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REVIEW ESSAY 
Harste, Jerome C. , Virginia A. Woodward , and Caro lyn L. Burke, Language Stories and Literacy 
Lessons, Portsmouth , New Hampsh ire: He inemann Educational Books, 1984 , 252 pp. $ I 9. 95 
(paperback). 

The past decade has witnessed an absolute burgeoning of language deve lopment literature. So much. in fact , 
has been wri tten about language deve lopment and instruction that it seems almost unreasonable to expect 
anything new or startling as one discovers yet anot her volume on the subject. It was wi th thi s mind set that I 
scanned Language Srories and Literacy Lessons. I had not read fa r before my skeptici 111 subsided. In 
retrospect, my attention was captu red by some fa irly speci fi c feat ures. styli sti c and substant ive. features which 
clearly marked this new addition to the literature a different. Clearl y it was different in the sense that it 
se ri ously challenged a number of beliefs sacred to the current mainstream. I passed the book on to a former 
graduate student whose comment corroborated my initial impress ions. --This one gave my brain a number of 
arresting bends ... pretty radical. " 

As I compare this book with most of the literature, I have to conclude that it is rad ica l. In the first instance, 
who would ever have thought of posing children's language stories for purposes other than documentation of a 
point or as a source to highlight interesting aspec ts of children's language? In Harste , Woodward and Burke , 
language stories create the core of the message, but not onl y that , they are used as ve ry significant ' 'demonstra­
tions" of how language stories can be used to in fo rm the teacher-researcher abou t literacy learning and 
instruction. A language story is a real li fe vignette which accents an important as pect of language and language 
learn ing. The use of language stories in this way acknowledges that children have much to teach us about 
language use and learning, and that is a significa nt part of the message the authors wish to convey. Chi ldren. 
viewed in this light , become theoretical and curricular informants. The educator's task is to actively search for 
I iteracy le sons in the " language story." 

It is the " mental tri p" the au thors have ex peri enced in the ir -- search' " which causes them to ca ll into 
question many wide ly-held assumptions about literacy learn ing and instruction. Perhaps the most arresting of 
these assumptions has to do wi th the ro le of instruction in early literacy learn ing. Based on thei r fi ndings from 
a program of research to study the cognitive processes involved in learning to read and write among 3-, 4-, 5-. 
and 6-year olds, the authors dare to rai se questions about the role of teacher intervention in the child "s literacy 
development. They demonstrate through language story teacher contri ved acti vities which debilitate rather 
than facilitate the learning process. It is difficult to argue with the authors when they protest that many 
instructional act ivities are based " as much on folklore as developmental givens. •· (p. 5) Ce rt ainly, there is a 
message for those whose ready defense of a challenged instructional practice is '·at least it won' t hurt the 
children ," and uch a defense is all too common . This may not be radica l. However. Harste. Woodward and 
Burke go one step further. They question assumptions underlying the notion of in tervention itself. That is 
radical. In fact, I would be surprised , even di sappointed, to find this statement go unchallenged. This may be 
one of a number of instances of overstatement deemed nece sary fo r thought and reaction. However, the 
question about the nature of intervention had to be raised, and it could be ra ised onl y by au thors who are free of 
the constraints imposed by vested interests in commercial programs and materi als. To state that "' Latri ce will 
have to unlearn in school some of the things she knows now" (p. 35) is bold; the impl ica ti ons are sobering. 

The nature of intervention cannot be expec ted to undergo change unless teacher beli efs change , and that is a 
pervas ive reminder in the tex t: behavior wi ll change only as beliefs change. I believe that thi s book more than 
any other I have seen has the potential to change teacher beliefs. Certainly not because the authors say beliefs 
must change - that would be double talk . They " demonstrate " the means by which 1hcir own beliefs have 
undergone change. Further, they provide the basis by which readers - professors, teachers. student teachers 
and administrators - can become " kid watchers,' · and simi larly , modi fy their be lief systems. 

