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-*Abe Lincoln's mother

IF NANCY HANKS*
CAME BACK AS A GHOST

. SEEKING NEWS

OF WHAT SHE LOVED MOST
SHE'D ASK FIRST
"WHERE'S MY SON? .
WHAT'S HAPPENED TO ABE?
WHAT'S HE DONE?"

"YOU WOULDN'T KNOW
ABOUT MY SON?

DID HE GROW TALL?

DID HE HAVE FUN?

DID HE LEARN TO READ?
DID HE GET TO TOWN?
DO YOU KNOW HIS NAME?
DID HE GET ON?"

Rosemary Benet

B L



We know that Abraham Lincoln did learn to read, and that he got to town,
that he got on, and that we know his name. But this poetic reconstruction
of the questions the wife of a Middlewestern farmer of the first half of the
nineteenth century would ask herself about her son, strikes an echo in our
breast for it links together a set of biographical happenings in a manner that
possesses a truth that only comes from statements that conform to our
expectations: Abe Lincoln learned to read, and he got on. Abe learned to read '
and this is at least partially why he got on, why he became president. The :
question also implies an uncertainty: Abe might not learn to read, and he might
stay on the land as a sharecropper. And it is proper that a mother should worry

about this.

But the poem strikes a chord in us not simply because it links romantic
ideas. It strikes a chord because it corresponds to a real fear that we all,
as parents, as educators of young children, continue to hold. The vocabulary

~may have changed from what it was 100 years ago, but the concern is the same.

We still fear that our children may not learn to read. They may not get downtown
and to the suburbs. They may stay locked in their ethnic neighborhoods, protect-
ed but also imprisoned. The poem is made even more appropriate by being put in
the mouth of the mother who cares; a parent who organizes her children so that
they can learn to read. She does not ask "did he go to school." She asks:

"did he learn to read?" Lincoln indeed did not attend the great schools and
universities of his time. He gained his education "on his own,"” which means

that his family, and his communities, were organized to allow him to develop his
talents. Lincoln's personal biography is of course exceptional and totally
atypical in its detail. Learning to read may be necessary to become president,
but it is far from sufficient. And yet there is something that is generalizable

in this biography.

The families and community that helped Lincoln also helped others to ' ¢
accomplish their social destiny--even if that destiny was not to lead them to
the heights Lincoln climbed. We know for a historical fact that many became
literate at a high level in the United States of the seventeenth, eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries even in the absence of schools or through schools that have
no relationships to the all encompassing institutions which we now associate
with the category (Cremin, 1970, 1980; Tyack, 1979).

But all this, however historically accurate, can also attain a mythical
aura that can prevent us from drawing the proper lessons for our times. We
would, of course, like to recapture what now appears like the educational
vitality of a past era. We would like to see families and communities more
deliberately take again responsibilities that they seem to have lost to the
schools and "experts." We may even be aware, as was the child who composed the
line we use as our title, that "we," as parents and siblings, "teach him every-
thing he learns in school." And yet, as our awareness grows that the schools ‘
are not the only institutions that educate, we are also beginning to realize :
that things are much more complex than the altogether rosy picture presented by
the myth of the self-educated person. It is not simply that families used to
educate and now that they do not. It is rather that the exact routing of ’
overall social impulses along institutional lines has changed enough over time
either to highlight or to hide the role of the various institutions. Thus we do
not "see" the school in the early centuries of modernity and yet something like
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it must have been there if only as a set of formal prescriptions that directed
the people in specific directions. Thus we do not see the family in the last
century. But we must go beyond these initial perceptions. We must recognize
that, in our modern world and to the extent that children are still raised in
families, these families must be doing something. They must, in particular, be
doing some of its educative tasks.

These issues form the background of the work we report on. They have come
to national attention in the past decade, and they have generated much work in
the educational sciences. Our work is a response to this push for a better
understanding of the role of the environment of the school on what happens in
it. It is, we believe, a contribution to the further elaboration of our joint
understanding of the educational process in the United States in particular, and
in urban industrialized societies in general. To do this, we looked in depth at
12 working class families from the point of view of their use of literacy in
their conduct of everyday life. We focused particularly on twelve children, one
from each family, some of whom were doing well in school and some badly. These
children ranged in age from 10 to 12 (grades 4 to 7). Seven were of Black and
five of Irish heritage. Six were boys and six girls. Using limited participant-
observation, informal interviewing and the video-taping of a homework scene, we
got to know these children and their families well. This knowledge of the
literacy experiences of these people form the basis for our findings.

These findings consist above all in the observation that the educational
functions performed by the families look like nothing which school-based expec-
tations of what learning looks like might lead one to expect. TQSEELEEEE&;E?
educate, but _they do not educate the way schools do (or at least not as sc cols
are thought to do according to received current knowledge). Indeed the way they
educate least is the way which they borrow from the school: the supervising of
homework. What they do educationally is fundamentally different from what it is
that schools do. The educational styles of these families appear greatly
constrained by the differential opportunities available in their different
social positions (even when their particular adaptation is extremely atypical).
This means that what they do within their families is constrained by what they
have to deal with including the school and its requirements. We thus end up
with an account of both differences and interdependencies between home and
school.

In this introduction, we first summarize the philosophical and research
issues that have driven our research. This is followed by a summary of findings.
The introduction ends with a discussion of the theoretical significance of the
study and an outline of the report.

A. BACKGROUND

1. The eclipse of the family as educator

To say that "a multiplicity of institutions educate--families and churches,
schools and colleges, museums and libraries, summer camps and settlement houses, "
and that "whether consciously or not, such institutions tend at any given time
to relate to one another in what might be called configurations of education”



(Cremin, 1974:1), is to state a problem for analysis. It is potentially to
make our analyses more powerful. It is also to make them initially much more
difficult. What do all these institutions do? And, more importantly, how do
they relate to each other? When we say that, in the early years of the modern
world families organized themselves so that minimal schooling should be offered
in their community, do we say that this was a private act that just happened to
occur frequently and then, cumulatively, led to the educational explosion that
eventually occurred? Or are we saying that, in some ways, the apparently
'individual' desires of persons and families were themselves triggered by an
environment so organized as to kindle desire, and make it appear that it had
been self-generated, self-produced and self-actualized?

Historically, there is little doubt that the intellectualism of the
Renaissance, joined with, or transformed into, the focus on personal salvation
typical of Protestant religiosity, directly produced the central structural
characteristics of the modern world in which we are still living. We are a
civilization that emphasizes that men are separate and so we feel that we are
separate, we believe we act privately (and differently from the way others do in
their privacy), and, often, we realize that this produces as much pain as glory
(Henry, 1963; Slater, 1970). It is equally certain that our religions and
ideologies are social, public events--even though they possess the specific
power of focussing the society on the independence and agency of the individual
as a private being. That Protestant ideology should have this effect, on social
organization, political economy and general ideology, is something that has been
emphasized many times, in the works of de Tocqueville (1969), Max Weber (1958),
-or, more recently, Louis Dumont (1965, 1977). Thus it is not surprising that
this ideology should have a direct impact on educational processes, both at the
cultural level of its symbolization, ritualization and choreography and at the
social level of its administration, organization and impact over behavior
(Varenne, 1978, 1982, forthcoming; Varenne and Kelly, 1976).

