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C h a p t e r  4

Reading as Situated Language:  
A Sociocognitive Perspective

James Paul Gee, Arizona State University*

My main goal here is to situate reading within a broad perspective that 
integrates work on cognition, language, social interaction, society, and 
culture. In light of recent reports on reading (National Reading Panel, 

2000; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998) that have tended to treat reading quite nar-
rowly in terms of psycholinguistic processing skills, I argue that such a broad per-
spective on reading is essential if we are to speak to issues of access and equity in 
schools and workplaces. I also argue that reading and writing cannot be separated 
from speaking, listening, and interacting, on the one hand, or using language to 
think about and act on the world, on the other. Thus, it is necessary to start with 
a viewpoint on language (oral and written) itself, a viewpoint that ties language 
to embodied action in the material and social world.

I have organized this article into four parts. First, I develop a viewpoint on 
language that stresses the connections among language, embodied experience, and 
situated action and interaction in the world. In the second part, I argue that what 
is relevant to learning literacy is not English in general, but specific varieties of 
English that I call “social languages.” I then go on to discuss notions related to the 
idea of social languages, specifically Discourses (with a capital D) and their connec-
tions to socially situated identities and cultural models. In the third part, I show 
the relevance of the earlier sections to the development of literacy in early child-
hood through a specific example. Finally, I close the article with a discussion of the 
importance of language abilities (construed in a specific way) to learning to read.

A Viewpoint on Language
It is often claimed that the primary function of human language is to convey 
information, but I believe this is not true. Human languages are used for a wide 
array of functions, including but by no means limited to conveying information 
(Halliday, 1994). I will argue here that human language has two primary func-
tions through which it is best studied and analyzed. I would state these func-
tions as follows: to scaffold the performance of action in the world, including 
social activities and interactions; to scaffold human affiliation in cultures and so-
cial groups and institutions through creating and enticing others to take certain 
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perspectives on experience. Action is the most important word in the first state-
ment; perspectives is the most important word in the second. I will discuss each of 
these two functions in turn.

Situated Action
Traditional approaches to language have tended to look at it as a closed system 
(for discussion, see Clancey, 1997). Any piece of language is treated as representa-
tion (re-presenting) of some information. On the traditional view, what it means 
to comprehend a piece of language is to be able to translate it into some equivalent 
representational system, either other language (one’s own words) or some mental 
language or language of thought that mimics the structure of natural languages 
(e.g., is couched in terms of logical propositions).

However, there are a variety of perspectives today on language that tie its 
comprehension much more closely to experience of and action in the world. For 
example, consider these two remarks from work in cognitive psychology: “com-
prehension is grounded in perceptual simulations that prepare agents for situated 
action” (Barsalou, 1999a, p. 77); “to a particular person, the meaning of an object, 
event, or sentence is what that person can do with the object, event, or sentence” 
(Glenberg, 1997, p. 3).

These two quotes are from work that is part of a family of related viewpoints. 
For want of a better name, we might call the family “situated cognition stud-
ies” (e.g., Barsalou, 1999a, 1999b; Brown, Collins, & Dugid, 1989; Clancey, 1997; 
Clark, 1997; Engestrom, Miettinen, raij Punamaki, 1999; Gee, 1992; Glenberg, 
1997; Glenberg & Robertson, 1999; Hutchins, 1995; Latour, 1999; Lave, 1996; 
Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). While there are differences among the 
members of the family (alternative theories about situated cognition), they share 
the viewpoint that meaning in language is not some abstract propositional rep-
resentation that resembles a verbal language. Rather, meaning in language is 
tied to people’s experiences of situated action in the material and social world. 
Furthermore, these experiences (perceptions, feelings, actions, and interactions) 
are stored in the mind or brain, not in terms of propositions or language but in 
something like dynamic images tied to perception both of the world and of our 
own bodies, internal states, and feelings: “Increasing evidence suggests that per-
ceptual simulation is indeed central to comprehension” (Barsalou, 1999a, p. 74).