What , then, are some of these beliefs about literacy learning the authors promulgate? Certa inl y their 
observations lead them to demythologize any notions about language learning th ro ugh imitation. Their data 
clearl y show that language learning - oral and written - grows from an intent to make meaning. They point 
clearl y to ituational constraints on the interpretation of language . Indeed. an understanding of these con­
straints is developed through social interac tion long before children enter school. This observation leads the 
authors to a critical re-examination of the role of ad ults in children 's language and literacy development. 
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Rather than viewing adu lts as the control agents who simplify, manipulate and structure the learning environ­
ment , Harste , Woodward and Burke demonstrate how children are active ly involved in negoti ating the 
structure of communicative events. Even 3-year-o lds are seen to differentiate between writing and drawing 
both through their use of space and distance on the page and the kinds of marks they make. 

These differentiations, according to the authors , are inventions that develop " from the inside out" (p. I 8) 
and they develop only from active involvement in real literacy environments where adults support , but never 
control. The authors, in fact, emphas ize the role of experience and involvement rather than age as predictors of 
the evolution of literacy. This involvement consists of bringing to bear all that the language user knows about 
language as yet another hypothes is is tested. It hould come as no surpri se that Harste, Woodward and Burke 
view adult preoccupation with the control of conventions anathema to the development of creati ve communica­
ti on. They caution that preoccupation with surface level features of convent ional fo rm draws attention away 
from the universals of written language. The danger, of course , lies in the limitations placed by such "step by 
step progress ion of control " on language as a vehicle fo r exploring and expanding the world . The authors do 
not , of course, deny the need for control of conventions, but such control is seen to emerge as a function of 
context and involvement in the language process. Language Stories and Lireracy Lessons is replete with 
··one-liners" which add not onl y to the impact of the text but also the interest. Two such statements relate to 
control of conventions - " to observe that a ch ild does not control the conventions of language is to focus on 
one act, but miss the event. " (p. 28) " Conventions are qu ite simply fringe benefi ts , arti fac ts of written 
language use in a community of written language users, not prerequisites, nor criteria for, language use. ' ' (p. 
30). Many will argue that these insights are not necessarily new , and they are not. However, the " theoretical 
prism" created from the search of language stories is new- and very powerful. 

The reader is invited to examine the set of beliefs pertinent to the role of ora l language in the development of 
literacy. The language stories info rm us that oral language does not map directly on to written language. Both 
reading and writing have thei r own semiotic potential and must be experienced directly. That is , learning to 
read and write involves di scovery of the ways in which the complex of cues (graphophonemic , syntactic, 
semantic , and pragmatic) operate diffe rentl y from the perspectives of reader and writer. Indeed , we are led to 
see that literacy strategies which resu lt in scribbling and " reading-like-behavior" occur concurrentl y with the 
deve lopment of oral language . Further , read ing and writing afford opportunities for the enhancement of ora l 
language . 

A significant message from the research of Harste , Woodward and Burke addresses the role of context in the 
development of literacy. The mainstream view has been that learning lo deal with written language involves 
learning " to handle decontextualized print. " This view is challenged by the demonstrations from the language 
stories, that context is not something added onto language, but rather part and parce l of the " linguistic sign" 
itself. What often appears superfic ially to be a stripped print context is rep lete with meaning resulting from 
prior experiences with print. This aspect of the research in itself has implications for curriculum and instruction 
which might reasonably be considered rad ical, if not revolutionary . 

The literature on language development is firmly grounded in the belief that circumstances of birth predis­
pose children to success or failure in learning to read and write . Harste , Woodward and Burke challenge the 
view that sex , race or soc io-economic status are sign ificant correlates of literacy. " Availability and opportu­
nity to engage in written language events" (p . 42) , in other words , experience, is posed as the significant 
factor in successful literacy development. Some of the " worst disasters" were seen to revolve around 
instances in which parents set out to formally teach letter names, or "engage in other school-like reading and 
writing tasks" (p. 43), a reminder that quality of experience is at least as cri ti ca l a fac tor as quantity. The 
research of the authors provides findings which wou ld explain these disasters. Certainly , adult control , and 
preoccupation with conventions of language al the expense of encounters in which meaning making is centra l 
is strongly suggested. Further , the authors suggest that the process of risk-taking is constrained by the language 
user's personal soc ial history of literacy , and ri sk-tak ing appears to be critical to the testing of language 
hypotheses. 