The central organizational question for an archtypical Protestant of a
puritanical bent had to do with the necessity that the congregation be made of
persons who--as individual persons--could read. To become members children had
to learn--individually. And they had to do this relatively early. This was a
social need. This religious need was later transformed into a political need as
the religious ideology transformed itself into a political one that formed the
constitutional bases of the new democracies. As this happened, it became so
evident that citizens had to possess some minimal education that, in the United
States, England and France, the number of schools and the rate of literacy
increased greatly even before the need for such an education was fully arti-
culated by the first theoreticians of public, mass education (Furet & Ozouf,
1977). And yet this time of final consolidation is also the time when the
creators of the new systems lost a vision of the roles local communities and
families had played in the social movements that made them successful.

This is not the place to discuss the reasons that led to the disappearance
of the family from the imagination of those who, in the first half of the
nineteenth century, laid the foundations of the myth of the school as the
overwhelmingly powerful and, in fact, unique educative force in modern societies.
Many things probably came together, the difficulty that committed families
probably always had in finding the resources to educate their chlidren on their



own and the apparent efficiency of a system that pooled children of the same age
from one community and assigned one adult to perform the educative labor necessary
for the functioning of the whole community. This process of role differentiation
is a normal sociological one. And it must have been particularly powerful in

the new towns of the American frontier that were so redundantly organized in
terms of voluntary, community-based ad hoc groups. It is also clear that the
early political philosophers, though theoretically relying on the national

wisdom of individuals, could not quite trust them in fact to educate themselves
into the necessary knowledge. This probably explains why the belief that

schools should be open to every child so that each would have the opportunity to
become educated even when their parents were not capable of providing this
education themselves, became the belief that school attendance should be made -

compulsory.

In any event, by the time Horace Mann wrote his famous reports to the
Massachusetts Board of Education, the centrality of the school as the preeminent
institution for education was well established. 1In the fascinating report that
he consecrates to the teaching of reading, spelling and composition, Mann does
not once make mention of the family as the place where some of this instruction
might start. As far as educators are concerned, Cremin has shown' (1976) that
the family indeed disappeared from their imagination, even when, like John
Dewey, they were particularly aware of the primordiality of the broad social
environment in the process that shapes children to become particular types of
persons in particular kinds of society. Dewey also knew of the dangers that
attended school education as it, of necessity, became divorced from the daily
affairs which the children attended to jointly with their parents. Dewey is
aware of something that Mann was not concerned with. But he is also convinced

"of the necessity of the school as a special institution in "advanced" society

and he associates what we may call "participant-education"™ with "low grade
society” (1916:8). He does not try to put to use the possibilities inherent in
the fact that children, for several years before they start formal school, and
even later, extensively share activities with their parents. It is certain that
these activities are educative and that they can be made even more explicitly so
if parents are encouraged.

Until now, of course, parents have been rather actively discouraged. It
is not uncommon to hear parents tell stories of encounters with teachers who
complained that they should not have tried to teach their children to read, that
by doing so they disrupted the order of the classroom and placed the children at
a disadvantage. The general attitude of the educational industry has been
"leave the educating to us!® At most, parents are told to "value" education, to
make certain that their children respect teachers and learning--and of course to
pay the taxes that support the teachers. Given the orientation of the experts,
the administrative problems associated with the organization of schools, and 1
other socio-economic pressures, it is not surprising that the role of the
parents in the education of their children has, until recently, mostly been seen
as consisting of the setting of a broad environment conducive to learning but
not itself educational in an actual, "instrumental®™ sense. It is probable that
this refusal to see the family as much more than a place where personality is
developed in essentially implicit rather than didactic ways, was reinforced by
the feeling that the family itself was losing its overall functionality. 1In
Parsons' famous phrase, families would now only be "'factories' which produce




human.pe:sonalities" (1955:16) . Social instrumentality was rejected as something
that only happened outside the home, in the workplace, and in the schools.

As often happens, when a theoretical position is taken by a powerful
author to its extreme and is expressed in the starkest sense, the absurdity of
the position also emerges. For the generation of students that followed and
learned their sociology through Parsonian texts, it often became a point of
honor to show that, even in our societies, the family remains in fact a central
institution the functions of which go much beyond the expressive one that
Parsons had assigned to it. Women sociologists emphasized that women who stayed
at home did much more than love their children.. They also performed hosts of
extremely instrumental tasks including cooking, cleaning, babysitting, etc.
Other sociologists demonstrated the continuing strength of extended family ties
(Leichter & Mitchell, 1978). Economists reminded us that the family is still
the basic conduit through which the necessary financial resources that our
societies must spend to raise children are routed. And this of course was used
to explain why social opportunities are not distributed equally among children
and why, as sociologists of education have shown, the rate of success among the
chlidren of the upper classes is higher than the rate of success among the

children of the lower classes.

From these quarters, and from many others too, we have thus been reminded
of the power of the family as an institution within the broad society and, of
particular interest to us, as a central aspect of the educative process--however
one may wish to understand it. Thus it has been shown that those children who
are the most likely to find it easy to learn in school are those whose parents
have read to them so extensively at home that they almost know how to read by
‘the time they enter kindergarten. Furthermore we have the many studies which
indicate that all aspects of a child's familial environment have a direct impact
upon the success of the child in school--from the kind of language used by the
parents to talk to these children, to the number of books owned by the parents,
to the behaviors instilled in relation to television, etc. when all this is put
together, it is then normal to focus on the role of the family.

2. Literacy and Society

This rediscovery of the importance of the family by historians, sociologists
and now by educators in general is also a rediscovery of the role of the social
in the shaping of individual performance. It has proven very difficult to
integrate in theory and in practice the Durkheimian insight that education is
not something that happens to individuals but something that happens to a
society (1922). This is even more difficult to do when one discusses literacy.
We have inherited the idea that literacy is a special--and certainly very
powerful--communication form, the main impact of which is on the behavior,
outlook and relative power of success of those individuals who have access to
it. As the democratic rhetoric of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries
destroyed the argument that literacy is too powerful a tool to be handed over
to the common man, we still generally preserved the idea that it is only as
individuals become literate that society is transformed. This was the argument
of the advocates of universal literacy as they stressed its value for liberal
education, democratic government and a more rapid industrialization. Today
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still, it seems to us that we are a literate society only to the extent that we
are all literate or that, at the very least, the overwhelming majority among us
are. To the extent that surveys tell us that this is so, we fell comfortable in
stating that we are a 'literate' society and that our civilization, our science,
our technology and our general way of life are all in some way dependent upon
the general spread of literacy throughout all classes of society. But in fact
there is little knowledge of what it means to be a literate society, and, by
extension, to be a literate family. The focus has been elsewhere. It is
paradoxical that we should know more about the rise of universal literacy and
its purported effect on modes of thought (Goody, 1977) than we know about the
exact characteristics of literacy use in everyday life. This is particularly

true in our own societies.

