a context, a scene, for the understanding of their utterance. 
This third stage illustrates a pattern in the children's response to their environ

ment and their ways of Jetting others know their knowledge of the environment. 
Once they are in the third stage, their communicative efforts are accepted by 
community members, and adults respond directly to the child, instead of talking 
to others about the child's activities as they have done in the past. Children 
continue (0 practice for conversational participation by playing, when alone, both 
parts of dialogues, imitating gestures as well as intonation patterns of adults. By 
2;6 all children in the community can imitate the walk and talk of others in the 
community, or frequent visitors such as the man who comes around to read the 

gas meters. They can feign anger, sadness, fussing, remorse, silliness, or any of 

[
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not believe they have a tutoring role in this learning; they provide the experiences 
on which the child draws and reward signs of their successfully coming to know. 

Trackton children's early stories illustrate how they respond to adult views of 
them as "comers. " The children learn to tell stories by drawing heavily on their 
abilities to render a context, to set a stage, and to call on the audience's power to 
join in the imaginative creation of story. Between the ages of two and four years, 
the children, in a monologue-like fashion, tell stories about things in their lives, 
events they see and hear, and situations in which they have been involved. They 
produce these spontaneously during play with other children or in the presence of 
adults. Sometimes they make an effort to attract the attention of listeners before 
they begin the story, but often they do not. Lem, playing off the edge of the 
porch, when he was about two and a half years of age, heard a bell in the 
distance. He stopped, looked at Nellie and Benjy, his older siblings, who were 
nearby and said: 

Way 
Far 

Now 
It a church bell 
Ringin'

a wide range of expressive behaviors. They often use the same chunks of lan

guage for varying effects, depending on nonverbal support to give the language 
Dey singin'~ 

different meanings or cast it in a different key (Hymes [974). Girls between three Ringin' 
You hear il? 

and four years of age take part in extraordinarily complex stepping and clapping 
patterns and simple repetitions of hand clap games played by older girls. From 

I hear it 

the time they are old enough to stand alone, they are encouraged in their partici Far 

pation by siblings and older children in the community. These games require 

anticipation and recognition of cues for upcoming behaviors, and the young girls 

Now.\ 
I
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Lem had been taken to church the previous Sunday and had been much impressed 

by the church bell. He had sat on his mother's lap and joined in the singing, 
rocking to and fro on her hap, and clapping his hands. His story, which is like a 

learn to watch for these cues and to come in with the appropriate words and 
movements at the right time. 

Preschool children are noL asked for what-explanations of their environment. poem in its imagery and line-like prosody, is in response to the current stimulus
(Instead, they are asked a preponderance of analogical questions which call for of a distant bell. As he tells the story, he sways back and forth. 
i

f 
non-specific comparisons of one item, event, or person with another: "What's This story, somewhat longer than those usually reported from other social 
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groups for children as young as Lem,4 has some features which have come to 
characterize fully-developed narratives or stories. It recapitulates in its verbal 
outline the sequence of events being recalled by the storyteller. At church, the 
bell rang while the people sang. In the line' 'It a church bell," Lem provides his 
story's topic, and a brief summary of what is to come. This line serves a function 
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contours, and practicing these without specific reinforcement or evaluation. But 
practice material and models are continuously available. Next the children seem 

to begin to sort out the productive rules for speech and practice what they hear 
about them with variation. Finally, they work their way into comersations, 
hooking their meanings for listeners into a familiar context by recreating scenes 
through gestures, special sound effects, etc. These characteristics continue insimilar to the formulae often used by older children to open a story: "This is a (., 

story about (a church bell). " Lem gives only the slightest hint of story setting or 

orientation to the listener; where and when the story took place are capsuled in 
"Way, Far." Preschoolers in Trackton almost never hear "Once upon a time 
there was a " stories, and they rarely provide definitive orientations for 
their stories. They seem (0 assume listeners "know" the situation in which the 
narrati ve takes place. Similarly, preschoolers in Trackton do not close off their 
stories with formulaic endings. Lem poetically balances his opening and closing 

in an inclusio, beginlllng "Way, Far, Now." and ending "Far, Now. ". The 
effect is one of closure, but there is no c1earcut announcement of closure. 

