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Abstract 

Literacy education, especially writing in US secondary schools, suffers for its detachment 

from the breadth of social purposes for which literacy is required and in which literacy is 

developed. Complex forms of cultural communication are best learned in conjunction 

with creative, productive, action sanctioned through authentic social connection. Orality 

offers clues to the development of practice-oriented literacy education that can help 

contextualize emerging interest in disciplinary literacy within broader cultural worlds that 

give us reasons and rules for writing. This paper presents four cases of practice-oriented 

communication, which encompass a broad set of communities of practice and speech. 

They offer multiple avenues for thinking about the role of practice and oral 

communication in teaching writing as part of 21st century literacies. Discussion of the 

cases suggests opportunities for instruction in situated, contingent, and emergent 21st 

century literacies.  

Keywords: 21st century literacies, authentic writing, communities of practice, 

disciplinary literacies, talk 

  



3 

ORALITY, CULTURAL ACTION, AND LITERACY 

 

 

Introduction and Purpose 

This article discusses oral cultural action as a source of insight for 21st century 

literacy development. Contemporary social, civic, and economic conditions reward 

adaptable literacy, the ability to function in multiple social and cultural settings. Social 

settings are home to ways of speaking, listening, reading, writing, and thinking that help 

“locals” share with one another and accomplish particular purposes. Research in this vein 

runs counter to a literacy education paradigm that values standardized and generalized 

literacy practices that may ostensibly be transferred to “real-world” contexts upon high 

school graduation. This paper does not explore the social and historical production of 

literacy crises that underwrite simplistic efforts to rescue literacy education (Author A 

and Colleague, under review; Berliner & Biddle, 1995). Rather, it complicates conceptual 

linkages between orality and literacy in writing instruction likely reinforced by such 

crises, but also, more particularly by narrow and a-cultural approaches to progress in 

child and adolescent development.   

The cases discussed below present oral and quasi-oral expression in dynamic, 

rather than static or subordinate, relationship to writing in authentic micro-cultural 

contexts. The paper argues that efforts to teach orality and literacy should flow from a 

view of humans as highly adaptable “language-using” actors creatively fulfilling arrays 

of specific cultural purposes (Goody, 2010, p. 1). The cases confirm orality as much more 

than a stage in the progression from simple to complex language proficiency. Orality is, 

rather, an ongoing feature of complex cultural domains. Each case discusses situational-

contextual purposes that literacy and orality fulfill, often in conjunction with other means 

of transacting. Examining the bond between orality and the purposes that make it 

necessary creates a portal for seeing the larger project of literacy education in terms of 

creative production and cultural action.  

This essay proceeds in the following manner: First we review problems with 

contemporary writing instruction, arguing that communication is trans-action, a form of 

culturally purposive action mediated by relationships within cultural subgroups. Second, 

we provide a conceptual overview of orality and literacy in sociocultural research 

demonstrating that orality and literacy are fundamentally linked to culturally meaningful 
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productive action. Third, we present four cases that portray different cultural contexts 

with different goals for speaking, writing, and reading. Fourth, we discuss what the cases 

have in common and highlight how attention to cultural action in orality can be beneficial 

for our understanding of literacies and literacy instruction.  

The Problem: Why We Communicate Drives How We Communicate  

Writing instruction in primary and secondary education needs to be effective 

because of an increasingly written world (Yancey, 2009). But the way that world is 

written varies tremendously according to cultural-situational purposes. Examinations of 

writing in US middle and high schools show that schools by and large continue to 

promote a view of  writing that  narrowly conceives it as a means of demonstrating 

knowledge and mastery of generic writing skills. Writing functions as a ritual of 

verification (Powers, 1999) that individuals have reached the literate side of a persistent 

“great divide” (Olson & Torrance, 1991; Stuckey, 1990). Writing in school can thus 

function as a sorting tool that tends to exclude those whose funds of cultural knowledge 

have been enriched by unrecognized creative productive action (Gonzalez, Moll, & 

Amanti, 2005). More writing appears to be occurring in more subject areas, but the bulk 

of school writing still takes the form of  fill-in-the-blank assignments (Applebee & 

Langer, 2011), even when assignments call for lengthy responses. Most importantly, 

school writing purposes can and often do overshadow other cultural domains that make 

writing necessary. Then, writing will reify predictable patterns of school success and 

failure rather than inspire transformative changes in thought and action.   

The persistence this approach to school writing reflects the narrow social 

purposes writing is formally asked to serve in school. The result, for many children and 

adults influenced by school’s writing culture, is that they may not recognize authentic 

literacy practices in which they engage (Alvermann & Hinchmann, 2012; Hull & Schultz, 

2002). One explanation is that popular notions of “learning to write” and “writing to 

learn” depend on literacy crisis narratives and have little connection to myriad forms of 

productive action that depend on writing outside the classroom. Literacy crises privilege 

reading and writing (and orient oral communication to it) through deterministic and 

Eurocentric ways of thinking of technological, evolutionary, and even moral progress 

(Author A, 2015). However, the importance and function of modes of communication 
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such as writing or speaking are socioculturally mediated. Culture and situation influence 

them.  

Using a cultural lens to understand orality and literacy rewards those seeking 

insight into language education. Relations among literacy practices and socially 

necessary tasks become crucial to understanding literacy development. Multiple 

communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) overlap, intersect, and change over time. 

Placing writing in relation to culturally mediated productive action thus benefits our 

understanding of orality, and vice versa, as their respective functions within tasks 

fluctuates. However, speaking and listening continue to be represented as stepping-stones 

leading to more ‘difficult’ and ‘valuable’ reading and writing (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006; 

National Institute for Literacy, 2007; Paulson, 2001). The case studies included in this 

essay confirm the need to approach orality and writing instruction with earnest attention 

to the language choices of legitimate actors. As such, the cases divert attention from a 

literacy crisis in which children need to reach certain levels of mastery by certain times. 

Treating print literacy as a kind of gold standard reinforces and authorizes a crumbling 

myth of learning, wealth, and happiness (Graff, 2010) at the expense of a more diverse 

and evocative understanding of work, ingenuity, making, and problem-solving.  

Sociocultural Concepts Relate Orality and Literacy 

Historically, cultivating students’ print literacy per se has defined orality in 

school-oriented research. The term oracy (Wilkinson, 1965) was coined to emphasize 

particular skills often occurring in speaking and listening that support the eventual 

development of literacy. Britton (1970) captured the spirit of this developmental view of 

orality in his observation that “reading and writing float on a sea of talk” (p. 164). 

Talking was then recommended as a support for writing in primary and secondary 

education. Oral communication was seen to be indispensable to those acquiring English 

for communicative purposes (Rubin, 1985). It became the backdrop of process-oriented 

secondary writing instruction (Murray, 1972). 

Teachers and researchers increasingly embraced orality as a support for writing, 

learning to write, revising (Carroll, 1981; Russell, 1991), and acquiring discipline-

specific literacy practices in schools (Author A, 2014b; Coppola & Daniels, 1996). 