There does exist a small number of studies conducted in non-industrial
societies that outline the place of literacy in social life because it is
comparatively ‘surprising' (Basso and Anderson, 1973; Conklin, 1949; Ferguson,
1972; Hostetler & Huntington, 1971; Goody, 1968, 1977; Howe, 1978; Modiano,
1973; Philips, 1976; Rawski, 1979; Scribner & Cole, 1981). Our own societies
are not so surprising. People assume that they know what makes them literate.
But it has been a point of dispute in the historical literature (Cipolla, 1970;
Cremin, 1970, 1980; Lockridge, 1974; Graff, 1980)--for here also we have a
surprise provoking distance. But for contemporary times we have little empirical
base for our ideas about the nature or function of literacy. We have some
knowledge of the extension of limited kinds of literacy (for example, the number
of people who 'know' how to read the front page of a newspaper or an army

. cooking manual). But even here we do not quite know what is implied by this

apparent knowledge, or even whether particular degrees of reading competence
have any relation to the different kinds of content found in texts of different
difficulty levels (Sticht, 1975). Even when we have some figures about the
consumption of various kinds of print stratified by social class and kinds of
people, we do not know what people do with the books and papers that they buy
(Szwed, 1977). Furthermore, the broad theories of the importance of literacy
that we have been mentioning imply that literacy is much more than reading
books. As Goody (1977) emphasizes, what is important about literacy--for it is
what actually makes ours a society of a particular kind--is the fact that the
dominant idols of the tribe and marketplace are only available through literacy
practices of a particular kind, which is why it is essential to focus on how
people engage print in daily life as they make shopping lists, follow the
cooking recipes, child rearing recommendations, or interpersonal advice (in
cookbooks, manuals or Ann Landers' column), or expect their medicine to be
‘pre-scribed,' (that is, written in advance so that they can apply the doctor's

~ words 'to the letter'), etc. And yet we have little documentation of the extent

to which people do make lists, follow recipes and prescriptions.

B. OUTLINE OF FINDINGS

The general purpose of the study was to examine, within the context of
everyday family life, the processes that influence children's acquisition of
literacy for learning. The chief aim was to find out what families do that
either helps or hinders children in making the transition from basic literacy
(the ability to decode written symbols) to advanced literacy (the ability to use



writing for the acquisition of knowledge). The general framework for the study
stressed the probability that, even in our modern societies, families continue '
to play a fundamental role in the education of children, that this role is
probably quite instrumental, but that we cannot yet specify what this role is

and how it is integrated with the roles other institutions play in the education’
of children. The framework also stressed that literacy is a social competence,
a property of societies, communities and families. This meant that we understood
our task from the beginning as consisting in the analysis of social environments.
We realized that there were few clear guidelines about how to proceed along

these lines. We felt however that this is where most knowledge could be gained.

We also started with a series of organizing questions which oriented us as
we began the fieldwork. These three main questions are:

1) How do family members interact with each other and with children in
particular in ways that promote literacy for learning? :

2) In what ways do the child's own actions promote mastery of literacy
skills of learning?

3) In what ways do the family's relationships with significant social
institutions and resources in the community provide a context for identifying
“and understanding activities in the home? '

We discovered early on that, taken literally, the questions are misleading

_ in that they assume a positive answer to a preceding question that we have

learned to ask only in retrospect and yet which we find to be of profound
significance. Do families in fact do anything that promotes literacy for learning?
For many families we cannot tell 'how' family members promote literacy for

learning (question 1) because they do so little of it, at least in the narrow
academic ways that we know how to look for. Similarly, we cannot tell 'in what
ways' a child promotes his own mastery (question 2) because many of our children
algg do little in this vein.

But, of course, we cannot stop here. Just because learning is hard to see
does not mean that it does not get done. The families and the children are
literate, but their use of literacy does not superficially conform to our
expectations of what it means to be 'literate for learning.' Given these
cautionary markers, we can now proceed with a summary of the findings. We state
these findings in terms of six major findings with a number of sub-findings that
specify more exactly what they are relevant to: '

1) Functioning in a literate society: All the families (and all of
the individuals within them) are functioning at the position or role they hold
in their communities (or families): ‘ :

a) All the families participate in a wide range of daily literacy
activities. These include not only literacy for school, but literacy
for the market place (bills, lists, etc.), for human relations
(greeting cards, letters), for news (papers and magazines), for
pleasure, etc.; ’




c)

4)

e)

f)

in such a way that ali the‘pa:ticipants‘can be satisfied that it has
been accomplished and: thus does not have to be repeated;

211 of the children, however well or badly they are doing in school,
can handle whatever literacy comes their way in the family:

whatever their suffering, family problems are not caused by the
fact that members cannot handle enough literacy to be functioning
at some level within the broader society; aside from fulfilling
entrance criteria, members of working families are asked to dis-
play little advanced literacy;

For none of the children, and none of the families, is literacy
an explicitly recognized functional problem, aside from school
and school-like evaluations;

Given a society with more openings for their skills, most families
could function at a more complex level;

2) Varieties in types of functioning: Social class must be understood as
a set of contraints to which families must respond. These responses can be
extremely varied, and the members of our working class families participate
in a wide range of literacy activities:

a)

b)

c)

d)

e)

£)

Some individuals use literacy so rarely, it is possible to doubt
the extent of their basic literacy, whereas others are going
to college and are avid readers;

Most of our families have children who succeed and children who
fail in school;

Some of the variation is probably related to community controlled
structural differentiation;

Some of the variation is related to a family controlled division
of labor among members of the family:; '

Most of our families had children who had succeeded and children
who had failed in school;

Most families do not use literacy as a liberating force, i.e.,
for what it can bring them politically.

