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The Politics of
Teaching
Literate Discourse

have encountered a certain sense of powerlessness and

paralysis among many sensitive and well-meaning liter-

acy educators who appear to be caught in the throes of a
dilemma. Alcthough their job is to teach literate discourse
styles to all of their students, they question whether that isa
task they can actually accomplish for poor students and stu-
dents of color. Furthermore, they question whether they are
acting as agents of oppression by insisting that students who
are not already a part of the “mainstream” learn that discourse.
Does it not smack of racism or classism to demand that these
students put aside the language of their homes and communi-
ties and adopt a discourse that is not only alien, but that has
often been instrumental in furthering their oppression? I hope
here to speak to and help dispel that sense of paralysis and
powerlessness and suggest a path of commitment and action
that not only frees teachers to teach what they know, but to do
so in a way that can transform and subsequently liberate their
students.

DiscouRrRSE, LITERACY, AND GEE

This article got its start as | pondered the dilemmas expressed
by educators. It continued to evolve when a colleague sent a
set of papers to me for comment. The papers, authored by lit-
eracy specialist James Paul Gee (“Literacy, Discourse, and Lin-
guistics: Introduction” and “What Is Literacy?”), are the lead
articles of a special issue of the Journal of Education” devoted
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