Interest in orality as a support for literacy has deep roots. This increase reflects awareness 
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that orality usually precedes literacy in child development and that oral modes play an 

important role in organizing writing. More nuanced understanding of orality’s importance 

in relationship to literacy emerged with recognition of the flow back and forth from oral 

to written communication (Horowitz, 2007). The notion of co-mediating cultural tools 

depends, to a large extent, on the work of Lev Vygotsky, whose work began appearing in 

translation in the Europe and the US after 1960 although written originally before 

Vygotsky’s death in 1934.  

Sociocultural Research Erodes Autonomous Views of Orality and Literacy 

After reading Vygotsky (1978), Britton (1983) added a caveat to his prior 

treatment of oral communication, recognizing cultural elements of orality liable to be 

lost. He criticized imposed complementarity in which speech is valued for its support of 

writing: “Instead of being founded on the needs of children as they naturally develop and 

on their own activity,” he quoted Vygotsky’y critique of contemporary literacy education: 

“writing is given to them from without, from the teacher’s hands” (p. 105). In other 

words, speech does not make writing float autonomously, despite widespread belief that 

such a progression occurs “naturally,” (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006, p. 438). Crucial 

emphasis should be placed on Vygotsky’s phrase “on their own activity,” for here we see 

that neither speech nor writing are in direct focus, so much the forms of productive action 

valued and therefore discussed among members of a group. Meaningful tasks occurring 

within recognizable social contexts create the necessary conditions for orality and literacy 

to complement one another. 

Vygotsky elaborated, “Writing should be meaningful for children, an intrinsic 

need should be aroused in them, and that writing should be incorporated into a task that is 

necessary and relevant for life.”rThe alternative is the reduction of writing to a “motor 

skill” (p. 118) supposedly mastered so that when it is needed the child will be ready. This 

approach to literacy education still holds sway to a disturbing extent and may be 

responsible for the widely distributed distaste for writing among students in secondary 

schools (Moll, 1990).  

Sociocultural studies of literacy (Heath, 1983; Moll, 1990; Scribner & Cole, 1985; 

Street, 1984) have helped refine the relation between talk and writing beyond narrow 

goals of print literacy education. Affordances associated with writing vary by situation, 
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time, place, class, religion, and much more (Barton, 1994; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984). 

Different meanings of communicative modes belong, in part, to specific communities of 

practice that define what and how sharing occurs (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Sociocultural 

studies argued that literacy and orality could not be adequately characterized without 

attention to the cultural and situational purposes that necessitate one of more forms of 

communication.  

In sum, the meaning and function of orality and literacy are not absolute or 

universal. Instead, they are contingent on perceived demands of real cultural, material, 

and economic conditions. Literacy should not be viewed as a static cultural force 

“autonomous causal agent in history” (Cole & Cole, 2006, p. 306). The studies cited 

above found that the meaning, importance, and appropriateness of particular forms of 

language use are socially constructed, not based exclusively on fixed affordances of 

writing or speaking. The diversity of communication platforms available to students 

today do not reward print literacy at the expense of other modes of communication. 

Traditional affordances attributed to writing (e.g., its permanency, its support for rational 

thought, and its authority) now accrue to oral and other forms of communication. At the 

same time, digital communication such as texting and Twitter illustrates how ephemeral 

writing serves as localized purposes commonly associated with orality. The cases below 

function together to illuminate the diverse intersections of orality and literacy in the 

crucial context of productive action at a time when “motor skills” approaches to writing 

disconnected from cultural action persist and are reinforced through many established 

schooling practices such as machine readable scoring of writing tests (National Council 

of Teachers of English, 2013). 

Orality in 21st Century Literacies: Four Cases 

Orality and literacy complement one another in ways that vary by practical 

setting. Cultural goals and tools available in particular settings drive the communication, 

and thus epistemic, practices that make for success. The cultural situated-ness of 

language practices is embraced in literacy studies through research on academic literacies 

(Lea & Street, 1998), disciplinary literacies (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2010), and 21st 

century literacies (National Council of Teachers of English, 2013). All three approaches 

seek to connect school writing requirements to authentic academic writing purposes. The 
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third, 21st century literacies, has the added advantage of accommodating specialized 

communication practices both in and out of academic disciplines.  

Writing instruction cannot afford to focus exclusively on academic discourses. 

There is far too much variety present and possible in 21st century work, civic, and 

personal contexts to justify treating academic disciplines as the focal cultural domains 

that necessitate writing. Moreover, image, sound, and video-mediated communication 

complicate traditional hierarchies of oral and print communication. Three-dimensional 

printing technologies blur the distinction between images, writing, and making. Writing 

instruction must orient to the productive, cultural action that brings acts of composition to 

life.  

Our first case, in which Author A acted as a participant-observer of students and a 

teacher in an anti-hunger activism class, offers a detailed account of patterns of language 

use that develop rapidly in response to practical needs. This case begins with a teacher’s 

concerns that academic writing can impede transformative learning, but it concludes with 

observational data suggesting that writing had assumed a place of prominence as students 

developed authentic action goals that writing could help them accomplish. Our second 

and third cases, which focus on a single individual learner, show how oral culture 

continues to inspire intellectual, cultural, and economic opportunities in the present day. 

They exemplify rich, yet marginalized, intersections between orality, literacy, and human 

productivity. Whiskey making and Appalachian fiddling serve as examples of 

sophisticated forms of literacy and technology used to reach goals within oral cultures or 

oral subcultures. A final case functions as a further challenge, pressing readers to 

consider the limitations of a functionalist or instrumentalist view of literacy in which 

some forms of communication are higher or stronger than others. Computer programming 

languages are discussed as evidence that other factors determine mode of communication 

and that much communication that enables productivity is invisible to outsiders. These 

cases develop the sense of orality’s entanglement with diverse forms of cultural action. 

All four cases reflect particularities of time, place, goals, and membership in 

communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Together, they represent a call to 

recognize the diverse and dynamic demand for literacy and orality growing and changing 
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in particular contexts. They illustrate the variety of cultural action performed by orality 

and literacy, to which writing instruction can and should attend. 

Anti-hunger activism—Author A of X University School of Teacher Education 

Our first case begins with a community engagement- oriented course, whose 

instructor had come to question the benefits of writing in school (i.e., showing what 

students know and stimulating learning). The case is drawn from a published 

ethnographic study of service-learning students, who came to see activist writing in a 

college course as necessary (Author A, 2014). In an interview, the instructor of the 

course, whom I (Author A) call Dylan (a pseudonym), explained that he thought 

students’ anxiety about written performances of competence in school worked against 

their ability to learn informally from one another and through hands-on experience. 

However, he eagerly supported activist writing projects that students thought necessary.  

The course focused on supporting robust orality to build consensus among 

students for community engagement activities that focused on alleviating urban hunger. 