3) Live Conversations in Literate Society: Many of our families mainly
interact with each other through "live” communicational media (face to face
conversations and the telephone): _—

a)

b)

When families are involved in literacy acts, it is typically as
part of immediately on-going conversations;

Some families are almost never involved in the generation of
literacy, i.e., they almost never write;

10



.¢) Literacy is rarely a central concern in the lives of the families,
. except as it concerns their children's sanctioned success or
failure in schools;

d) The broad institutions with which families interact (the institu-
tions that give them jobs, educate their children, provide their
entertainment or organize their spiritual life) do not organize
situations that demand participation in the more literate kinds of
literacy;

4) Families are not schools: What families do educationally is fundamentally

different from what it is that schools do:

a) Within the activities they directly control, families rarely distin-

guish which activities are "educational"™ and which are not;
b) Families rarely "teach" children in the narrow school sense; that
is, the highly ritualized teacher-student dance well recognized by
Americans is saved for when school tasks are brought home;

c) Families rarely test childen and thus children almost never "fail"

family education; eventual adequate performance, and not the diagnosis

of component skills, forms the focus of most tasks at home;

d) The education that families provide arises from the involvements of
children in scenes with specific structures deeply embedded in the
flow of every day goals and possibilities;

5) Families are structurally well integrated with the school as it is

presently constituted. Families rarely question the legitimacy of the school as

the educational institution par excellence. Organizationally, this means that
home and school are working on most of the same assumptions about what schools
can accomplish and evaluate!

a) Families never question the idea that mobility is dependent upon an
official statement from a school guaranteeing that one has been
academically successful;

b) The actual school their children attend is a central concern of all
the families, particularly when, as often happens, the parents are
dissatisfied with it;

c) Families know how to act school-like (as in the organization of
homework scenes) and seem to treat such moments as important;

6) Homework can be a problem: When families do arrange school-like
teaching-learning scenes, they can enhance their children's chances of school
success, although this is not always the case:

a) Our most successful families put considerable effort into school
work at home;
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b) Parents who work diligently with their children on homework can
actually impede school progress by keeping children off task and
anxious about their work. They do this not so much because of a
home-school mismatch in what should be known, but because of the
contradictory place of school tasks in the flow of opportunities
within their communities. '

C. THEORETICAL SIGNIFICANCE

In the section on the research process which follows this introduction,
we briefly describe the steps we have taken to arrive at these findings. It
is important to note, however, that such a list of findings can be misleading.
Each finding stands as a reasonable generalization from our observations or as
tentative hypotheses suggesting the need for further research. But the ultimate
value of ethnographic research resides in the accounts it gives of the relation-
ship between holistic observation and theoretical generalization. Thus the
theoretical work which we mentioned earlier and which focused the attention of
those who study modern societies on communication and thus literacy framed our
observations. Conversely these observations served to sharpen theoretical
statements about the power of litexacy for education, and then for life, that
had remained vague. This is why we consider the analytic scheme which we now
use to present the data as much, if not more, of a "finding"” than the preceding
list. ' :

One can get an initial feel for this scheme by looking carefully at the
list of findings for the theoretical relevance of each item. Some findings
concern general structural constraints. Others concern dominant or possible
responses to these constraints. Thus, finding (3) ("Live conversations in
literate society") deals with a structural constraint: "(d) The broad insti-
tutions with which families interact (the institutions that give them jobs,
educate their children,provide their entertainment or organize their spiritual
life) do not organize situations that demand participation in the more literate
kinds of literacy." It also deals with possible ways that families have to
handle this constraint: "(a) When families are involved in literacy acts, it is
typically as part of immediately on-going conversations," "(b) Some families
almost never write.®” Constraints do not absolutely determine what the people
who have to deal with them in fact do. Within a system of constraints certain
things are easier to do and these end up being the dominant mode of behavior.
But this does not mean that people cannot rise against the constraints and do
things that are altogether untypical.

Our analysis has two main characteristics. It is hierarchical and proces-
sual. We have thought about our data in terms of a hierarchical scheme in which
higher encompassing .levels constrain what happens at lower levels. This scheme
can be visualized in the following manner:
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1= Whoie society constraints.(symbolic and.practical)

2- Classes and Communities...

—

-
-
- -

3- Family, Family, Family...(from most common to rarest)

The higher levels, depending on the point of view chosen at various times in the
analysis (whether that of the family or individual), include those social forces
which are generally treated as matters of "social structure," "community struc-
ture" or "family organization."™ Our decision to use a slightly different
vocabulary stems in part from our desire to escape the the statism associated
with many presentations of structural analyses. "The" social structure, for us,
is a very practical achievement by all the persons who together make it what it
is. It is something that people produce and, of particular consequence in a
study of educational processes, it is something that people are continually
re-producing in- an uncertain future, across generations. The analytic challenge
which we are picking in this work lies in the attempt to reach an understanding
of the way physiologically separate individuals, each with radically different
positions within social encounters, each with different opinions, outlooks,
personalities, end up producing something that can also be seen as massively
constraining orderly environments. It is central to us that literacy is at the
heart of these sociological processes. At all the levels with which we deal,
and in every context, literacy is an issue: It is always potentially available
as a communicational medium, in the sense that 1) the exact organization of its
use constitutes the social relationships established between various people, and
2) that the ability to perform special literacy tasks in special settings is
used as a justification for the place people actually occupy within an inter-
action -- even when. the shape of the social world which determines the existence
of such places has nothing to do with individual competence strictly (biologically)
understood.

D. OUTLINE OF REPORT

The last chapter of this report is a longer discussion of this theoretical
stance. In it we make an argument for the contribution our work makes to the
problems we just mentioned. At the same time we summarize our reasons for
believing that such a theoretical stance is in fact the one that can best account
for the complexity of the data which we present in the body of the report. The
data presentation itself is organized in terms of the theoretical stance. After
‘a chapter in which we describe our methodology (Chapter II), we focus on one
family through three different lenses. At a first stage, (Chapter III), we
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present the "Farrells” as a unit struggling within constraints placed on working

' class families in New York City. We emphasize their uniqueness while gearching

for the conditions which allow for this uniqueness, limit its range, and differ-

. entially reward the various responses which the Farrells organize. In this

chapter, as in the following one, the data which we collected about the eleven
other families in our sample remains in the background. It is used only to
highlight the uniqueness of the Farrells, a uniqueness which, for us, is
typical. 1In other words, we know, through our preliminary analyses of the data
from the other families, that any other family on which we had concentrated as
focussed a gaze as we did on the Farrells would have appeared as unique in their
responses as the Farrells appear to be. As far as we can see, there is no way
that any family within a neighborhood or city, or any member of a family, would
not appear uniqgue insofar as the control which institutions, other families, and .
other members of the family, may exercise over any individual unit can only be
operated through the setting of conditions and the responses to responses by the
individual unit. The response itself, as something that "will happen next" in
an uncertain future, is necessarily indeterminate. It is expectable that this
response should vary from unit to unit and thus appear "unique® while being the
product of an inflexible process.

The uniqueness of a response does not make it less tied to its immediate

context and the organization of this context. This fundamental principle to our

analysis is further applied as we look at the position of one child within the
family (Chapter IV). Here again, it is our intention to highlight the way in
which a child like Sheila Farrell can actually be considered a part of her family
so that all that can be said about her family can be said about her. Through an
investigation of several aspects of Sheila's participation in her family's
literacy, we emphasize the uniqueness of her position within this family and the
organization of this uniqueness as a joint production that is highly structured.
The theoretical generality of the principle is further illustrated when we

look, in the last chapter of the analysis (Chapter V), at two families doing one
homework scene each. While the scale of this analysis is such as to magnify
greatly events which were performed below the level of consciousness, we show
that the conversational processes though which homework scenes are performed in
homes can be characterized by the same general principle that is operating at
levels where explicit consciousness seems fully involved, or at those levels
where the constraints are soO massive and general as to be above consciousness.
This general principle can be summarized as the joint achievement of structured

differentiation in uncertainty.