It is almost as if we videotape our experiences as we are having them, cre-
ate a library of such videotapes, edit them to make some prototypical tapes (or 
set of typical instances), but stand ever ready to add new tapes to our library. We 
re-edit the tapes based on new experiences or draw out of the library less typical 
tapes when the need arises. As we face new situations or new texts we run our 
tapes—perhaps a prototypical one, or a set of typical ones, or a set of contrasting 
ones, or a less typical one, whatever the case may be. We do this to apply our old 
experiences to our new experience and to aid us in making, editing, and storing 
the videotape that will capture this new experience, integrate it into our library, 
and allow us to make sense of it (both while we are having it and afterwards).
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These videotapes are what we think with and through. They are what we 
use to give meaning to our experiences in the world. They are what we use to 
give meaning to words and sentences. But they are not language or in language 
(not even in propositions). Furthermore, since they are representations of ex-
perience (including feelings, attitudes, embodied positions, and various sorts of 
foregrounds and backgrounds of attention), they are not just information or facts. 
Rather, they are value-laden, perspective-taking movies in the mind. Of course, 
talking about videotapes in the mind is a metaphor that, like all metaphors, is in-
correct if pushed too far (see Barsalou, 1999b for how the metaphor can be cashed 
out and corrected by a consideration of a more neurally realistic framework for 
“perception in the mind”).

On this account, the meanings of words, phrases, and sentences are always 
situated, that is, customized to our actual contexts (Gee, 1999a). Here context 
means not just the words, deeds, and things that surround our words or deeds, 
but also our purposes, values, and intended courses of action and interaction. We 
bring out of our store of videotapes those that are most relevant to understanding 
our current context or those that allow us to create and construe that context in a 
certain way. We can see this in even so trivial an example as the following: If you 
hear “The coffee spilled, go get the mop” you run a quite different set of images 
(that is, assemble a quite different situated meaning) than when you hear “The 
coffee spilled, go get a broom.”

On this account, too, the meaning of a word (the way in which we give it 
meaning in a particular context) is not different than the meaning of an experi-
ence, object, or tool in the world (i.e., in terms of the way in which we give the 
experience, object, or tool meaning):

The meaning of the glass to you, at that particular moment, is in terms of the actions 
available. The meaning of the glass changes when different constraints on action 
are combined. For example, in a noisy room, the glass may become a mechanism 
for capturing attention (by tapping it with a spoon), rather than a mechanism for 
quenching thirst. (Glenberg, 1997, p. 41)

While Glenberg here is talking about the meaning of the glass as an object in 
one’s specific experience of the world at a given time and place, he could just as well 
be talking about the meaning of the word glass in one’s specific experience of a piece 
of talk or written text at a given time and place. The meaning of the word glass in a 
given piece of talk or text would be given by running a simulation (a videotape) of 
how the glass fits into courses of action being built up in the theater of our minds. 
These courses of action are based on how we understand all the other words and 
goings on in the world that surrounds the word glass as we read it: “[T]he embodied 
models constructed to understand language are the same as those that underlie 
comprehension of the natural environment” (Glenberg, 1997, p. 17).

If embodied action and social activity are crucially connected to the situated 
meanings oral or written language convey, then reading instruction must move 
well beyond relations internal to texts. Reading instruction must be rooted in the 
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connections of texts to engagement in and simulations of actions, activities, and 
interactions—to real and imagined material and social worlds.

Perspective-Taking
Let me now turn to the second function of language already mentioned. Consider, 
in this regard, the following quote from Tomasello (1999):

[T]he perspectivial nature of linguistic symbols, and the use of linguistic symbols in 
discourse interaction in which different perspectives are explicitly contrasted and 
shared, provide the raw material out of which the children of all cultures construct 
the flexible and multi-perspectival—perhaps even dialogical—cognitive representa-
tions that give human cognition much of its awesome and unique power. (p. 163)

Let’s briefly unpack what this means. From the point of view of the model 
Tomasello was developing, the words and grammar of a human language exist to 
allow people to take and communicate alternative perspectives on experience (see 
also Hanks, 1996). That is, words and grammar exist to give people alternative 
ways to view one and the same state of affairs. Language is not about conveying 
neutral or objective information; rather, it is about communicating perspectives 
on experience and action in the world, often in contrast to alternative and com-
peting perspectives: “We may then say that linguistic symbols are social conven-
tions for inducing others to construe, or take a perspective on, some experiential 
situation” (Tomasello, 1999, p. 118).

Let me give some examples of what it means to say that words and grammar 
are not primarily about giving and getting information but are, rather, about giv-
ing and getting different perspectives on experience. I open Microsoft’s Web site: 
Is it selling its products, marketing them, or underpricing them against the com-
petition? Are products I can download from the site without paying for them free, 
or are they being exchanged for having bought other Microsoft products (e.g., 
Windows), or are there strings attached? Note also how metaphors (like “strings 
attached”) add greatly to, and are a central part of, the perspective-taking we can 
do. If I use the grammatical construction “Microsoft’s new operating system is 
loaded with bugs” I take a perspective in which Microsoft is less agentive and 
responsible than if I use the grammatical construction “Microsoft has loaded its 
new operating system with bugs.”