Multiple forms of formal and informal writing became necessary parts of students’ ability 

to learn informally from one another and through hands-on experience. With permission 

from participants and human subjects board approval, each class session was recorded 

and transcribed for later analysis. I coded discussions based on the use of arguments, 

elaborations, and counter-arguments, and I linked these arguments with particular 

speakers over time. I was interested in the role of writing in a course that had no formal 

writing requirements. To my delight, the course’s discussion format and focus on a 

pressing, yet ill-defined issue (e.g., urban hunger and poverty) seemed to create a 

combination of diverse ways of looking at social problems and a shared desire to make 

some sort of productive contribution locally. The compositions that students authored in 

the course were surprising in their variety, some of which is captured in the brief 

discussion here, which focuses specifically on the interplay between orality and literacy 

(cf. Author A, 2014).  

Students collaboratively composed, revised, and published an article in local 

newspapers they thought preserved previous action and created momentum necessary for 

future work. Other forms of writing were readily apparent, especially after course 
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discussions had contextualized disciplinary concepts in community concerns, and 

students had deliberated at length how to respond. Waiting appears to have been crucial.  

As recorded in notes and transcripts collected during participant observation, the 

teacher began by telling the students about a model talking-space he had visited in the 

course of his own research on the history of civil rights action: “In the main lobby of the 

Highlander Center, the way they do all their meetings is a circle of rocking chairs.” Paolo 

Freire, Martin Luther King, Jr., Rosa Parks, and many other activists sat there and talked, 

Dylan explained, as a crucial basis for community action. “The fact that we’re learning 

about this is important,” he added, “I keep thinking of myself in M.C. Escher paintings, 

where the hand is drawing itself.” Months later, John, a student, would reflect on his role 

in organizing local stakeholders in the food system: “If the goal is to get everybody on 

the same page, I’ll allow the time it takes to do this. This conversation is great because 

what does it take for us to get on the same page?” 

Escher’s image of hands sketching each other into life and Dylan’s depiction of 

circles of chairs remind us of the close relationship between communication and action. 

They illustrate how complex cultural activities like writing are best learned as part of 

tasks that participants see as necessary and relevant to life. Practically speaking, action, 

talk, and writing are dynamically interdependent, as illustrated by the discussion excerpt 

below, in which participants began planning to host a food activist summit:  

Claire: We should invite folks from Family and Consumer Sciences.  

Terri: That’s good, Claire.  

[John writes “Family Connection” on board] 

Maria: I’m creating a google doc of organizations. I can think of more.  

Craig: Anyone not feel confortable with a class google doc? With the invitations, 

people really respond better to the paper invitations. 

Rachel: Paper? Aww— 

John: Who’d take a stab at writing a press release?  

Maria: I need to learn how to do that. 

Dylan: I have a shit ton of stuff to help you think about that  

The excerpt offers an explicit example of what occurs implicitly on a continual basis: 

Shared practical goals like building support to fight hunger make new literacy practices 
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necessary. 

As students brainstormed which community stakeholders to invite, multiple forms 

of writing and speaking helped sharpen their vision of action. Their melding of talk, 

technology, and writing evokes traditional affirmation of talk in the writing the writing 

process as well as 21st century literacies (NCTE, 2013). Students’ “Action Items” written 

on a whiteboard were products of a vibrant discussion. They added their names beside 

preferred action items: Type all this up (Terri), Sending out invitations to all these people 

(everybody), Brainstorming more contacts, Food for event (Rachel/Aaron), [local] 

Farmer’s Market (hand out flyers) (Lexi: I could do Tuesday).”  

The metaphor of hands drawing one another from two-dimensional to three 

dimensional action is fitting. “One hand”, discussion, drew “the other hand,” action, into 

life. Writing down these verbalized actions reified the commitments students made (Lave 

& Wenger, 1991), but the actions themselves required diverse communication practices 

in multiple modes. Cooking for food activists should not be overlooked as complex 

cultural action requiring and enabling sophisticated forms of communication.  

 The written brainstorming, card stock invitations, google docs, and press release 

floated on sea of practice-oriented talk (Britton, 1970), judiciously facilitated by the 

instructor. Not only was writing buoyed up in this way, but also a host of other actions 

that might be described as “critical” were also supported: Dumpster-diving, food 

preparation, canvassing a large farmer’s market, and even cleaning up dishes used at the 

class meeting were largely unfamiliar, arguably literate, practices which were supported 

by talk among members of an emerging community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

To say merely that writing grew out of the talk risks missing the political role talk played 

in unifying the group as members of an activist community (Author A & Colleague, 

2014) operating beyond what Aaron called “typical” schooling. The political possibilities 

of writing were evident to Claire, who saw writing together with choices for precipitating 

wide public response and minimizing wasted effort: 

a letter to the editor or flagpole would have greater impact than to the legislator. 

Media offers them like a crystallized or defendable position. . . . If you’re asking 

for minimal action, well, not necessarily minimal action is what we’re looking 
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for, but if we’re looking for a complementary step, [an article can be more 

efficient and more effective].  

 The students’ mission favored specialized communication. Their audiences would 

be people who did not share physical proximity, experiences, interests, or perspectives 

related to urban hunger. Students soon began planning their part in a creative public 

protest that served the advocacy goal by combining performance art, popular education, 

and polling. During the planning phases, students spent time thinking about how to 

optimize meaningful interactions, to build community support for the larger, practical 

goals of the class. Their exhibits would occupy two parking spaces downtown on a 

Saturday morning in the Fall. They needed to facilitate meaningful face-to-face (i.e., oral) 

interactions with passersby. Terri had an idea that gained traction, a kind of writing-

assisted orality. 

Terri: You know what I think would be really fun. A banner with magic markers 

that has the question, “Public space?,” asking “What are your ideas.” We could 

say, “Reconceptualize public space in [town]”—either very specific or very 

general—but interactive. It’s not just our message but it would be. 

Dylan: So, asking people to comment on how public space could be used? 

Sarah: Yeah, have a giant sheet, like off a bed, with fabric markers.  

This rally, part of an international protest against questionable uses of public space called 

Parking Day, was filled with surprises for everyone, including the student organizers.  

While Terri originally imagined a rally ensconced in the oral-rhetorical tradition 

with “a speaker and a march and chanting,” this rally, with it’s public luncheon of 

organic food reclaimed from dumpsters, a free yard sale, and parking space-sized home 

scene whimsically suffused with garden plants, “hit you in different ways. It was very 

artistic, really beautiful . . . . That way where if you’re in a lovely art museum you might 

stop at something and someone else might stop somewhere else.” One student who 

participated very reluctantly in class discussions said, “I thought it was really fun, a lot of 

community. At Terri’s house just hanging out, making food. Then downtown, people 

coming by talking to strangers. I stayed the whole time because I liked it.”  