Throughout the presentation of action and result of action in their stories, 
Trackton preschoolers invite the audience to respond or evaluate the story's 

actions. Lem asks "You hear it'?" which may refer either to the current simulus 
or to yesterday's bell, since Lem does not productively use past tense endings for 

any verbs at this stage in his language development. 
Preschool storytellers have several ways or inviting audience evaluation and 

interest. They may themselves express an emotional response to the story's 
actions; they may have another character or narrator in the story do so often using 
alliterative language play; or they may detail actions and results through direct 
discourse or sound effects and gestures. All these methods of calling attention to 
the story and its tclling distinguish the speech event as a story, an occasion for 
audience and storyteller to interact pleasantly, and not simply to hear an ordinary 
recounting of events or actions. 

Trackton children must be aggressive in inserting their stories into an ongoing 
stream or discourse. Storytelling is highly competiti ve. Everyone in a conversa

tion may want to tell a story, so only the most aggressive wins out. The content 
ranges widely, and there is "truth" only in the universals of human experience. 
Fact is often hard to find, though it is usually the seed of the story. Trackton 
stones often have no point - no obvious beginning or ending; they go on as long 
as the audience enJoys and tolerates the storyteller's entertainment. 

Trackton adults do not separate out the elements of the environment around 
their children to tune their altentions selectively. They do not simplify their 
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their story-poems and their participation in jump-rope rhymes. Because adults do 
not select out, name, and describe features of the environment for the young, 

children must perceive situations, determine how units of the situations are 
related to each other, recognize these relations in other situations, and reason 
through what it will take to show their correlation of one situation with another. 
The children can answer questions such as "What's that like?" ["It's like 
Doug's car' 'J but they can rarely name the specific feature or features which make 

two items or events alike. For example, in the case of saying a car seen on the 
street is "like Doug's car," a child may be basing the analogy on the fact that 
this car has a flat tire and Doug's also had one last week. But the child does not 
name (and is not asked to name) what is alike between the two cars. 

Children seem to develop connections between situations or items not by 

specification of labels and features in the situations, but by configuration links. 
Recognition of similar general shapes or patterns of links seen in one situation 
and connected to another, seem to be the means by which children set scenes in 
their nonverbal representations of indi viduals, and later in thcil verbal chunking, 
then segmentation and production of rules for putting together isolated units. 
They do not decontextualize; instead they heavily contextualize nonverbal and 
verbal language. They fictionalize their "true stories," but they do so by asking 
the audience to identify with the story through making parallels from their own 
experiences. When adults read, they often do so in a group. One person, reading 
aloud, for example, from a brochure on a new car decodes the text, displays 
illustrations and photographs, and listeners relate the text's meaning to their 

experiences asking questions and expressing opinions. Finally, the group as a 
Whole synthesizes the written text and the negotiated oral discourse to construct a 
meaning for the brochure (Heath forthcoming a). 

When Trackton children go to school, they face unfamiliar typ,::s of questions 
which ask for what-explanations. They are asked as individuals to identify items 
by name, and to label features such as shape, color, size, number. The stimuli to 

which they are to give these responses are two-dimensional flat representations 
which are often highly stylized and bear little resemblance to the "real" items. 
Trackton children generally score in the lowest percentiie range on the Metropolilanguage, focus on single-word utterances by young children, label items or 
tan Reading Readiness tests. They do not sit at their desks and complete readingfeatures of objects in either books or the environment at large. Instead, children 
workbook pages; neither do they tolerate questions about reading materials which are continuously contextualized, presented with almost continuous communica
are structured along the usual lesson format. Their contributions are in the form tion. From this ongoing, multiple-channeled stream of stimuli, they must them
of "I had a duck at my house one time." "Why'd he do that?" or they imitate selves select, practice, and determine rules of production and structuring. For 
the sound effects teachers may produce in stories they read to the children. By thelanguage, they do so by first repeating, catching chunks of sounds, intonation 
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end of the first three primary grades, their general language arts scores have been ~ 
fconsistently low, except for those few who have begun to adapt to and adopt 

some of the behaviors they have had to learn in school. But the majority not only 
fail to learn the content of lessons, they also do not adopt the social interactional 
rules for school literacy events. Print in isolation bears little authority in their 
world. The kinds of questions asked of reading books are unfamiliar. The chil
dren's abilities to metaphorically link two events or situations and to recreate 
scenes are not tapped in the school; in fact, these abilities often cause difficulties, 

because they enable children 10 see parallels teachers did not intend, and indeed, 
may not recognize until the children point them out (Heath 1978). 