In the last chapter to this report (VI), we make a longer theoretical
statement of this principle. We link our work to various sociological schools
that have struggled in different ways and with different success with the
apparently contradictory evidence that human behavior is strongly structured and
also that any single behavior is always, in some significant way unique and
idiosyncratic. We rely in particular on Bateson's (1972) discussion of feedback
processes in human communication in general, and familial organization in
particular. We also rely on Bourdieu's (1977) work on strategic reproduction.
Their work is the most immediate basis for our own account. This account does
depart from theirs, particularly to the extent that it exploits possibilities
that they do not develop. We suggest a new way of understanding the linkages
between personal competence, familial environment and school performance. In
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particular, we demonstrate that while it is gery'dpp:opziate to talk of familial:
styles, social structures and cultures, it is not possible to assume that simple:

participation within a family will transform itself into a certain kind of
personal competence for a child in any simple, mechanical manner. The transfer

processes that make children from certain background seem to succeed more easily

in schools are even more complex and less mechanical in their operation. The

statistical correlations that can be made between any of these apparent charac-
teristics of individuals must be seen as posing problems rather than suggesting

solutions. While our research was not designed to pursue in any detail the way
children actually integrate their membership in various small scale groups —-
their families, their friends, their classmates and children -- we are certain
that it is only through such an investigation that further knowledge can be
gained.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE RESEARCH PROCESS: DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
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A. CRITERIA FOR SELECTION OF SUBJECTS AND FAMILIES AND UNITS OF STUDY

a) The operationalization of the criteria of age, sex, success in school;
ethnicity and income. The research was organized around twelve children who

were partially chosen in terms of strictly defined criteria defined a priori.
These criteria were age (all children were between 9 and 12 years old--grades

4 to 6), sex (half were male, half female), success in school (seven were

doing well on reading tests given by the school, five were not), ethnicity
(seven were "Black," five "Irish"), and income of parents (all had to have

n"jow incomes"). The accompanying tables (Table 1 and 2) show how the twelve
families and children studied fit within these criteria. Success in school was
determined by the performance of children in tests given to the children by the
school soon before we started studying them. Ethnicity was defined in terms of
the self identification of at least one of the parents (generally both parents
in our sample). Low income was defined as meaning that less than $15,000 a year
(a low income in the context of New York City prices) was available to the
household unit that included the target child.

Early on we decided that "low income" is too artificial and broad a

category to be useful without both further refinement. To the criterion of

TABLE 1

HOW THE TARGET CHILDREN RELATE TO THE SELECTION CRITERIA

Surname . Ethnicity -Sex Age Grade Reading Level
Ali Black F | 12 7 High
Brodie Irish M 11 6 Low
Brown Bl&ck F 11 6’ High
Cummins _ Irish F 1 6 High
Farrell Irish F 1 6 Bigh
Jackson Black M 12 7 High
Kinney Irish M 9 4 Low
Lewis Black F. 12 7 Low
Swanson Black ’ M 12 | 6 Low
Taylor Black M 1" 5 = Low
Tivnan Irish M 12 7 High
Watkins Black F 1 6 High
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TABLE 2

SUMMARY OF HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION

_ Income
Surname Adults Present siblings Sibling Reading Available
Pseudonyms In Household  Pseudonyms Age Level to Household
Ali Mother Sandra 12 High $ 8,000
*Shyama 1" High
Anwar 10 High
Brodie Mother Lonnie 13 High $ 12,000
Grandmother *Mickey . 1" Low
Suzie 5 ——
Brown Mother *Jerrard 1 High $ 12,000
Father Alicia 4 High
Cummins Mother *Karen 1 High $ 15,000
Father Nicole 7 High
Farrell Mother *Sheila 1 High $ 15,000
Father Maura 1 —
Jackson Mother Lisa 16 High $ 12,500
Step-father - *Randy 12 High
" Linda 11 —
Eric 9 Low:
Kenny 6 mos. —
Kinney Mother " Kathleen 1 Moderate § 10,000
*Joe 9 Low
Lewis Mother Margie 23 Moderate $ 6,000
Sherry 22 High
John 20 Low
*Alice 12 Low
Swanson Mother Donna 13 High $ 7,500
Mother's *Gary 12 Low
boyfriend Sandra 10 ——
Taylor Mother Faye 23 High $ 12,000
Cecile 22 Moderate
*Billy 1 Low
Serena 4 —
Tivnan Mother Bridget 13 High $ 15,000
Father *John 12 High
Margaret 8 High
Watkins Mother Novetta 18 — $ 9,000
Mother's Richie 17 —-—
brother *Lynelle 1" High
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income, we thus added the criterion of occupation: the parents of all the
children have occupations traditionally identified with what can be labelled
the 'working class,' viz. blue collar workers and people in jobs in the
gservice industries (like clerks or secretaries) where they have limited
autonomy and responsibility over the performance of their tasks. Our informants
are telephone operators, truck and bus drivers, secretaries, bank clerks,
postmen, home attendants, etc. We purposefully did not use the criterion

of ‘'education' since this is such an important aspect of our research. Many
of the kind of people we are studying have been gaining a fair amount of
college education in the past decade. This is an interesting phenomenon in
itself as it reveals some of the mechanisms of potential mobility that we in
fact do want to document for their children.

b) The 'working class' label. We are aware that the phrase 'working
class' we use to qualify our population can be misleading. It has the advantage
of being less pejorative than that of "lower class."™ It conveys the idea of a
group of people who share a common position within a social structure that
defines the position and the set of constraints with which the people must
deal. 1In this sense, the phrase conveys the feeling of a group of people
who are totally integrated within a larger society and are fully functioning
within it. This certainly corresponds to our understanding of the people in
our sample. Furthermore, to think of a class as a social position and a set of
constraints allows us to preserve the fact that our families do handle similar
constraints differently one from the other. Thus, we have families that look
extremely like the stereotypes associated with the working class’label. We
have other families that are essentially indistinguishable in their life style
from the stereotype of the "normal” middle class family.