The rally excited students, as Maureen explained, “It was really easy to engage 

people in conversation—‘Ooh, I wonder what they’re doing.’ But this was like much 
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more interactive, gave people a sense of what we’re here for and why we’re here.” Their 

actions bound them to an advocacy project that could not be completed in one discrete 

step.  Claire reminded her peers of the larger task that provided context for their 

communicative creativity, “We need to follow through, though, some kind of like action, 

what to do about it. Like with local government.” “Yeah, it’s great to build enthusiasm,” 

Maria agreed, “but we need some avenue to have some sort of action. How will we 

channel it?”  

There were multiple contexts through which students were communicating 

beyond a narrow circle of shared food activist interests. They had a rigid time window 

based on the university semester supporting their formal collaboration. These 

circumstances made writing an article an expedient, yet much-contested choice, for 

raising awareness of urban hunger and possible responses. There was considerable 

argument about whether writing for publication was the best they could do under the 

circumstances. Interestingly, the most popular alternative to writing an article was 

designing a printed flyer that might be distributed.   

Like hands drawing themselves to life, the coordinated mechanism of action and 

necessary literacies continued to operate, even as the kinds of action shifted toward 

formal writing. Terri reported that one project, a food reclamation partnership proposal to 

the university’s dining services had met a dead end: “I’m an angry crier. I’m not sad, I’m 

just really, really mad.” Conversation swung from abstract to concrete, with students 

increasingly playing with the idea of writing as a form of action: 

John: I’m not willing to believe that students don’t have power. But I think 

[Claire’s] right, I don’t think it’s enough to just write an article.  

Aaron: What about the [newspaper of record for the university] as a forum for 

this? Hold dining services accountable to them, they are the community that they 

are accountable to. If we’re going to challenge dining services, I think the 

[newspaper of record] makes a lot of sense, because they are part of this 

institution. If the [newspaper] can say, “Hey, there’s this incongruity here.”  

John: What about just protesting directly? Why isn’t that better? Just send three of 

us to each dining hall handing out cards! 

Aaron: I’m not saying not to do that. I’m talking about the value of it being in 
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print.  

John: Ok, what about newspapers reporting on us demonstrating? 

Delia: I think Claire is right about saying students have power. They care what 

students think. They care about the money.  

Aaron: I think it’s important to show it, to write an article to [the newspaper of 

record]. Cause they really, really care about how they look.  

John: So, go to the dorms and tell people that they aren't telling the whole truth.  

The teacher eased the building tension in the discussion by reminding students 

that “a diverse portfolio of tactics,” would inevitably be required for meaningful change. 

The students’ action in the course corroborates Britton’s (1970) notion that writing is 

inspired by “a sea of talk” (p. 164), but adds crucial follow up: Strategic action floats on 

seas of purposive writing and speaking.  

This indirect, mediating relationship between talk, writing, and action was a 

theme that students communicated numerous times. Dylan questioned Aaron, who’d led 

the small group responsible for outlining the newspaper article, about the main political 

point of the writing project, to which Aaron answered, “to bring up the issue of public 

space using a few anecdotes, say public space is important and invite people to engage 

with the conversation.” The debate over whether to write the article or protest more 

‘directly’ persisted as Kelsie felt the need to remind the group “that it isn’t the most direct 

action. The article itself should more complement the direct action that is taking place. It 

should state the problem and show what the progress is now, in solving it.”  

 Much as he had done with Maria, after she expressed interest in writing a press 

release, Dylan continued to facilitate connection across boundaries, saying, “If anything 

we’ve talked about has piqued your interest, go testify. Being on public record is 

important. It’s one option in the portfolio. Go chain yourself to a bulldozer. Go talk at a 

public lecture.”  

Yet affordances of writing were being constructed at the same time. With a 

consensus vote, Dylan invited a newspaper editor and a city commissioner to class to 

discuss the article in process. After the “experts” on political discourse and persuasion 

starkly contrasted well-documented persuasive pieces with feel-good wishful thinking, 

the students debriefed: 
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Maria: I thought it interesting how they stressed we need to stay on point.  

Xavier: The editor was kind of framing exactly where we need to move with the 

article. We’re not going to have time to look at all the hard work y’all did. But per 

what you wrote, for Tuesday, do you think it’s in line with this conversation? 

Aaron: There are definitely pointers that we can use to tweak it. 

Two group-editing sessions followed, one with the whole class followed by a smaller 

group’s final revision. Aaron asked, as the group realized that the revision process would 

be substantial, “Let’s settle in, step back. Is this about public space and food and the 

[food networking session], or is it about [the session] in [town] in general?” As tension 

built, John pointed out, “We’re all just saying these words. They’re hard to keep in our 

heads.” Bill continued to transcribe oral suggestions into print via a Microsoft Word draft 

of the article projected on a screen. Terri whispered, as if to break the ice, “This is just 

the beginning.” Bill regarded the edits suggested and asked, “So we want to transition 

toward [the networking session] while keeping public space and food in focus? 

John: What if we back kick [the sentence beginning with [the city], but use the 

nubbings of that sentence, going to social organizations that have committed, then 

we open it back up?  

Bill: How are we going to introduce the idea of space? 

Aaron: . . . bring it back saying that these issues all have to do with space and 

food?  

Several editing sessions follow over the next few days. In one, John says he’s “rewriting 

sentences” that have been cut and pasted over and over, “to make them more alive.” 

Eventually students submitted a final article draft to their classmates and soon thereafter 

to a local newspaper.  

 Students’ sense of living communication is remarkable. It clearly depended upon 

the inter-action of oral and written modes. To focus on the modes at the expense of 

students’ shared purposes would be a grave error. Student efforts to participate prompted 

them to communicate adaptively, yet in practice, adapting to class discussion required 

critical reading, writing, and the use of technological platforms that were new to some. 

Choosing to engage in various kinds of formal and informal writing points through the 
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notion of a sea of oral interactions to the social tasks that made writing, and other 

adaptations, necessary (Vygotsky, 1978). 

 

Literacy as Scaffold for Participation in an Oral Tradition—Author C of American 

Spirit Works Distillery 

 Making whiskey is an oral tradition. Its nuanced practices have never been 

adequately put to paper, nor are people able to read their way to mastery. In school I was 

developing the literate specialization of the historian. I turned my literacy skills to every 

scrap of written text I could find about whiskey and distillation, which in retrospect 

amounted to compendia of apocryphal stories with snippets of inaccessible details from 

old timers. In no way did written texts ‘pass on’ whiskey-making in a useful way, the 

way I would have learned hand-to-hand and face-to-face as a distiller’s son or apprentice. 

Further, legal and economic forces arising during the many years of Prohibition greatly 

altered traditional practices of whiskey distillation so that much of the information 

available contemporaneously did not reflect the age-old practices I wanted to acquire.  

Even though I devoured everything actually written on the subject, the ten years I 

spent developing as a whiskey-maker were years of learning by doing, through a 

combination of trial and error, common sense, and developing overlapping skills. I 

learned by brewing, in other words, and beer brewing helped.  