Here is another example: Do I say that a child who is using multiple cues 
to give meaning to a written text (i.e., using some decoding along with picture 
and context cues) is reading, or do I say (as some of the pro-phonics people do) 
that she is not really reading, but engaged in emergent literacy? (For those latter 
people, the child is only really reading when she is decoding all the words in the 
text and not using nondecoding cues for word recognition). In this case, contend-
ing camps actually fight over what perspective on experience the term reading 
or really reading ought to name. In the end, the point is that no wording is ever 
neutral or just “the facts.” All wordings—given the very nature of language—are 
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perspectives on experience that comport with competing perspectives in the 
grammar of the language and in actual social interactions.

How do children learn how words and grammar line up to express particu-
lar perspectives on experience? Here, interactive, intersubjective dialogue with 
more advanced peers and adults appears to be crucial. In such dialogue, children 
come to see, from time to time, that others have taken a different perspective on 
what is being talked about than they themselves have. At a certain developmental 
level, children have the capacity to distance themselves from their own perspec-
tives and (internally) simulate the perspectives the other person is taking, thereby 
coming to see how words and grammar come to express those perspectives (in 
contrast to the way in which different words and grammatical constructions ex-
press competing perspectives).

Later, in other interactions, or when thinking, the child can re-run such sim-
ulations and imitate the perspective-taking the more advanced peer or adult has 
done by using certain sorts of words and grammar. Through such simulations and 
imitative learning, children learn to use the symbolic means that other persons 
have used to share attention with them: “In imitatively learning a linguistic sym-
bol from other persons in this way, I internalize not only their communicative 
intention (their intention to get me to share their attention) but also the specific 
perspective they have taken” (Tomasello, 1999, p. 128).

Tomasello (1999) also pointed out—in line with my previous discussion that 
the world and texts are assigned meanings in the same way—that children come 
to use objects in the world as symbols at the same time (or with just a bit of a time 
lag) as they come to use linguistic symbols as perspective-taking devices on the 
world. Furthermore, they learn to use objects as symbols (to assign them different 
meanings encoding specific perspectives in different contexts) in the same way 
they learn to use linguistic symbols. In both cases, the child simulates in his head 
and later imitates in his words and deeds the perspectives his interlocutor must be 
taking on a given situation by using certain words and certain forms of grammar 
or by treating certain objects in certain ways. Thus, meaning for words, grammar, 
and objects comes out of intersubjective dialogue and interaction: “[H]uman sym-
bols [are] inherently social, intersubjective, and perspectival” (Tomasello, 1999, 
p. 131).

If value-laden perspectives on experience are connected to the situated mean-
ings oral or written language convey, then, once again, we have an argument that 
reading instruction must move well beyond relations internal to texts. Reading 
instruction must be rooted in the taking and imagining of diverse perspectives on 
real and imagined material and social worlds. The moral of both the functions of 
language that we have discussed is this: Our ways with words (oral or written) are 
of the same nature as our ways with ways of understanding and acting on the ma-
terial and social world. In a quite empirical sense, the moral is one Freire (1995) 
taught us long ago: Reading the word and reading the world are, at a deep level, 
integrally connected—indeed, at a deep level, they are one and the same process.
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Social Languages
The perspective taken thus far on language is misleading in one respect. It misses 
the core fact that any human language is not one general thing (like English), 
but composed of a great variety of different styles, registers, or social languages. 
Different patterns of vocabulary, syntax (sentence structure), and discourse con-
nectors (devices that connect sentences together to make a whole integrated text) 
constitute different social languages, each of which is connected to specific sorts 
of social activities and to a specific socially situated identity (Gee, 1999a). We 
recognize different social languages by recognizing these patterns (in much the 
way we recognize a face through recognizing a certain characteristic patterning 
of facial features).

As an example, consider the following, taken from a school science textbook: 
“1. The destruction of a land surface by the combined effects of abrasion and re-
moval of weathered material by transporting agents is called erosion.... The pro-
duction of rock waste by mechanical processes and chemical changes is called 
weathering” (Martin, 1990, p. 93).

A whole bevy of grammatical design features mark these sentences as part 
of a distinctive social language. Some of these features are heavy subjects (e.g., 
“The production of rock waste by mechanical processes and chemical changes”); 
processes and actions named by nouns or nominalizations, rather than verbs (e.g., 
“production”); passive main verbs (“is called”) and passives inside nominaliza-
tions (e.g., “production...by mechanical processes”); modifiers that are more “con-
tentful” than the nouns they modify (e.g., “transporting agents”); and complex 
embedding (e.g., “weathered material by transporting agents” is a nominalization 
embedded inside “the combined effects of...,” and this more complex nominaliza-
tion is embedded inside a yet larger nominalization, “the destruction of...”).