By the end of the lessons or by the time in their total school career when 
reason-explanations and affective statements call for the creative comparison of 
two or more situations, it is too late for many Trackton children. They have not 
picked up along the way the composition and comprehension skills they need to 
translate their analogical skills into a channel teachers can accept. They seem not 
to know how \0 take meaning from reading; they do not observe the rules of 
linearity in writing. and their expression of themselves on paper is very limited. 
Orally taped stories are often much better, but these rarely counl as much as 
written compositions. Thus, Trackton children continue to collect very low or 
failing grades, and many decide by the end of the sixth grade to stop trying and 
turn their attention to the heavy peer socialization which usually begins in these ~ 
years. ~ 

FROM COMMUi'<11Y 10 CLASSROOM I 
A recent review of trends in research on learning pointed out that "learning to I 
read through using and learning from language has been less systematically stud

I
("ied than the decoding process" (Glaser 1979: 7)· Put another way, how children
 

learn to use language to read to learn has been less systematically studied than
 
decoding skills. Learning how to take meaning from writing before one learns to
 
read involves repealed practice in using and learning from language through
 
appropriate panicipation in literacy events such as exhibitor/questioner and
 ~ 
spectator/respondenl dyads (Scollon and Scollon 1979) or group negotiation of 
the meaning of a written text. Children have to learn to select, hold, and retrieve l 

(content from books and other written or printed texts in accordance with their 
community's rules or "ways of taking," and the children's learning follows 
community paths of language socialization. In each society, certain kinds of \ 
childhood participalion in literacy events may precede others, as the developmen I 
tal sequence builds toward the whole complex of home and community behaviors r
characteristic of the society. The ways of taking employed in the school may in 
turn build directly on the preschool development, may require substantial adapta f 

tion on the part of the children, or may even run directly counter to aspects of the I 
[community's pattern. 
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At home. In Main/own homes, the construction of knowltodge in the earliest 
preschool years depends in large part on labelling procedures and what
explanations. Maintown families, like other mainstream families, continue this 
kind of classification and knowledge construction throughout the child's envi
ronment and into the school years, calling it into play in response to new items in 
the environment and in running commentaries on old items as they compare to 
new ones. This pattern of linking old and new knowledge is reinforced in narra· 
tive tales which fictionalize the teller'S events or recapitulate a story from a book. 
Thus for these children the bedtime story is simply an early link in a long chain of 
interrelated patterns of taking meaning from the environment. Moreover, along 
this chain, the focus is on the individual as respondent and cooperative negotiator 
of meaning from books. In particular, children learn that written language may 
represent not only descriptions of real events, but decontextualized logical prop
ositions, and the occurrence of this kind of information in print or in writing 
legitimates a response in which one brings to the interpretation of written text 
selected knowledge from the real world. Moreover. readers must recognize how 
certain types of questions assert the priority of meanings in the written word over 
reality. The "real" comes into play only after prescribed decontextualized mean
ings; affective responses and reason-explanations follow conventional presupposi
tions which stand behind what-explanations. 

Roadville also provides labels, features, and what-explanations, and prescribes 
listening and performing behaviors for preschoolers. However, Roadville adults 
do not carryon or sustain in continually overlapping and interdependent fashion 
the linking of ways of taking meaning from books to ways of relating that 
knowledge to other aspects of the environment. They do not encourage decontex
tualization; in fact, they proscribe it in their own stories about themselves and 
their requirements of stories from children. They do nol themselves make ana
lytic statements or assert universal truths, except those related (0 their religious 
faith. They lace their stories with synthetic (nonanalytic) state,nents which ex
press, describe, and synthesize actual real-life materials. Things do not have to 
follow logically so long as they fit the past experience of individuals in the 
community. Thus children learn to look for a specific moral in stories and to 
expect that story to fit their facts of reality explicitly. When they themselves 
recount an event, they do the same, constructing the story of a real event accord
ing to coaching by adults who want to construct the story as ·they saw it. 