 The art of traditional whiskey-making was a seed planted in my young mind by 

the allusions family members made regarding my grandfather, Paw Paw Buck Wingo, 

and his activities in that pursuit as a young man in Haralson County, Georgia, two 

generations before. The allusions, like the activities, displeased my beloved Granny Ree, 

and so my inspiration grew on a trickle of stories about Paw Paw and whiskey making 

and hauling in his younger days. 

 In contrast to learning about whiskey production through story, beer making was 

well supported through a variety of books and manuals. The home-brewing hobby was in 

full swing by the 1980's and had generated huge amounts of literature by the year 2000. I 

began making beer soon after and this activity ran concurrent to my distillation pursuits 

but developed within parameters formed by the written sources I devoured and translated 
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into practice. Ironically, reading about beer making extensively scaffolded my access to 

the oral whiskey making tradition.  

 Beer making involved a much shallower learning curve compared with whiskey 

making, the crest of every curve being leveled by a book. The written information and 

prescribed practice of brewing beer directly informed my journey into the uncharted oral 

world of distilling. My whiskey making could not have developed as it did were it not for 

my simultaneous pursuit of brewing, despite practical, communicative, and legal lines of 

demarcation separating them.  

 Today online brewing and distilling resources represent development in the 

related sets of practices beyond the narrow distinction of oral from literate. Online, 

a wealth of information varies in quality, and the participatory nature of those resources 

is evidently supporting new brewers and distillers. I noticed brewers’ interaction with the 

hybrid oral-literate online brewing forums during my five years of owning and operating 

a home brewing supply store. The sharing of ideas, experiences, and advice occurring 

online served similar purposes as my face-to-face help. Not only do home brewers 

develop faster via access to online forums, recipes, and troubleshooting help, but they 

gain confidence and agency over the information they acquire. Online digital resources 

for home distillers continue to be constrained by legal considerations, hence the 

prominent role of New Zealand-based home distillers in online forums.  

 My tenure owning a homebrew supply shop established my role as not only a 

supplier of goods but also of knowledge within a community of practice. Oral instruction 

was as important to my business as well stocked shelves, and as the sole worker/owner, 

my constant and consistent teaching grounded in personal practice served as a 

cornerstone for the home-brewing community. I also began writing a manual on whiskey 

production, a project that currently sits at 17,000 words. Now, as I embark upon a career 

as a professional distiller I recognize the cumulative impact that my initial motivation, 

practical learning, efforts to teach others, and attempt at codifying whiskey-making. 

Today my livelihood combines my ability to do with an ability to speak, write, and 

translate visual, spatial, chemical, legal, and culinary languages.  

Acquiring the tools of whiskey making was as much a linguistic and conceptual 

process as a physical or material one. Using highly specialized languages to think with, 
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from thermodynamics to microbiology, has become routine. The literacy development is 

always overshadowed by the curiosity or problems that made it necessary. In some 

instances I am unaware of these new literacies until I invoke them while teaching 

someone else. In that moment I am apprenticing others in the literacies necessary for 

learning. I show people how to think with volumetric calculations, critically interpret 

advertising, connect legal requirements to practical solutions. I model ways of talking 

about whiskey-making that developed over centuries yet are now mapped across labels, 

websites, city ordinances, and invoices.  

Appalachian Fiddling: Moving Oral Traditions Online—Author C of “The Ale 

Raisers” Old Time Band 

 Few things are more closely linked in the American South than are whiskey and 

music making, so that for a distiller an interest in the latter is a natural development. 

Furthermore, just as whiskey making has been passed down through practice-based 

learning with locally specialized vocabularies, traditional music is likewise an oral 

tradition, by definition. Old time Appalachian music is the music of my place but not of 

my time. A close friend let my wife borrow a 5-string banjo to try out some clawhammer 

playing, but none of us really had connections to living players or the music. I found both 

online, and I was soon hooked. While I had dabbled with guitar, my knowledge of music, 

outside of enjoying it, felt close to zero in all respects. Unlike my distilling and brewing 

undertakings, banjo learning for me began in multi-literate online spaces. The active and 

information rich forums of the Banjo Hangout was made up of archived conversations, 

accessible experts, and a wealth of accessible instructional materials that often combined 

written notation with sound files. Materials I purchased were well grounded in technique 

development. Vast troves of YouTube instructional videos provided a semi-personal 

verbal learning environment. The creation of www.oldtimejam.com (see Figure 1) by a 

banjo-playing brain surgeon in Atlanta (Josh Turknett) provided an interactive medium 

for learning to play the music with others.  

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE] 

Figure 1. Old Time Jam offers “free backup tracks for all your favorite old-time tunes” 

(Turknett, n.d., used with permission). 
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For me, this virtual world made ear development and creative exploration possible in the 

comfort of my own home, on a farm in the backwoods, and at my convenience.  

My development as a banjo player was constantly mediated by learning from 

online media. At the same time I began seeking out source recordings of the actual old-

timers whom I sought to emulate. I began to read about the regional oral traditions and 

their respective masters. With a long, personal interest in history of all kinds, I found that 

I was building knowledge both in familiar ways of reading and researching primary and 

secondary texts as well as the novel ways facilitated by the internet, which included 

content of both instructional and historical value. Furthermore, I began participating 

myself on the online forums and sharing my own sound and video recordings (e.g., Video 

of Quince Dillon’s High D http://youtu.be/XQ4OVkFexpI). Old-time clawhammer banjo, 

perhaps even more than homebrewing, lent itself well to these forms of learning and 

sharing, and it was not long before I was playing in picking circles, acting as a band 

member in traditional dances, and earning pay for my music for the first time.  

When I began to make attempts at playing Appalachian fiddle, the lynchpin of 

any old-time band, I rediscovered the complexities of moving oral traditions online. The 

intricate, amorphous, and extremely difficult nature of fiddling made both published and 

online forms of information and instruction of only limited value for learning to play. 

Banjo and beer were well served by modern learning aids, but whiskey-making and fiddle 

were less accessible, but for different reasons.  

Brad Leftwich's (2011) book on Round Peak fiddling, the style I was most taken 

with, seemed excellent, but despite the inclusion of recorded examples, it made little 

sense. Online forums, ostensibly useful to some, likewise provided little useful 

instruction on authentic Appalachian fiddling, though they certainly aided in my 

understanding of some basics, repair issues, technical matters, and historical points. 

Various instructional DVDs were a little better, but they tended to leave me lost as they 

transition from beginner to intermediate level. I knew how I wanted to sound but couldn't 

make it happen with the resources at hand.  

Having spent a lifetime learning how to do things, fiddling was the first thing that 

seemed impossible to do on my own. I have watched others hit this same wall. Many 
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languish there for decades. I found a teacher to personally show me the particularities that 

had remained elusive but were clearly essential to my goal of doing Appalachian fiddling.  