This style of language also incorporates a great many distinctive discourse 
markers, that is, linguistic features that characterize larger stretches of text and 
give them unity and coherence as a certain type of text or genre. For example, the 
genre here is explanatory definition, and it is characterized by classificatory lan-
guage of a certain sort. Such language leads adept readers to form a classificatory 
scheme in their heads something like this: There are two kinds of change (erosion 
and weathering) and two kinds of weathering (mechanical and chemical).

This mapping from elements of vocabulary, syntax, and discourse to a spe-
cific style of language used in characteristic social activities is just as much a part 
of reading and writing as is the phonics (sound-to-letter) mapping. In fact, more 
people fail to become successful school-based, academic, or work-related readers 
or writers because of failing to master this sort of mapping than the phonics one.

There are a great many different social languages—for example, the language 
of medicine, literature, street gangs, sociology, law, rap, or informal dinner-time 
talk among friends (who belong to distinctive cultures or social groups). To know 
any specific social language is to know how its characteristic design features are 
combined to carry out one or more specific social activities. It is to know, as well, 
how its characteristic lexical and grammatical design features are used to enact a 
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particular socially situated identity, that is, being, at a given time and place, a law-
yer, a gang member, a politician, a literary humanist, a “bench chemist,” a radical 
feminist, an everyday person, or whatever. To know a particular social language 
is either to be able to “do” a particular identity, using that social language, or to 
be able to recognize such an identity, when we do not want to or cannot actively 
participate.

Let me give two further examples of social languages at work. First, I’ll use 
an example I’ve used in this journal before. It’s about a young woman telling the 
same story to her parents and to her boyfriend ( JAAL, February 2000; Gee, 1996). 
To her parents at dinner she says, “Well, when I thought about it, I don’t know, it 
seemed to me that Gregory should be considered the most offensive character.” 
But to her boyfriend later she says, “What an ass that guy was, you know, her 
boyfriend.” In the first case, the young woman is taking on the identity of an 
educated and dutiful daughter engaged in the social activity of reporting to her 
parents her viewpoints on what she has learned in school. In the second case, she 
is taking on the identity of a girlfriend engaged in the social activity of bonding 
with her boyfriend.

Here is a second example from Myers (1990, p. 150): A biologist wrote in a 
professional science journal, “Experiments show that Heliconius butterflies are 
less likely to oviposit on host plants that possess eggs or egg-like structures.” 
Writing about the same thing in a popular science magazine, the same biologist 
wrote, “Heliconius butterflies lay their eggs on Passiflora vines. In defense the 
vines seem to have evolved fake eggs that make it look to the butterflies as if eggs 
have already been laid on them.” In the first case, the biologist is taking on the 
identity of professional scientist engaged in the social activity of making experi-
mental and theoretical claims (note, for instance, the subject “Experiments”) to 
professional peers. In the second case, the biologist is taking on the identity of 
a popularizer or scientific journalist engaged in the social activity of telling the 
educated public a factual story about plants and animals (note, for instance, the 
subjects “butterflies” and “vines”).

Now here is the bite of social languages and genres: When we talk about so-
cial languages and genres, oral and written language are inextricably mixed. Some 
social languages are written; some are spoken. Some have both spoken and writ-
ten versions; written and spoken versions are often mixed and integrated within 
specific social practices. Furthermore, social languages are always integrally con-
nected to the characteristic social activities (embodied action and interaction in 
the world), value-laden perspectives, and socially situated identities of particular 
groups of people or communities of practice. If discussions about reading are not 
about social languages (and thus, too, about embodied action and interaction in 
the world, value-laden perspectives, and socially situated identities), then they are 
not, in reality, about reading as a semiotic meaning-making process (and it is hard 
to know what reading is if it is not this).

Here is another part of the bite of talk about social languages and genres. 
Both inside and outside school, most social languages and genres are clearly not 
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acquired by direct instruction. While some forms of (appropriately timed) scaf-
folding, modeling, and instructional guidance by mentors appear to be important, 
immersion in meaningful practice is essential. Social languages and genres are 
acquired by processes of socialization, an issue to which I will turn below.

It is inevitable, I would think, that someone at this point is going to object 
that social languages are really about the later stages of the acquisition of literacy. 
It will be pointed out that the current reading debates are almost always about 
small children and the earlier stages of reading. What, it will be asked, has all this 
talk of social languages got to do with early literacy? My answer is, everything. 
Social languages (and their connections to action, perspectives, and identities) 
are no less relevant to the first stages of learning to read than they are to the later 
ones (and there are not so much stages here as the same things going on over time 
at ever deeper and more complex levels). However, before I turn to the relevance 
of social languages to early childhood at the end of this article, I need to develop 
briefly a few more theoretical notions related to social languages.