Track/on is like neither Maintown nor Roadville. There are no bedtime stories; 
in fact, there are few occasions for reading to or with children specifically. 
Instead, during the time these activities would take pla.:e in mainstream and 
Roadville homes, Trackton children are enveloped in differenr kinds of social 
interactions. They are held, fed, talked about, and rewarded (or nonverbal, and 
later verbal, renderings of events they witness. Trackton adults value and re
spond favorably when children show they have come to know how to use lan
guage to show correspondence in function, style, configuration, and positioning 
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between two different things or situations. Analogical questions are asked of 
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a real-life narrative. They know that telling a story can be in many ways related 

Trackton children, although the implicit questions of structure and function these to play; it suspends reality, and frames an old event in a new context; it calls on 

embody are never made explicit. Children do not have labels or names of attri audience participation to recognize the setting and participants. They must now 

butes of items and events pointed out for them, and they are asked for reason i learn as individuals to recount factual events in a straightforward way and 

explanations not what-explanations. Individuals express their personal responses recognize appropriate occasions for reason-explanations and affective ex

and recreate corresponding situations with often only a minimal adherence to the pressions. Trackton children seem to have skipped learning to label, list features, l.germ of truth of a story. Children comc to recognize similarities of patterning, and give what-explanations. Thus they need to have the mainstream or school 

though they do not name lines, points, or items which are similar between two 

items or situations. They are familiar with group literacy events in which several 
community members orally negotiate the meaning of a written text. 

AI school. In the early reading stages, and in later requirements for reading 
to learn al more advanced stages, children from the three communities respond 
differently, because they have learned different methods and degrees of taking 
from books. In comparison to Maintown children, the habits Roadville children 

learned in bookreading and toy-related episodes have not continued for them 
through other activities and types of reinforcement in their environment. They 
have had less exposure to both the content of books and ways of learning from 
books than have mainstream children. Thus their need in schools is not necessar

ily for an intensification of presentation of labels, a slowing down of the se
quence of introducing what-explanations in connection with bookreading. In
stead they need extensio/l of these habits 10 other domains and to opportunities 
for practicing habits such as producing running commentaries, creating 
exhibitor/questioner and speclatorlrespondent roles. Perhaps most important, 
Roadville children need i.o have articulated for them distinctions in discourse 
strategies and structures. Narratives of reat events have certain strategies and 
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habits presented in familiar activities with explanations related to their own 
habits of taking meaning from the environment. Such "simple," "natural" 
things as distinctions between two-dimensional and three-dimensional objects 
may need to be explained to help Trackton children learn the stylization and 
decontextualization which characterizes books. 

To layout in more specific detail how Roadville and Trackt0n's ways of 
knowing can be used along with those of mainstreamers goes beyond the scope of 
this paper. However, it must be admitted that a range of alternatives to ways of 

learning and displaying knowledge characterizes all highly school-successful 
adults in the advanced stages of their careers. Knowing more about how these 
alternatives are learned at early ages in different sociocultural conjitiolls call help 
the school to provide opportunities for all students to avail th..:lI1selves of these 

alternatives early in their school careers. For example, mainstream children can 
benefit from early exposure to Trackton's 'creative, highly analogical styles of 
telling stories and giving explanations, and they can add the Roadville true stcr;r 
with strict chronicity and explicit moral to their repertoire of narratiVe types. 

In conclusion, if we want to understand the place of literacy in human societies 
and ways children acquire the literacy orientations of their communities, we must 
recognize two postulates of literacy and language development. 

structures; imaginary tales, flights of fantasy, and affective expressions have 
others. Their community's view of narrative discourse style is very narrow and (I) Strict dichotomization between oral and literate traditions is a construct of 
demands a passive role in both creation of and response to the account of events. researchers, not an accurate portrayal of reality across cultures. 
Moreover, these children have to be reintroduced to a participant frame of (2) A unilinear model of development in the acquisition of language structures 
re.!(>rence to a book. Though initially they were participants in bookreading, -j and uses cannot adequately account for culturally diverse ways of acquir
they have been trained Into passive roles since the age of three years, and they ing knowledge or developing cognitive styles.~
 
must learn once again to be active information-givers, taking from books and ( 

linking that knowledge to other aspects of their environment. ~ Roadville and Trackton tell us that the mainstream type of lit~racj oi'itntation is 
not the only type even among Western societies. They also tell us that the 
mainstream ways of acquiring communicative competence do not qfier a univer
sally applicable model of development. They offer proof of Hymes' assertion a 

