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INTRODUCTION 
What I propose in the following papers, 1 in the main, is a

way of talking about literacy and linguistics. I believe that a new field of study, 
integrating "psycho" and "socio" approaches to language from a variety of 
disciplines, is emerging, a field which we might call literaci; studies. Much of 
this work, I think (and hope), shares at least some of the assumptions of the 
following papers. These papers, though written at different times, and for 
different purposes, are, nonetheless, based on the claim that the focus of liter
acy studies or applied linguistics should not be language, or literacy, but so
cial practices. This claim, I believe, has a number of socially important and 
cognitively interesting consequences. 

"Language" is a misleading term; it too often suggests "grammar." It is a 
truism that a person can know perfectly the grammar of a language and not 
know how to use that language. It is not just what you say, but how you say it. 
If I enter my neighborhood bar and say to my tattooed drinking buddy, as I 
sit down, "May I have a match please?," my grammar is perfect, but what I 
have said is wrong nonetheless. It is less often remarked that a person could 
be able to use a language perfectly and still not make sense. It is not just how 
you say it, but what you are and do when you say it. If I enter my neighbor
hood bar and say to my drinking buddy, as I sit down, "Gime a match, 
wouldya?," while placing a napkin on the bar stool to avoid getting my 
newly pressed designer jeans dirty, I have said the right thing, but my 
"saying-doing" combination is nonefheless all wrong. 

F. Niyi Akinnaso and Cheryl Ajirotutu (1982) present "simulated job in
terviews" from two welfare mothers in a CETA job training program. The 
first woman, asked whether she has ever shown initiative in a previous job, 
responds: "Well, yes, there's this Walgreen's Agency, I worked as a micro
film operator, OK. And it was a snow storm, OK. And it was usually six 
people workin' in a group ... " and so forth (p. 34). This woman is simply 
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always have more conflicts in using and thus mastering dominant secondary dis
courses. After all, they conflict more seriously with these children's primary dis
course and their community-based secondary discourses, and (by my definitions 
above) this is precisely what makes them "non-mainstream." This does not mean 
we should give up. It also does not mean merely that research and intervention 
efforts must be sensitive to these conflicts, though it certainly does mean this. H 
also requires, I believe, that we must stress research and intervention aimed at 
developing a wider and more humane understanding of mastery and its connec
tions to gatekeeping. We must remember that conflicts, while they do very often 
detract from standard sorts of full mastery, can give rise to new sorts of mastery. 
This is commonplace in the realm of art. We must make it commonplace in soci
ety at large. 