Discourses
I said earlier that social languages are acquired by socialization. But now we 
must ask, socialization into what? When people learn new social languages and 
genres—at the level of being able to produce them and not just consume them—
they are being socialized into what I will call Discourses with a big “D” (I use 
discourse with a little “d” to mean just language in use, Gee, 1996, 1999a; see 
also Clark, 1996). Even when people learn a new social language or genre only 
to consume (interpret), but not produce it, they are learning to recognize a new 
Discourse. Related but somewhat different terms others have used to capture 
some of what I am trying to capture with the term Discourses are communities of 
practice (Wenger, 1998), actor-actant networks (Latour, 1987, 1991), and activity 
systems (Engestrom, Miettinen, raij Punamaki, 1999; Leont’ev, 1978).

Discourses always involve language (i.e., they recruit specific social lan-
guages), but they always involve more than language as well. Social languages 
are embedded within Discourses and only have relevance and meaning within 
them. A Discourse integrates ways of talking, listening, writing, reading, acting, 
interacting, believing, valuing, and feeling (and using various objects, symbols, 
images, tools, and technologies) in the service of enacting meaningful socially sit-
uated identities and activities. Being-doing a certain sort of physicist, gang mem-
ber, feminist, first-grade child in Ms. Smith’s room, special ed (SPED) student, 
regular at the local bar, or gifted upper-middle-class child engaged in emergent 
literacy are all Discourses.

We can think of Discourses as identity kits. It’s almost as if you get a toolkit 
full of specific devices (i.e., ways with words, deeds, thoughts, values, actions, 
interactions, objects, tools, and technologies) in terms of which you can enact a 
specific identity and engage in specific activities associated with that identity. For 
example, think of what devices (e.g., in words, deeds, clothes, objects, attitudes) 
you would get in a Sherlock Holmes identity kit (e.g., you do not get a “Say No to 



144     Gee

Drugs” bumper sticker in this kit; you do get both a pipe and lots of logic). The 
Doctor Watson identity kit is different. And we can think of the Sherlock Holmes 
identity kit (Discourse) and the Doctor Watson identity kit (Discourse) as them-
selves parts of a yet larger Discourse, the Holmes-Watson Discourse, because 
Watson is part of Holmes’s identity kit and Holmes is part of Watson’s. Discourse 
can be embedded one inside another.

One Discourse can mix or blend two others. For example, Gallas (1994) cre-
ated a sharing-time Discourse (a way of being a recognizable sharer in her class-
room) that mixed Anglo and African American styles. Discourses can be related 
to each other in relationships of alignment or tension. For example, Scollon and 
Scollon (1981) have pointed out that school-based Discourses that incorporate es-
sayist practices and values conflict with the values, attitudes, and ways with words 
embedded in some Native American home and community-based Discourses (i.e., 
ways of being a Native American of a certain sort). These latter Discourses value 
communicating only when the sender knows the receiver of the communication 
and his or her context and do not value the sorts of fictionalizing (generalizing) 
of sender and receiver that essayist practices involve.

Cultural Models
Within their socialization into Discourses (and we are all socialized into a great 
many across our lifetimes), people acquire cultural models (D’Andrade & Strauss, 
1992; Gee, 1999a; Holland & Quinn, 1987; Shore, 1996; Strauss & Quinn, 1997). 
Cultural models are everyday theories (i.e., storylines, images, schemas, meta-
phors, and models) about the world that people socialized into a given Discourse 
share. Cultural models tell people what is typical or normal from the perspective 
of a particular Discourse (or a related or aligned set of them).

For example, certain types of middle-class people in the United States hold 
a cultural model of child development that goes something like this (Harkness, 
Super, & Keefer, 1992): A child is born dependent on her parents and grows up by 
going through (often disruptive) stages toward greater and greater independence 
(and independence is a high value for this group of people). This cultural model 
plays a central role in this group’s Discourse of parent-child relations (i.e., enact-
ing and recognizing identities as parents and children).

On the other hand, certain sorts of working-class families (Philipsen, 1975) 
hold a cultural model of child development that goes something like this: A child 
is born unsocialized and with tendencies to be selfish. The child needs discipline 
from the home to learn to be a cooperative social member of the family (a high 
value of this group of people). This cultural model plays a central role in this 
group’s Discourse of parent-child relations.