Appalachian fiddling cannot be taught in a book or a forum, and because it is by 

definition a specific domain with identifying practices, it cannot just be improvised. It 

developed in certain place over centuries, was passed down from person to person, each 

one contributing to techniques, sound, and repertoires of Appalachian fiddle music. It 

could not be taught in Franklin County, Georgia, where there was no known modern 

practitioner. That is, it could not until the development of high speed internet and video 

calling, the two technologies that have enabled me to learn Appalachian fiddling from a 

master fiddler who himself learned largely from old timers themselves.  

When David Bragger ‘hit the wall’ I ran into, he found face-to-face instruction he 

needed, often traveling to learn from the masters. He was then able to show and talk me, 

through the crucial physical motions and underlying principles. He was able to pass on a 

codified method of deciphering, internalizing, and communicating these aspects of the 

style (e.g., David Bragger teaches Sugar Foot Rag, http://youtu.be/6ODqEp20SU0). The 

personal and oral connection and transference of old time fiddling cannot be bypassed, 

but because of modern technology the personal and oral connection is vastly more 

accessible to those pursuing it, unencumbered by geography. Furthermore, the oral 

literacies developed by David Bragger and others to perpetuate Appalachian fiddling in 

the modern world serve to expedite the learning process for the motivated student. They 

are not the same oralities employed 100 years ago by fiddlers, but rather are a novel 

development suited specifically to modern learners. 

 Brad Leftwich, himself an excellent instructor of the style who was one of the 

first to systematically explore and codify old-time fiddle, can write a few sentences in his 

book regarding the bowing ornament called "Catching up the Slack" or "Picking Up the 

Slack," but the technique cannot be adequately explained in written words alone or even 

just by listening to examples.  

However, the community of practice of old time music includes many other 

practices than learning to fiddle. I continued to participate online both in sharing samples 

of my progress (e.g., playing “Christmas Eve” http://youtu.be/eXNhIUr87BY) and in 

technical aspects of fiddling as well (e.g., comparing products, 

http://youtu.be/eXNhIUr87BY
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http://www.fiddlehangout.com/topic/33613). Furthermore, after receiving personal 

instruction in the style of fiddling dealt with by the Brad Leftwich book, specifically 

instruction regarding the complex rhythmic bowing patterns, the published work became 

very useful for learning tune variations and developing repertoire. While the written word 

could not explain these characteristics from scratch it serves admirably to communicate 

them to one who has learned the mechanics from an oral source. 

It’s no surprise that online forums have become pipelines for participation in 

music camps springing up all over the country, where participants can learn face to face. 

As with whiskey-making, the resources and paths leading to mastery have changed and 

grown drastically just in my lifetime, but no matter the foundation, the one thing that 

remains constant for myself as homo sapiens is the desire to learn, not only to become 

wise, but to acquire and share practical skills and arts that are personally interesting, 

important, profitable, and useful. To say that either writing or speaking is chief among 

ways of communicating is absurd. Over and over again, the order of importance is 

rearranged to fit real people’s desire to learn real things as efficiently as possible.  

Talking to and Through Computers—Author B of X University College of Fine Art 

My earliest experiences with computer programming came in the form of rote 

copying of “type-in programs” from Home Computing magazine. The author would begin 

with a written description of the visual or audible output that I could look forward to 

experiencing after an hour or two of copying, from page to keyboard, the following pages 

of unintelligible code. If a single character was mistyped, the entire effort was wasted. 

The reader was in no way prepared to solve a problem or even begin to track down the 

error. The code itself was often comprised mostly of numbers—bits of data and memory 

addresses decipherable only to the author or an expert, who surely wasn’t a reader of 

Home Computing. Such programming instruction hearkens back to theories of 

composition instruction built around emulating great works of literature as a means of 

learning to write by osmosis (e.g., the blue-backed speller).  

I came to understand, later, that computer programming languages are generally 

meant to function as bridge between our natural language and the “bare metal”—the 

electronic hardware—of the computer. Any programming language can do the same thing 

that any other programming language can do. On one end of a spectrum of programming 

http://www.fiddlehangout.com/topic/33613
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languages are those that afford human readability; on the other are languages that are 

meant to talk to computer hardware. On the latter end of the spectrum, programming 

languages function similar to oral languages, in that only members of a narrowly defined 

social group have sufficient context to interpret effectively. We could write code in ones 

and zeros but readers would lack necessary context for understanding what the machine 

was being told to do.  

Assembly is a programming language characterized by its directness and 

simplicity – the entire language being comprised of a very small set of imperative verbs. 

Despite advancements in computer hardware and the scale, complexity, and performance 

of software, the language has remained largely unchanged. If we looked at computer 

programming languages through the lens of orality and literacy, Assembly would be on 

the oral side. Analytical categories used to distinguish oral language pointed to the 

following characteristics:  

• "conservative or traditionalist" (Ong, 2002, p. 41),  

• "additive rather than subordinative" (p. 38), 

• "aggregative rather than analytic" (p. 38), 

• "situational rather than abstract" (p.  49). 

Assembly’s efficiency derives from its minimalism. It is a conservative set of commands 

to be interpreted by particular machines and a narrow group of users. Aggregated lines of 

code are processed in sequence without abstract or analytical context.  

Wolfram Alpha. In stark contrast to low-level programming languages such as 

Assembly, Wolfram Alpha is highly abstract, rule driven, and logically organized. It is 

based on natural language understanding, which seeks to teach computers to read, write, 

and understand literate human language, that is, logical and alphabetic. Where Assembly 

speaks directly to microprocessors, Wolfram Alpha affords written exchanges between 

human and machine.  

Programming Language Diversity. Differences between Assembly and Wolfram 

Alpha offer a useful way to see interactions among orality, literacy, and cultural action 

that may offer conceptual inferences for understanding orality’s role in writing 

instruction. Today, numerous languages are available that span a range of rhetorical 

styles—evoking attributes of communication that distinguish orality and literacy. 
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Popularity of a programming language at a particular time, philosophical associations 

with a language, corporate allegiance, apprenticeship relationships, and identification 

with a clan are important factors affecting language choice alongside suitability to a 

programming task. Software applications programmed using ‘oral’ and ‘literate’ 

languages cannot be organized into corresponding categories of “simplicity”iand 

“complexity.”oInstead, language choices follow cultural and ideological dynamics, not 

deterministic models of techno-evolutionary progress, upon which the oral-literacy divide 

was founded. This foray into the world of computer programming illustrates the 

importance of recognizing language use as action and the vulnerabilities introduced by 

emphasizing the meaning of the divide between orality and literacy.  