B. FIELD PROCEDURES

1. Selection of families

Families were contacted through a variety of sources including social
welfare agencies and centers, personal and professional contacts of the main
investigators and of the research assistants, friends and kin. To be suitable a
family had to correspond to the criteria defined in the proposal and it had to
be willing to give the research the extensive involvement required. Finding
such families was rather difficult but we were eventually successful. We did
have to make some compromises since it was particularly difficult to find
families where children, particularly girls, were not doing well on literacy
tasks in school. This has produced the imbalance between membership in the
various categories that is revealed in Table 1. We do not feel that this
imbalance impedes in any way our ability to make the type of generalizations
from our data that ethnographic studies can make. It is obvious that, even if
we had been able to attain strict balance between the categories the data
collected could not be handled as data can be when large numbers of subjects
selected randomly are examined. Our sample is extremely biased in ways which we
cannot quite know. This is an inherent limitation of all ethnographic studies.
This limitation means that certain kinds of statements about what has been found
through the study cannot be made (particularly probabilistic ones). But other
statements can be made with great confidence.
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2. Field procedures

The data collection involved three main activities: participant-observa-
tion, interviewing and video-taping of selected scenes.*

a) Participant-observation

Fieldworkers went into families at those times when the families agreed
to allow them to visit and carried out observations of whatever activity was
taking place, at the same time that they tried to join in those activities.
These observations were carried out in a variety of settings, at home, in
school and in community settings. For example, fieldworkers both observed and
participated in i) housework and chores; ii) children doing homework and
having it checked; iii) watching television; iv) joining in conversations and
discussions; vii) sharing meals; viii) going on outings; ix) shopping. The
procedure for recording observations was dependent on the fieldworker's on-the~
spot judgment as to when it might be appropriate to take notes on a pad or in a
notebook, when it might be appropriate to ask if a tape-recorder might be used,
etc. 1If neither of these were possible, the fieldworkers wrote their observations
as soon as possible after leaving the field site. None of the field workers
were able to live with the families. This means that a lot of information about
the families activities had to be gained through intensive interviewing.

b) Interviewing

Interviewing was not carried out as separate activity from participant-

- observation. In each case where particular individuals in the family such as

a parent, sibling or the target child had been singled out for particular
questioning, this always occurred with several interruptions, other family
members joining in and the usual household activity going on, unless the

person was alone in the house, which was rare. In asking questions fieldworkers
were asked to keep in mind the kind of data that they must ultimately collect,
e.g.: i) general family history; ii) history of literacy in the family and for
individual members; iii) content of current literacy practices and experiences;
iv) family members' perceptions of the functions of literacy; v) history of
family's contact with the schools attended by their children and their percep-
tions of "school literacy." Based on such core questions, fieldworkers were
free to adapt the mix of questions, language, and style which they found most
suitable. The following kind of people were interviewed: i) household members;
ii) extended family members; iii) the focal child's peers; iv) friends and or
neighbors; v) school teachers, administrators and other school personnel.

c) Video-taping

The choice of events to be taped and the time for the taping was made .
after a sufficient knowledge of the family had been gained through other means
and after rapport had been established. The evening was eventually chosen

*Other activities included taking photographs and collecting literacy artifacts.
- These were not performed systematically and were not used for analysis.
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since it would be the most likely time for both adults and children of the
household to be present in a reasonably relaxed frame of mind. We tried to
tape formally defined "homework" scenes but were successful in only some of
the families. Other families steered us to tape general conversation or
meals. We accepted but have only used the homework scenes for analysis.

C. ANALYSIS o

1. Data reduction

The first step consisted in a series of meetings between the investi- .
gators and the fieldworkers during which were established lists of activities
engaged in by the families that involved any kind of literacy. This list (as
organized in terms of the function of the activities within the everyday life

of the families) is the following:

a) Literacy for Use in the Marketplace

Literacy on the Job

Literacy and Shopping

Literacy and Paying Bills
Literacy and Dealing with Forms

b) Literacy Around Housework

Litefacy and Preparation of Food
Literacy and Household Maintenance

c) Literacy and the Social Network

Literacy and the Mail

Literacy and Celebration of Important Occasions Through
Greeting Card or Poster Displays

Literacy and Intrahousehold Messages

‘Literacy and Reminders

Literacy and Photo Albums

d) Literacy and the School

Literacy and Homework
Literacy and Report Cards
Literacy and Reference Materials

‘e) Literacy for Information/Entertainment

Literacy and Books in General ‘
Literacy and Newspapers ) i
Literacy and Magazines '
Literacy and Comic Books E
Literacy and the T.V.

Literacy and Hobbies and/or Games
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f) Literacy for Special Pufposes

Literacy and Religion
Literacy and Political Participation
Literacy and Clubs

Under each heading on this list we noted the kind of literacy that we had
observed or was reported to us for each of the families. Most of the families
offered examples in every one of the first five categories of literacy that we
list here. Some performed the activity only once during our visits, often many
times more. When information was missing, we sent fieldworkers back to check
whether the absence was the product of a lapse in observation, or reflected

the family's own style. We were thus able to compare families (and family
members) among themselves on each of the activities and also to compare their
style of operation across the various categories. This provided us with our
basic understanding of the range of literacy activities in which families
participated, and the range of styles that families could adopt vis—-a-vis

this literacy. We noted for example that the first five broad categories that
we listed include activities that all families had to deal with, however
differently they did it. The last category includes items that were found in
only some of the families or even only in one. This alternance between univer-
sality and singularity was the basis for our analysis of social constraints and
types of responses which was then carried back to all the categories in order to
evaluate the extent of external imposition of the literacy form and the types of
- familial construction of this activity. '

The second step in the analysis led us to look at all the family activities
from the point of view of the extent to which the target children were directly
involved in them. This led us to think of the familial input into the develop-
ment of literacy for learning in their children as a continuum with three main
points:

a) literacy events in a family when adults handle printed materials,
seek no attention from the children, and apparently attract none;

b) literacy events in which the adults engage their children in a task
of some immediate relevance to both and that require the performance
. of a literate act by the children;

c) literacy events in which an adult explictly sets out to instruct a
child in a particular skill in a manner that is directly inspired by
the school--or by the adult's perception of what school instruction
is like.

The model was applicable to all of the families since, in each case, their
literacy activities could be looked at from this point of view. The model
helped us to think about the value of familial education and the relative
effectiveness of the various possible approaches to child involvement. It
helped us in particular to see that all the children could handle all the
literacy tasks that their parents expected them to be able to handle which, to
us, explains why literacy was never a problem for these families as such.
Literacy always became a problem in relation to school, when unsatisfactory
report cards were presented. While we make some informal hypotheses as to the
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likely type of familial involvement that leads to school success, these should
only be taken as informed hunches. Our data were not of the kind that allows

for such generalizations.

The last step in the data reduction involved the writing of "family
portraits” which summarize our knowledge of the families as separate units.

The results of these three steps were then used as a background for
the communicational analysis of the video-taped homework scene.

2. Communicational analysis

According to the principles that have become traditional in the field
(McQuown et al., 1971; Scheflen, 1973), we began by watching repeatedly sections
of two tapes (about 15 minutes in each case). This was done in various settings:
in a viewing room with few watchers, in seminars and classes, etc. During such
viewings, there were wide ranging discussions about what was occurring on the
tape, hypotheses were raised and discarded on the basis of the actual events
which the discussions helped focus on. At the same time transcripts were

made.

Eventually, it became possible to isolate within the tape organized
sequences, structured positionings, patterned role performances, etc. It became
possible to specify what were the events which produced in those who observed
the tapes general impressions that things were going well and smoothly (as they
do among the Farrells) or that the people were struggling (as the Kinneys seem

"to). Thus we can now point to the integration of non-homework matters into the

homework scene among the Farrells as what can give the feeling that things are
going well. We can point at a kind of stuttering in the performance of homework
sequences among the Kinneys which can give the feeling of intetpersonal diffi-

culties.