These different cultural models, connected to different (partially) class-based 
Discourses of parenting, are not true or false. Rather, they focus on different 
aspects of childhood and development. Cultural models define for people in a 
Discourse what counts as normal and natural and what counts as inappropriate 
and deviant. They are, of course, thereby thoroughly value laden.
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Cultural models come out of and, in turn, inform the social practices in which 
people in a Discourse engage. Cultural models are stored in people’s minds (by 
no means always consciously), though they are supplemented and instantiated 
in the objects, texts, and practices that are part and parcel of the Discourse. For 
example, many guidebooks supplement and instantiate the above middle-class 
cultural model of childhood and stages. On the other hand, many religious ma-
terials supplement and instantiate the above working-class model of childhood.

Figure 1 summarizes the discussion so far, defining all the theoretical tools 
and showing how they are all related to one another.

Early Literacy as Socioculturally Situated Practice
I turn now to a specific example involving early literacy from my own research.  
I do this both to give a more extended example of the perspective I have developed 
so far and to show the relevance of this perspective to early childhood and the 
earliest stages of the acquisition of literacy. The event is this: An upper-middle- 
class, highly educated father approaches his 3-year-old (3:10) son who is sitting at 
the kitchen table. The child is using an activity book in which each page contains 
a picture with a missing piece. A question is printed under the picture. The child 
uses a “magic pen” to rub the missing piece and “magically” uncovers the rest of 
the picture. The part of the picture that is uncovered is an image that constitutes 
the answer to the question at the bottom of the page, though, of course, the child 
must put this answer into words.

In the specific case I want to discuss here, the overt part of the picture was 
the top half of the bodies of Donald and Daisy Duck. The question printed at the 

Figure 1. Summary of Tools for Understanding Language and Literacy  
in Sociocultural Terms

Discourses: Ways of combining and coordinating words, deeds, thoughts, values, 
bodies, objects, tools, and technologies, and other people (at the appropriate times 
and places) so as to enact and recognize specific socially situated identities and 
activities.

Social languages: Ways with words (oral and written) within Discourses that relate 
form and meaning so as to express specific socially situated identities and activities.

Genres: Combinations of ways with words (oral and written) and actions that have 
become more or less routine within a Discourse in order to enact and recognize 
specific socially situated identities and activities in relatively stable and uniform ways 
(and, in doing so, we humans reproduce our Discourses and institutions through 
history).

Cultural models: Often tacit and taken-for-granted schemata, storylines, theories, 
images, or representations (partially represented inside people’s heads and partially 
represented within their materials and practices) that tell a group of people within a 
Discourse what is typical or normal from the point of view of that Discourse.
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bottom of the page was “In what are Donald and Daisy riding?” (Note the social 
language in which this question is written. It is not the more vernacular form: 
“What are Donald and Daisy riding in?”) The child used his pen to uncover an 
old fashioned Model T sort of car with an open top. Donald and Daisy turn out to 
be sitting in the car.

The father, seeing the child engaged in this activity, asks him, after he has 
uncovered the car, to read the question printed below the picture. Notice that the 
father has not asked the child to give the answer to the question, which is a dif-
ferent activity. The father is confident the child can answer the question and has 
a different purpose here. It is to engage in an indirect reading lesson, though one 
of a special and specific sort.

The father is aware that the child, while he knows the names of the letters of 
the alphabet and can recognize many of them in words, cannot decode print. He 
is also aware that the child has on several previous occasions, in the midst of vari-
ous literacy-related activities, said that he is “learning to read.” However, in yet 
other activities, at other times, the child has said that he “cannot read” and there-
after seemed more reluctant to engage in his otherwise proactive stance toward 
texts. This has concerned the father, who values the child’s active engagement 
with texts and the child’s belief, expressed in some contexts and not others, that 
he is not just learning to read, but is in fact “a reader.”

We might say that the father is operating with a however tacit theory (cul-
tural model) that a child’s assuming a certain identity (“I am a reader”) facilitates 
the acquisition of that identity and its concomitant skills. I believe this sort of 
model is fairly common in certain sorts of families. Parents co-construct an iden-
tity with a child (attribute, and get the child to believe in, a certain competence) 
before the child can actually fully carry out all the skills associated with this 
identity (competence before performance).

So, the father has asked the child to read the printed question below the pic-
ture of Donald and Daisy Duck sitting in the newly uncovered car. Below, I give 
the printed version of the question and what the child offered as his “reading” of 
the question:

Printed version: In what are Donald and Daisy riding?

Child’s reading: What is Donald and Daisy riding on?