Discussion: Literacies are Cultural Action  

Writing continues to be treated as a motor or technical skill to be learned well in 

advance of encounters with infinite practical applications. This view simply does not 

match what research says about adolescents’ literacies outside school (Alvermann & 

Hinchmann, 2012; Hull & Schultz, 2002). Vygotsky and many others since (e.g., Author, 

2014; Moll, 1990) have contested the premise that reading and writing have such 

transcendent, autonomous value that they should be taught aggressively without regard 

for how they fit into students’ senses of necessary social action. Literacies follow tasks, 

they argue, even for children first learning to read and write their mother tongue for the 

first time. Certainly, teachers have tremendous opportunity to create socially meaningful 

tasks that can make learning to read and write seem very important. Disciplinary and 

academic literacy approaches represent a major step forward, for more advanced 

students, as they authorize this practical orientation in classroom approaches to writing 

toward authentic discipline-specific contexts. These frameworks can help teachers and 

students surpass myopic goals for writing such as merely verifying students’ knowledge 

and compliance or learning to write ‘persuasively.’ Still, academic disciplines represent 

only a fraction of the authentic contexts and social tasks that make sophisticated writing 

and other literacies including orality necessary.  

These case studies point to the need to dismantle the strong and lasting bias 

against “neck-down thinking,” material production, and action when considering the 

development of writers. The cases gathered in this paper disrupt a dualistic view of mind 
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and body for the sake of a more culturally dynamic sense of what writing helps people 

do. The anti-hunger university class case demonstrates the way oral communication 

contexts can inspire major sophisticated writing as means of action, even as the teacher 

expressed doubts about the value of writing.  

The whiskey making case challenges the techno-evolutionary assumptions 

privileging print texts above oral traditions without detracting from the cultural value of 

either. The decision to devour everything on the subject of whiskey making even though 

available texts may have been inadequate to the maker’s main goal, and, ultimately, to 

undertake writing a book confirms Vygotsky’s vision of the optimum conditions for 

developing print literacy. A face-to-face apprenticeship with PawPaw would have been 

infinitely better, no doubt.  

The fiddling case complicates the techno-evolutionary view of writing and the 

mind-body dualism even more forcefully, showing how print texts that supported some 

level of embodied expertise were ultimately superseded by better forms of instruction 

perpetuated through oral tradition with clear linkages from master to novice over 

decades. Unwittingly, students seeking to grasp Appalachian musical styles through the 

affordances of writing became members of an oral community of practice who prize oral 

interpretation and performance but do not denigrate written histories, discussion boards, 

and the like.  

The computer programming case completes the rough model of neck-down orality 

and literacy because, as a relatively young tradition compared with the others, many 

programmers have personally experienced their field’s evolution. Many can attest that 

programming is evolving to accommodate ever more complex tasks. However, this 

complexity does not predict changes in programming languages. On the contrary, oral 

and literate aspects of programming languages do not reveal much at all about what the 

languages afford and constrain. Computer programming serves, in the end, as a reminder 

of the importance of what modes of communication do in living applications versus how 

they may be categorized as a whole.  

Computer programming language is expected to remain invisible. Good 

programming enriches experience, much as a whiskey-maker’s research and a fiddler’s 

apprenticeships contribute unobtrusively to potable and audible delicacies. The literacies 
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point and defer to the cultural actions that made them necessary. Authentically valuable 

literacies develop indirectly, so that acquired literacies are entangled in the productive 

action they support.  

This spirit of indirectness is at the heart of Vygotsky’s (1978) view of literacy 

development, of Britton’s notion of the “sea of talk,” of Goody’s (2010) view of language 

as a means of facing the world, and of Horowitz’ (2007) sense of interplay between talk 

and text.. Indirect literacy development is justified by the wealth of meaningful, creative, 

productive action in which people of all ages can engage. It goes beyond what children 

‘like’ or have prior knowledge of, into the areas of their lives that demand informed, 

productive action. The cases stress the practical, creative, cultural and economic value of 

what multiple literacies help people accomplish.  

However, machine-scorable standardized tests of writing pull in the opposite 

direction toward formulaic, school-bound writing practices and instruction. Talk crucial 

to concept development is stifled by radically individualistic, computer-based credit-

recovery schemes that bury the disciplines’ capacity to make new literacies necessary. 

District-mandated pacing guides inhibit dynamic intersection between student and 

teacher literacies, making indirect literacy instruction appear risky.  

Author A’s discovery of talk floating on a sea of writing reminds us why literacy 

development depends upon living interplay among existing literacies (Horowitz, 2007). 

Author C’s exploration of whiskey making and fiddling present examples of practical 

cultural worlds in which existing written texts did not and could not replace oral 

instruction. Author B’s exposition of computer languages stresses the way specific 

cultural settings produce new affordances and constraints of language, and that literacy 

practices fundamentally have meaning as forms and features of cultural action. In the 

worlds of whiskey and fiddling, the measure of one’s literacy is ultimately a test 

performed by taste, touch, sight, smell, and sound. All four of the cases remind us that 

what writing is good for is contingent upon purpose and that writing’s affordances are 

therefore not absolute. Each case evokes traditional affordances of orality as cultural 

action re-situated among a plurality of available communicative means.  

 Oral traditions like whiskey making, fiddling, farming, fiber arts, and so forth are 

not being revived for the sake of orality or oral culture, but in order to act in particular 
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ways upon the physical environment. The priority of action is the central message of the 

cases and of this article. Orality is vital to our understanding of this principle because 

orality has so often been seen as the most primitive and action-oriented form of 

communication (Freire, 1970; Luria, 1976; Vygotsky, 1978). Indeed, oral language 

continues to be represented as primitive in relation to print text reading and writing, albeit 

through the lens of recent literacy crises, through which orality is stripped of its living 

connections to myriad forms of cultural action (cf. Rasco; Roskos, Tabors, & Lenhart 

(2009)   

 Manufactured literacy crises force classrooms into increasingly direct approaches 

to literacy and orality, a process through which the social needs motivating acquisition of 

new capabilities ceases to belong to the student. Inauthentic cultural application of 

literacy results in broken promises (Graff, 2011), alienation (Heath, 1983), and violence 

(Stuckey,1990) toward those whom schools are meant to serve.  

Authentic cultural applications of literacy education have less to do with 

monolithic definitions of culture based on ethnicity or other identity factors and more to 

do with the choices people make on a day-to-day basis and the tools they acquire in the 

process. Cultural relevance in this connection involves recognition that tasks perceived as 

socially necessary optimize literacy development.  

In order to reach a wide variety of goals situated in communities of practice, 

people described in the cases acquired literacies without the token rewards or 

punishments ubiquitous in public education, with layer upon layer of observation and 

feedback both inside and outside their respective communities. Non-compulsory writing 

obviously depends upon oral communication and exemplifies the combination of 

practicality, connectedness, and multimodality of 21st century literacies. Cases of 

practice-oriented literacy illustrates the Vygotskian (1978) notion that economically, 

culturally, and educationally significant literacy skills are ‘collateral advantages’ of 

accomplishing tasks perceived as necessary for contemporary life. ‘Collateral advantage’ 

contrasts with‘collateral damage’ that accrues to students when inauthentic writing 

persistently and sometimes permanently shapes attitudes toward writing (Musgrave, 

1998).  
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Techno-social changes highlighted in the cases have serious consequences for 

“fluency with the tools of technology”l(NCTE, 2013, n.p.) such as writing and computer 

use. 21st century literacies were originally codified in response to the need for students to 

be able to use technology easily, but there is as much room to grow beyond fill-in-the-

blank paradigms of technology and writing (Applebee & Langer, 2011). In the “high-

stakes environment in which schools and teachers now function,” students rarely 

experience the transformative affordances traditionally associated with writing—“to 

study, learn, and go beyond” (Applebee & Langer, 2011, p. 26). In school, writing 

remains a skill largely disassociated from relevant social practices that writing optimally 

serves. Expanding opportunities for coding and other forms of writing demand an end to 

unnecessarily prescriptive instructional approaches and consideration of the social tasks 

that makes such difficult and rewarding practices necessary. . 