Trackton students present an additional set of alternatives for procedures in the 
early primary grades. Since they usually have few of the expected "natural" 
skills of taking meaning from books, they must not only learn these, but also 
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retain Ihcir analogical reasoning practices for use in some of the later stages of decade ago that "it is impossible to generalize validly about 'oral' vs. 'literate' 
learning to read. They must learn to adapl the crealiliily in language, metaphor. cultures as uniform types" (Hymes 1973: 54). . 
fictionalization, recreation of scenes and exploration offunctions and seflings of Yet in spite of such warnings and analyses of the uses and functions of writing 
items they bring ro school. These children already use narrative skills highly in the specific proposals for comparative development and organization of cul
rewarded in the upper primary grades. They distinguish a fictionalized story from tural systems (cf. Basso 1974: 432), the majority of research un literacy has 
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focused on differences in class, amounl of education, and level of civilization 4. Cf. Umiker-Sebeok's (1979) descriptions of stories of mainstream middk-class children, ages 

3-5 and Sutton-Smith 1981. among groups having different literacy characteristics. 
"We need, in short, a great deal of ethnography" (Hymes 1973: 57) to REFERENCES 

provide descriptions of the ways different social groups "take" knowledge from 
the environment. For written sources, these ways of taking may be analyzed in 
terms of types of literacy evellts, such as group negotiation of meaning from 
written texts, individual "looking things up" in reference books, writing family 
records in Bibles, and the dozens of other lypes of occasions when books or other 
written materials are integral to interpretation in an interaction. These must in 
turn be analyzed in terms of the specific fealures of literacy events, such as 
labelling, what-explanation, affective comments, reason-explanations, and many 
other possibilities. Literacy events mnst also bc interpreted in relation to the 
larger sociocullural pallernS which lhey may exemplify or reflect. For example, 
ethnography must describe literacy evenls in their sociocultural contexts, so we 
may come to understand how such patterns as time and space usage, caregiving 
roles, and age and sex segregation are interdependent with the types and features 
of literacy evenls a community develops. It is only on the basis of such thorough
going ethnography that further progress is possible toward understanding cross
cultnral patterns of oral and written language uses and paths of development of 
communicative competence. 

NOTES 

... One of a senes of IIlviled papers commemorallng a decade of Language III SOCiety. 
I. Firsl presenled allhc Terman Conference on Teaching al Slanford University, 1980, Ihis paper 
has benef"illed from ctloperalonn with M. Cochran-Smith of Ihe University of Pennsylvania She 
shares an appreclalion of lhe relevance of Roland Barthes' work for studies of Ihe socializ:ation of 
young children Into literacy: her research (1981) on Ihe Slory-reading practices of a mainslream 
sehool·oriented nursery school provides a much needed delailed accounl of early school orientation to 
literacy 
z. Terms such as mainstream or middle·class cui lures or social groups are freqnently used in bOlh 
popular and scholarly wrillngs WIthout careful definillon. Moreover, numerous smdies of behavioral 
phenomena (for example. mOlher·child in\craclIons in language learning) cither do nOI specify thai 
the subJecls being descrihed are drawn from mainSlream groups or do not recogniz:e the importance of 
Ihis limitation. As a resull. fllldings from this group are often regarded as universal. For a discussion 
of thiS problem, see Chanan and Gilchrist 1974, Payne and Bennett 1977. [n general, the literature 
characlenz:e~ this group as school,orlented, aspinng toward upward mobIlity Ihrough forn1al institu. 
tions, and providing encullurallon which positively values routines of promptness, linearity (in habits 
ranging from furnilure arrangement 10 enlrance mtll a movie theatre), and evalnative and judgmenlal 
responses 10 behaVIOrs whtch devlale from lheir norms. 

In lhe Uniled Stales, malllSlream familIes lend 10 locale in neighborhoods and suburbs around 
cilies Their ,oclal interacllons cenler no! in their immediate neighborhoods, but around voluntary 
associalions across the city. Thus a cluster of mainslream families (and nol a community - which 
usually Implies a specific geographic lerritory as the locus of a majority of social interaclions) is the 
unil of comparIson used here With lhe Tracklon and Roadville communities. 
3. Behllld this discussion are findings from cross·cultural psychologists who have studied Ihe links 
between verbalization of lask and demonstration of skills in a hierarchieal sequence, e.g, Childs and 
Greenfield 1980: see Goody t979 on the use of quesllons in learning tasks unrelated 10 a familiarity 
with books. 
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