After the child uttered the above sentence, he said, “See, I told you I was 
learning to read.” He seems to be well aware of the father’s purposes. The child, 
the father, the words, and the book are all here in sync to pull off a specific prac-
tice, and this is a form of instruction, but it’s a form that is typical of what goes on 
inside socialization processes.

The father and son have taken an activity that is for the child now a virtual 
genre—namely, uncovering a piece of a picture and on the basis of it answering a 
question—and incorporated it into a different metalevel activity. That is, the father 
and son use the original activity not in and for itself but as a platform with which 
to discuss reading or, perhaps better put, to co-construct a cultural model of what 
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reading is. The father’s question and the son’s final response (“See, I told you I was 
learning to read”) clearly indicate that they are seeking to demonstrate to and for 
each other that the child can read.

Figure 2, which will inform my discussion that follows, (partially) analyzes 
this event in terms of the theoretical notions we have developed above.

From a developmental point of view, then, what is going on here? Nothing 
so general as acquiring literacy. Rather, something much more specific is going 
on. First, the child is acquiring, amidst immersion and adult guidance, a piece 
of a particular type of social language. The question he has to form—and he very 
well knows this—has to be a classificatory question. It cannot be, for instance, a  
narrative-based question (e.g., something like “What are Donald and Daisy do-
ing?” or “Where are Donald and Daisy going?”). Classificatory questions (and 
related syntactic and discourse resources) are a common part of many school-
based (and academic) social languages, especially those associated with nonliter-
ary content areas (e.g., the sciences).

The acquisition of this piece of a social language is, in this case, scaffolded by 
a genre the child has acquired, namely to uncover the piece of the picture, form 
a classificatory question to which the picture is an answer (when the parent isn’t 
there to read the question for the child), and give the answer. This genre bears a 
good deal of similarity to a number of different non-narrative language and action 
genres (routines) used in the early years of school.

Finally, in regard to social languages, note that the child’s question is uttered 
in a more vernacular style than the printed question. So syntactically it is, in one 
sense, in the wrong style. However, from a discourse perspective (in terms of the 
function its syntax carries out), it is in just the right style (i.e., it is a classificatory 
question). It is a mainstay of child language development that the acquisition of a 
function often precedes acquisition of a fully correct form (in the sense of contex-
tually appropriate, not necessarily in the sense of grammatically correct).

Figure 2. Partial Analysis of a Literacy Event

Text = Written: In what are Donald and Daisy riding?
Read: What is Donald and Daisy riding on?
Remark: See, I told you I was learning to read.

Social language = Classificatory question
Genre = Uncover the piece of the picture, form a classificatory 

question to which the picture is an answer, and give the 
answer

Cultural model = Reading is the proactive production of appropriate styles 
of language (e.g., here a classificatory question) and their 
concomitant meanings in conjunction with print

Discourse (identity) = Emergent reader of a certain type (filtering school-aligned 
practice into primary Discourse)
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In addition to acquiring a specific piece of certain sorts of social languages, 
the child is also, as part and parcel of the activity, acquiring different cultural 
models. One of these is a cultural model about what reading is. The model is 
something like this: Reading is not primarily letter-by-letter decoding but the pro-
active production of appropriate styles of language (e.g., here a classificatory ques-
tion) and their concomitant meanings in conjunction with print. This is a model 
that the father (at some level quite consciously) wants the child to adopt, both 
to sustain the child’s interest in becoming a reader and to counteract the child’s 
claims, in other contexts, that he can’t read. Of course, the child’s claim that he 
can’t read in those other contexts reflects that, in other activities, he is acquiring 
a different cultural model of reading, namely one something like this: Reading is 
primarily the ability to decode letters and words, and one is not a reader if mean-
ing is not primarily driven from decoding print. As his socialization proceeds, 
the child will acquire yet other cultural models of reading (or extend and deepen 
ones already acquired).

The genres, social languages, and cultural models present in this interaction 
between father and son existed, of course, in conjunction with ways of think-
ing, valuing, feeling, acting, interacting and in conjunction with various mediat-
ing objects (e.g., the book and the “magic pen”), images (the pictures of Donald, 
Daisy, and the car), sites (kitchen table), and times (morning as father was about 
to go to work). In and through the social practices that recruit these genres, social 
language, and cultural models, the 3-year-old is acquiring a Discourse. The father 
and the child are co-constructing the child as a reader (and, indeed, a person) of 
a particular type, that is, one who takes reading to be the proactive production 
of appropriate styles of language and meanings in conjunction with print. This 
socially situated identity involves a self-orientation as active producer (not just 
consumer) of appropriate meanings in conjunction with print; meanings that, in 
this case, turn out to be school and academically related.