Students need meaningful exposure to the problem-solving and knowledge-

producing literacy practices of academic disciplines (Moje, 2008). They may not become 

multi-disciplinary experts, but their sustained engagement in socially relevant tasks can 

foster rapid, even rigorous literacy development. Such development, as seen in the cases 

of computer programming and Appalachian fiddling, results in movement from the 

periphery of a community of practice toward its center.  

The process of giving students access to expert knowledge is imperfect and 

subjective, but students developing literacies in order to do what they deem necessary can 

make teachers’ efforts go a long way. Even when available teaching was complicated by 

a teacher’s restraint, or even misinformation in the case of whiskey making, the 

orientation toward practice yielded not only effective learning but also a sense of 

independence and agency. 

It is not easy to sell practice-oriented literacy instruction amid heavy criticism of 

school’s effectiveness in promoting literacy (Au, 2011). Programs offering direct, 

unmediated fixes for persistent problems of student achievement, motivation, and access 

conveniently place responsibility for low achievement on students. Contemporary 

educational standards projects foster selection of ‘correct’ answers developed by others 

or writing to prompts disconnected from the problem-solving mindsets ostensibly 
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fostered by the new standards (Hillocks, 2002). What we need is a better understanding 

of the learners we serve and the authentically productive possibilities around us.  

 

  



29 

ORALITY, CULTURAL ACTION, AND LITERACY 

 

 

References 

Applebee, A. & Langer, J. (2011). A snapshot of writing instruction in middle schools 

and high schools. English Journal 100, 14-27. 

Au, W. (2011). Teaching under the new Taylorism: High-stakes testing and scientific 

management in the 21st century curriculum. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 

43(1), 25-45. 

Author A (2014). 

Author A & Colleague (2014). 

Author A & Colleague, under review).  

Barton, D. (1994). Literacy: An introduction to the ecology of the written language. 

Oxford, UK: Blackwell. 

Berliner, D. C. & Biddle,, B. J. (1995). The manufactured crisis: Myths, fraud, and the 

attack on America's public schools. New York, NY: Addison-Wesley. 

Britton, J. (1970). Language and learning. Hammondsworth, UK: Penguin. 

Carroll, J. A. (1981). Talking through the writing process. English Journal, 70(7), 100-

102. 

Cole, M. & Cole, J. (2006). Rethinking the Goody myth. In D. R. Olson & M. Cole 

(Eds.) Technology, literacy, and the evolution of society: Implications of the the 

work of Jack Goody. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.  

Coppola, & Daniels, (1996). The role of written and verbal expression in improving 

communication skills for students in an undergraduate chemistry program. 

http://wac.colostate.edu/atd/archives.cfm [full-text]. Language and Learning 

Across the Disciplines, 1(3), 67-86. 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed (M. Bergman, trans.). New York, NY: 

Bloomsbury.  

Goody, J. (2010). Myth, ritual, and the oral. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.  

Graff, H. J. (2010). The literacy myth at thirty. Journal of Social History, 43, 635-61. 

Graff, H. J. (2011). Literacy myths, legacies, and lessons: New studies on literacy. New 

Brunswick, NJ: Transaction.  



30 

ORALITY, CULTURAL ACTION, AND LITERACY 

 

Hartley, J. 2012. After ongism: The evolution of networked intelligence. In W. Ong, J. 

Hartley, J. A. (Eds.) Orality and literacy: The technologizing of the word (3rd 

ed.), New Accents, London: Routledge, pp. 205-221. 

Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life, and work in communities and 

classrooms. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press..  

Hillocks, G, Jr. (2002). The testing trap: How state writing assessments control learning. 

New York, NY: Teachers College Press.  

Horowitz, R. (2007). Talking texts. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Lave, J. & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. 

Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.  

Leftwich, B. (2011). Round Peak style old time fiddle. Pacific, MO: Mel Bay. 

Luria, A. R. (1976). Cognitive development: Its cultural and social foundations. 

Cambirdge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Moll, L. (Ed.)(1990). Vygotsky and education. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 

Press. 

Moje, E. B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in secondary literacy teaching and 

learning: A call for change. Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 52(2), 96-

107. 

Murray, D. M. (1972). Teaching writing as a process, not product. The Leaflet, 11-14. 

National Council of Teachers of English (2013). The NCTE definition of 21st century 

literacies. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncte.org/positions/statements/21stcentdefinition 

New London Group (1996). A pedagogy of multiliteracies: Designing social futures. 

Harvard Educational Review, 66(1), 60-92. 

Olson, D. R., & Torrance, N. G. (Eds.) (1991). Literacy and orality. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press 

Ong, W. J. (2002). Orality and literacy: The technologizing of the word. New York, NY: 

Routledge. 

Rasco, C. H. (2014). America’s literacy crisis: An overlooked epidemic [web article]. 

Media Planet: Literacy in America. Retrieved from 



31 

ORALITY, CULTURAL ACTION, AND LITERACY 

 

http://www.americanliteracynews.com/reading-fundamentals/americas-literacy-

crisis-an-overlooked-epidemic 

Roskos, K.A., Tabors, P.O., Lenhart, L.A. (2009). Oral Language and Early Literacy in 

Preschool (2nd ed.). Newwark, DE: International Reading Association. 

Rubin, D. L. (1985). Introduction: Ways of talking about talking and learning. In S. 

Hynds & D. Rubin (Eds.) Perspectives on talking and learning. Urbana, IL: NCTE 

Forum Series, pp. 1-20. 

Russell, D. R. (1991). Writing in the academic disciplines, 1870-1990: A curricular 

history. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press 

Scribner, S. & Cole, M. (1981). The psychology of literacy. Cambridge: Harvard 

University Press.  

Street, B. V. (1984). Literacy in theory and practice. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Turknett, J. (n.d.). The Old Time Jam. Retrieved from oldtimejam.com 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological 

processes (M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S. Scribner & E. Souberman., Eds.) (A. R. 

Luria, M. Lopez-Morillas & M. Cole [with J. V. Wertsch], Trans.) Cambridge, 

Mass.: Harvard University Press. (Original manuscripts [ca. 1930-1934])  

Wilkinson, A. (1965). The concept of oracy. English Journal, 59(1), 71-77. 

Yancey, K. B. (2009). Writing in the 21st century. Urbana, IL: National Council of 

Teachers of English 