In a final step, we related the describable patterns to broader social
structural and cultural patterns which we knew to be operative from our fieldwork
and our general knowledge of American society. 1In the process we departed
somewhat from the traditional outcome of communicational analyses which, until
now, have mostly been oriented to the specification of the guality of relation-
ship around "such themes as dominance, submission, dependence, spectatorship,
competition, cooperation, intimacy, distance, etc." (McQuown et al., 1968:
Chapter 9, p. 11). While such statements were never intended to deny the
relevance of historical matters which constrain the situations in which people
find themselves or provide them with specific ways of dealing with each other,
most research has in fact not pursued very far the matter of the relation of
small scale interpersonal events to broad scale social structural events. This
is somewhat uncharted territory, but we feel it is necessary to explore it in
order to fulfill our mandate about literacy and familial education.
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3. The production of the findings

The preceding two types of analyses formed the basis for the findings we
stated earlier. We noted then that some of the findings were stated in terms
of universal constraints. These concern matters that our families had to deal .
with pervasively. A brief example may clarify the process: All families have
to pay bills. This always involves some literacy (reading the bill). This
literacy is obviously extremely limited. Furthermore we observed that, through
institutions like bill paying agencies, the settling of the bill does not
necessarily involve the other acts of literacy which one might expect then
to be performed (writing a check, and then performing all the literate acts
that are involved in maintaining a checking account). Such a sequence of
1) universal constraint; 2) differentiated possible response, was observable on
a variety of matters among those that had the deepest impact on the families'
physical survival: their jobs, health, and education of their children. The
existence of such sequences justifies statements such as 1) the broader social
institutions of the community do not require much literacy for these families
to function within the community; 2) all our families function at the required
level. With such parameters set, we could then deal with the variability
within our data as an aspect of the relative openness of a system which strongly
encourages a kind of response but allows other responses, while making these
more difficult and less rewarding. '

Oour findings are particularly secure when they deal with universal
constraints and single types of responses. These should be considered as
reliable as the great bulk of findings ever developed through ethnographic
technigques. We also report on frequencies (e.g., "most of our families did not
maintain a checking account®"). This finding is suggestive of a pattern, and
makes sense given the overall social constraints we observed. But the finding
can obviously not be generalized as such. It cannot be stated as "most working
class families...." We never intend such statements to be taken in this
manner.

The value of ethnographic research thus lies in its efficiency for the
identification of the kinds of things people have to deal with and the range
of their ways of doing these things. It also lies in its ability to show in
all its complexity what it is that some people actually do when they live a
particular kind of life. Such pictures allow us to reach more processual
models of human action incorporating both the constraining powers of the
social environment, the kinds of struggle people go through as they perform
what they are led to perform, and the extent of their success in reshaping the
biography that is suggested to them. This value of ethnographic research is
particularly well displayed in the communicational analysis of the homework
scenes and then in the family portraits that contextualize these scenes and
broaden the picture of the struggles of the families with their constraints.
At this stage, it is central to keep in mind the facts of diversity and uncer-
tainty: At the level of the continual accomplishment of everyday life, all
informants are performing unique actions that have to be continually renewed in
a slightly changed environment. This means that they can never be gquite certain
exactly how their interlocutor will respond to their statement, or what is going
to happen to them in tomorrow's encounter.

But this emphasis on diversity and uncertainty, and continual creation
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can only be a first step. These always new and diverse acts are in fact
structured by the environment in which they have been performed through various
feedback mechanisms that rarely allow for truly original “"new" performances.
Most performances, while new, are copies. The processes that lead to the
production of such copies is what must interest us. This is why the model
which we draw at the end of the section of findings, the model that we are
using throughout this to present our data, is so fundamental.
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CHAPTER THREE

LIVE CONVERSATIONS IN LITERATE SOCIETY:

AN ETHNOGRAPHY OF WORKING CLASS COMMUNICATION
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Literacy, as a skill and as an experience, is rather universally, and :
common sensically, considered a central component of what makes modern societies;
what they are. From the political philosophers of the eighteenth and nineteenthi
centuries, to the economists of industrial development of the twentieth, the - ,
theme of the centrality of literacy for modern life has been a dominant one. ,
There cannot be democracy without literacy, we have always been told. Industrial
development, revolutionary transformation, even civilization have been made
dependent upon 'literacy. We have also been told that one only has a "literate
society" when literacy is universal in a population, that is when all individuals
possess the same kind of literacy. All this could be affirmed with the great
moral authority that derives from, if not the truth of an argument, at least
its overwhelming plausibility. After all, something which various measures
make look like universal literacy did accompany advanced industrialization and
popular democracy. What is not so obvious any more is the weight one must
attribute to the association between literacy as so measured and the social
events that constitute industrialization and democracy. To associate, say,
industrialization with "universal" literacy is also to associate a property of
the individual (the ability to read) with a property of a social system. This
obviously has the effect of focusing our attention on the individual when
talking about literacy. What starts as a sociological argument becomes a
psychological one. What would happen, theoretically and analytically, if we
tried to preserve the sociological insight and dealt with literacy, not as
a property of individuals within a population, but rather as one of the means
through which this population is organized into a social system? 1In this
chapter we begin to illustrate the analytic yield of such a stance when applied .
to special characteristics of working class literacy. '

As is usual, the discovery of literacy as a theoretical problem for the
social sciences partially arose from a series of persistent practical problems
which made it difficult simply to claim for literacy all the virtues it was
ascribed during the first blush of enthusiasm. Within the past hundred years,
all industrialized nations achieved universal literacy of a certain kind. Then
progress seemed to slow if not to stop. Pockets of illiteracy persisted,
certain types of people who, one generation earlier seemed easily to become
literate suddenly failed; it proved more difficult than expected to make many
non-western societies literate according to western standards, etc. Above all
perhaps, it seems extremely difficult to make it happen for many people to go
beyond an impoverished kind of "functional®™ literacy which allows them to read
job application forms, driving tests or newspapers. From the point of view of
democratic humanism, this is not "real" literacy. And yet, it seems to be the
only literacy that our societies and their educational systems, as presently
constituted, seem able to produce in large segments of the population. This is
justification enough to postulate that something in industrialized societies,
structures the literacy of their members to make it what, until now, it has
been. ‘ .

Given the plausibility of this stance, it may seem surprising that so
little has been done to understand systematically how social forces organize the
world people live in to lead them to certain kinds of literacy. With the
exceptions of a few historical studies, a few psychological accounts focused on
individual cognition, and many programmatic claims, there is indeed little
literature on the social organization of literacy. There is almost nothing that
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focuses in detail on the lives of a group of people to see reading in its
social context. What is particularly lacking is a study of literacy as a means.
for the production of social life. The study on which we are reporting is an
initial attempt to see reading as a social fact. It is geared to emphasize the
ways literacy is limited by the conditions of this life, limits this life and
offers certain kinds of opportunities.