However, this Discourse is not unrelated to other Discourses the child is or 
will be acquiring. I have repeatedly pointed out how the social language, genre, 
and cultural models involved in this social practice are in full alignment with 
some of the social languages, genres, cultural models, and social practices the 
child will confront in the early years of school (here construing schooling in fairly 
traditional terms).

At the same time, this engagement between father and child, beyond being 
a moment in the production of the Discourse of a certain type of reader, is also a 
moment in the child’s acquisition of what I call his primary Discourse. The child’s 
primary Discourse is the ways with words, objects, and deeds that are associated 
with his primary sense of self formed in and through his (most certainly class-
based) primary socialization within the family (or other culturally relevant pri-
mary socializing group) as a “person like us.” In this case, the child is learning that 
“people like us” are “readers like this.”

Now consider what it means that the child’s acquisition of the reader Discourse 
(being-doing a certain type of reader) is simultaneously aligned with (traditional) 
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school-based Discourses and part of his acquisition of his primary Discourse. 
This ties school-related values, attitudes, and ways with words, at a specific and 
not some general level, to his primary sense of self and belonging. This will al-
most certainly affect how the child reacts to, and resonates with, school-based 
ways with words and things.

Reading and Early Language Abilities
Many of the recent reading reports (e.g., see Gee, 1999b; National Reading Panel, 
2000; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998) have stressed that there is significant cor-
relation between early phonological awareness and later success in learning to 
read and, thus, called for early phonemic awareness training in schools and early 
sustained and overt instruction on phonics. However, some of these reports are 
aware that a good many other things, besides early phonological awareness, cor-
relate with successfully learning to read in the early years of school. It turns out, 
for instance, that the correlation between early language abilities and later suc-
cess in reading is just as large as, if not larger than, the correlation between early 
phonological awareness and success in reading. Indeed, as one might suspect, 
early language abilities and early phonological awareness are themselves corre-
lated (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998):

[P]erformance on phonological awareness tasks by preschoolers was highly cor-
related with general language ability. Moreover it was measures of semantic and 
syntactic skills, rather than speech discrimination and articulation, that predicted 
phonological awareness differences. (p. 53)

…

What is most striking about the results of the preceding studies is the power of early 
preschool language to predict reading three to five years later. (pp. 107–108)

…

On average, phonological awareness (r. = .46) has been about as strong a predictor 
of future reading as memory for sentences and stories, confrontation naming, and 
general language measures. (p. 112)

So what are these early language abilities that seem so important for later suc-
cess in school? According to the National Research Council’s report (Snow, Burns, 
& Griffin, 1998), they are things like vocabulary—receptive vocabulary, but more 
especially expressive vocabulary—the ability to recall and comprehend sentences 
and stories, and the ability to engage in verbal interactions. Furthermore, I think 
that research has made it fairly clear what causes such verbal abilities. What ap-
pears to cause enhanced school-based verbal abilities are family, community, and 
school language environments in which children interact intensively with adults 
and more advanced peers and experience cognitively challenging talk and texts 
on sustained topics and in different genres of oral and written language.

However, the correlation between language abilities and success in learn-
ing to read (and in school generally) hides an important reality. Almost all 
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children—including poor children—have impressive language abilities. The vast 
majority of children enter school with large vocabularies, complex grammar, and 
deep understandings of experiences and stories. It has been decades since anyone 
believed that poor and minority children entered school with “no language” (Gee, 
1996; Labov, 1972).

The verbal abilities that children who fail in school lack are not just some 
general set of such abilities, but rather specific verbal abilities tied to specific 
school-based practices and school-based genres of oral and written language of 
just the sort I looked at in the earlier example of the 3-year-old making up a clas-
sificatory question. This 3-year-old will have been exposed to a great number 
of such specific, but quite diverse, practices, each offering protoforms of later 
school-based and academic social languages and genres. These protoforms, al-
ways embedded in specific social practices connected to specific socially situated 
identities (and useless when not so embedded), are the stuff from which success 
in school-based and academic reading flows. These are the sorts of protoforms 
that must be delivered to all children—amidst ample practice within socialization 
in specific Discourses—if we are to have true access and equity for all children.

Q u e s t i o n s  f o r  R e fl  e c t i o n

1. �Why is it important to think about reading from a broader perspective than 
a set of psycholinguistic processing skills?

2. �How is language used for perspective-taking and not just giving and getting 
information?

3. �How does a Discourse (note the capital D) contribute to a student’s grasp of 
language and the formation of personal identity?

note
*When this chapter was written, Gee was at the University of Wisconsin–Madison.
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