Language Srories and Literacy Lessons makes a frontal attack on the pervasive belief that young chi ldren ' s 
engagements in literacy are " mock or " pseudo" events. Jn their " search," the authors provide convincing 
ev idence that these events, in fac t, are not precursory, but real engagements in making meaning . Such a belief 
runs counter to theories underl ying most early childhood programs and invites a total re-examination of 
assumptions underlying such programs. This aspect of the research alone is sufficient to "bend the brains" of 
those willing to risk the " bend ." In the author' s words, " Outgrowing oneself is not easy" (p . xix); that seems 
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to be the ultimate challenge presented in the text. The authors provide yet another "demonstration" - they 
themselves have " outgrown themselves " in their search, not for " truths" but for new "beliefs." 

At times the skeptic in me is awakened by the haunting question , "Are Harste , Woodward and Burke 
raising ye t another orthodoxy to undermine existing educational orthodoxies? " That skepticism must be a 
residual of experiences with literature I have read in the past , an expectation that noth ing revo lutionary can 
enter the domain of literacy literature. (Or, am I res istant to the " brain bending - outgrowing" challenge?) 
Indeed, the authors, consciously or unconsciously, attempt to dispel the "enemy" as they invite response, 
even reaction , to what they view as a "working paper. " I am rem inded of a key statement early in the text , 
" ... in order to judge the quality of the literacy experience one must judge the qua lity of the "trip" taken by 
young children. " It would seem that the " mental trip" taken by the authors on ly incidentally culminated in a 
book - their " arrival point. " It would seem that their "arrival point" is an open invitation to the readers to 
energize their own "mental trips" as they read this book, but more importantly. as they ob erve children in the 
intrigu ing process of literacy. I'm convinced that orthodoxies will emerge from thi s book but , then, no author 
can be held responsible for a pervasive menta lity which searches for panaceas . I am equally convi nced that the 
impact of thi s book wi ll be significan t not only for the chall enges it projects but also for the "demonstrations" 
it makes about research methodology and interpretation . I be lieve Language Stories and Literacy Lessons has 
the potential to become a " blueprint for a quiet revolution" (p. xx). 
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Abel,Emily K. Terminal Degrees: The Job Crisis in Higher Education. New York: Praeger 
Publishers , 1984, 253 pages , $24.95 (U .S .) . 

Terms such as "d isposable dons" and " displaced academics" do not si t well with full time faculty in 
institutions of higher learning. Neither do '' free-way flyers '', '' itinerants' ', and ·'migrant '' labor pools. Often 
committed to defending underprivileged groups distanced from their own experience, they are content to 
overlook the ex istence of an underside and underclass within their own ranks. "Gypsy scholar'' has a far more 
roman tic ring to it than academic proletariat. It suggests freedom from institutional constrain ts and a free­
floating intellectualism that are to be env ied. However " gypsy scholar" cloaks the marginalization and 
anonymity of those academics " at the j uncture when they confront the possibility they may be unable to 
convert academic credential s into career success" - Ph.D.s , candidates, sess ional instructors , part-timers , 
adj uncts and those waiting to be denied tenure (p. 3). 

Unable to cross the great .divide into permanency , these scholars internalize a perceived fa ilure wh ich 
diffuses radical politi zation by transforming it in tead into se lf-directed blame. 

Lacking job security , health and pension benefits , or even , in most cases , the rudiments of participation in 
depart mental and disciplinary life, this new academic proletariat, although essential for the maintenance of 
the shrinking, fund-starved public institution , is almost bereft of rights even as its responsibilities within 
the academy expand . (p. ix) 

The results are personally catastrophic and intellectually wasteful; and worse , " Defining part time fac ulty as 
fai lures, full timers feel justified in resisting their demands for first class treatment.·· 

Emil y Abe l incisive ly dissects many of the sacred cows of higher learning by examining anachronistic 
assumptions that , favouring the " haves " and preventing incursions by the " have-nots" keep the "system" in 
place . Scholarship is too often seen as property and tenure as monopoly. "Oversupply " is effectively 
interpreted as discrimination against women who have di sproportionate representation among the " discard " 
group . Confidentiality protects fulltimers but is perilous for part-timers. Moreover there has taken place a 
" commod ification of academic work - the displacement of scholarly mastery by marked competitiveness 
with each other militating against group identification among displaced academics. In short , there " is no 
consolat ion among competitors." (pp. 50-5 I). 

In th is perceptive analysis of the fundamenta l structures of higher education Abel argues that scholarly merit 
is assumed to be instantly recogni zable by the equall y meritorious. This seems a reasonable proposition if one 