This chapter focuses on one working class family living in the Bronx, New
York, whom we call "the Farrells.” At this stage, the eleven other families
remain in the background but the data which we collected about them helped us
place the Farrells within their broader community and understand the extent to

which they are "typical" and the extent to which they are "unique."* We conducted

around the Farrells the kind of: "ethnography of literacy"” which Szwed (1977) has
called for. This meant getting an extensive knowledge of the biographies of

the various people who could be. considered part of the Farrells as a family,
observing intensely their daily life, and interviewing them about what we could
not observe. Throughout, we emphasized observations of their interaction with
print. This had to be done to counter the fact that such interaction often is
invisible both to the participants and to the observers (the latter, in parti-
cular, come from highly literate environments where literacy is taken for
granted). But the ethnography was not simply an ethnography of literacy. To
focus solely on literacy would have prevented us from seeing it in its context.
The absence of literacy, for us, is as important as its presence. We prefer to
describe our work as an ethnography of communication in which oral conversations
are as central to an understanding of literacy as the written ones the partici-
_ pants also engage in. We did ask the question "who reads what, when ‘and (in
relation) with whom.® But we also asked "who talks about what, when and with
whom." Above all we asked: "what are the contraints on the choice of the
conversational medium®™ and "what kinds of social relations are produced by these

choices."

To give an initial answer to these questions is the goal of this chapter.
What struck us, when we began to put together what we had learned about the
Farrells, was the extent of their integration within the society that supported
them. Not only have the Farrells a history of employment, Mr. Farrell as a
truck driver, Mrs. Farrell as a secretary and a community organizer, but they
are also able to take advantage of some of the opportunities available to them.
Mr. Farrell engaged in union organization, Mrs. Farrell got an Associate of
Arts degree through an experimental college for working class women. There she
was radicalized, involved herself in community politics and started working to
transform the ideological outlook of her husband and her rather conservative
blue-collar, Irish, extended family. Sheila Farrell, their eleven year old

*In Appendix A,we present a social and literacy profile of another family,
the "Kinneys," to whom we refer at length in Chapter V. The Farrells and the
Kinneys know each other in a distant sort of way. They live a few blocks from
each other. Their children attend the same parochial school. Despite outward
similarities in environment, the two families are extremely different. It is
our intention to present analytic accounts and develop a theory of literacy
that together preserve the possibility of such differences.
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daughter is doing well in school. Mrs. Parrell has no difficulty supervising
her homework. All these activities link these people to institutions external
to the family. They also require that certain activities be performed through
literacy: Mr. Farrell had to £i11 job application forms and to read various
instruction manuals explaining the precautions he has to take when handling the
dangerous chemicals he trucks about the country. Mrs. Farrell had to read to

- get her degree and to conduct her political activities. . Sheila's school expects
a great amount of reading from both her and at least one parent.

As pervasive as literacy is in the Farrell home, it is important to realize
that these interactions-through-literacy hold a very specialized place in their
routine. They only occur at certain times and only in relation to a few institu-
tions. Most of their life is accomplished interactionally through other means.
With each other, and with most of their peers, in the routine of their everyday
life, they use conversations that are interactionally "live"™ (in the television
sense). They do not interact and converse through "taped" (written) messages.
Through these live conversations they achieve their life in a manner that makes
it difficult for them to transform it. They may not be fully satisfied, but
they are surviving "in the style to which they have been accustomed." They are
"integrated" with each other, their community and the broader society in the
sense that they have a place that is coherent with both their personal, familial
structures and with the broadest of social (economic and political) structures.
With these conversations, they make the normal, mundane, ordinary daily round of
their lives and it appears successful enough that they rarely talk about how
this round is organized and even more rarely about how it could be changed.

The chapter begins with two brief accounts of the Farrells, one focussing
on details that normally appear in biographies, and one on details of their use
of literacy. The level of details that we report is necessary because we want
to emphasize the processual manner in which social and symbolic structures
operate through individual action to produce the static states that are generally
the only objects that sociological analyses report on. This will allow us to
talk about structural possibilities as much as about structural constraints. It
is particularly important to do this when talking about literacy as a specialized
means for interaction. The second part of the chapter presents the analysis of
the organization of the Farrell's life, first in purely "functional" terms and,
second, in "symbolic" terms.

A. THE FARRELLS: FAMILY PROFILE

Of the Farrells, we mostly need to know some facts about their relationship
with 1) the institutions that provide their livelihood, 2) the neighbors who
have to handle the same daily pressures, 3) their kin. These three domains are
certainly not separated for the Farrells. Their most significant kin all belong
to the set of neighbors. Their economic fate is an overwhelming constraint on
what it is that they can do with these kin and neighbors. We separate the three
domains purely for heuristic reasons and with the intent of arriving at an
integrated picture on which we rely for the analysis.
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1) Relations with the marketplace

Mr. Farrell (32) is a truck driver. BHis wife (31) is, at present, a
housewife at work taking care of their 2 children (Sheila, 10, and Maura, 1) and
the household. They are able to pay the mortgage on a modest home in "Ringsland,
known in New York City as a working class, ethnic neighborhood through which '
several generations of immigrants passed on their way from the "0ld country" to
suburban Long Island. Both Farrells were born and raised in Kingsland. They
aspire in a vague way for a move to the suburbs, but have not done anything
concrete about it. Given what they feel they must spend to send Sheila to a
Catholic parochial school, Mr. Farrell's salary of $15,000 barely succeeds in
maintaining them where they are. Like all urban families, the Farrells are
totally dependent on all the institutions and bureaucracies which regulate their
access to basic survival goods (food, transportation, clothing and shelter,
etc.), and their position does not allow much choice about their basic life
style. The major areas in which such choice is possible, albeit to a small
extent, lie in their relations with educational institutions. The Farrells can,
practically, make a choice between the local public school and a parochial
school.* They are able to pay the tuition for the latter, have been sending .
Sheila there since first grade, and intend to keep her there. But this choice
is not without its financial consequences.

2) Relations with their neighbors

Kingsland could be talked about as a "community® in accordance with the
usual American terminology and local usage. We must emphasize however the need
to mute the key symbolic connotations of the word, particularly those that
concern singularity and self-determination. Kingsland's geography provides
distinctive boundaries that are used to define it in isolation from other
Bronx neighborhoods. Its history also provides easy markers around which to
construct the skeleton of a social organization. But one cannot let oneself be
caught within the myth. Kingsland is New York City on the one hand and, on the
other, a very miscellaneous group of individuals and families that have to deal
with each because of their propinquity within the framework of categories and
structures governed by the much broader society. These range from the geographi-
cal features which determine the placing of industrial parks or the routing of
expressways, to the availability of a vocabulary of here vs. there with the
strong symbolic connotations that "here" is us, where we want (an individualistic
speech act) <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>