
Coleman’s fifth grade class where students were invited to express their learning and
understandings through multimodalities, including storytelling through visual images,
photography, and moviemaking. Thus, students who did not contribute to class via
conventional classroom talk could be understood through these alternative forms of
assessment as “successful.” This chapter included some discussion of teachers drawing on
students’ home experiences. Although we agree with this point, the relationship between
this and the overall focus of the chapter and book could have been made more explicit.

Ultimately, Schultz is interested in creating inclusive classrooms that are premised on
democratic practice in which students are treated with respect and dignity and afforded
opportunities to share and be heard through both talk and silence. For Schultz, attending
to the social production of silence and talk, success and failure in classrooms is not just a
matter of teaching and learning; it is a matter of social justice. As daunting as this project
is, Schultz makes it seem possible by offering guidance for teachers, teacher educators, and
researchers who strive to understand silence in all of its complexity.

This elaborate conceptualization of silence, though, makes it slippery. There were times
in the book when we wondered whether silence is something to be fixed or understood
and times when we wondered about the distinction between being silent, being silenced,
and being “simply dropped” (p. 113). Further, we were left wondering about the relation-
ships between silence and expression: Is nonverbal expression still silence? If silence is
simply the opposite of audible, then why does writing get taken up as not-silent? And if
writing is not-silent, then why is multimodal production silent? Or is it? We recognize that
the answers to these questions are likely just as complicated as the concept itself, and
overall we value the intricacy of Schultz’s claims. We expect that it is just this complexity
that will provoke pedagogical practices and scholarship that strive to increase participa-
tion, including but not limited to silent participation. Thus, Schultz’s book holds great
promise.
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Desi Land: Teen Culture, Class, and Success in Silicon Valley. Shalini Shankar. Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2008. 275 pp.
Reviewed by Roseann Liu, University of Pennsylvania

A cluster of stylish teen girls, lips glistening from a fresh application of Armani gloss,
settle into their social space on the quad—prime real estate in which to see and be seen.
Occupying a much less visible part of the school, in a back corner behind the “C” building,
are disaffected teens typified as outcasts because of their lack of style and social grace.
Altogether invisible to the school campus scene are members of the physics club, math
league, and debate team who congregate in empty science classrooms during lunchtime.
Although these appear to be typical scenes from high school, what differentiates these
South Asian youth is their struggle to navigate the rough waters of cultural politics. Living
in Silicon Valley during the height of the 1990s tech boom, these 1.5 and second-generation
Desis are redefining mainstream notions of success. Welcome to Desi Land.

Shalini Shankar refers to this landscape as Desi Land, for it invokes both the wonder of
Disneyland, and the deep-seated xenophobia of Dixieland. Desis, or people of South Asian
descent, in Silicon Valley embody both the hope of the American dream, and the con-
straints of race and class. For this multisited ethnography, Shankar spent 16 months
between 1999 and 2001 “kickin’ it” with Desi teens from middle-class and upper-middle-
class families at various community and family functions, and across three different high
schools—one serving mostly upper-middle-class students, two serving mostly middle-
class students, and all three racially diverse with large populations of South Asian stu-
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dents. In rich detail, Shankar elucidates how the social positioning of various cliques is
related to the mobilization of Desi culture and stereotypes. “Populars” are dubbed so not
only because of their conspicuous display of high-end brands but also, importantly,
because of their strategic display of Desi culture. In contrast, “FOBs” (“fresh off the boat”)
are indiscriminate about their use of heritage language and their display of cultural styles,
thus transgressing the unspoken expectation that ethnic displays be limited to Multicul-
tural Day celebrations held in the spring. “Geeks” embody and marshal the model minor-
ity myth, thus ratifying the notion that academic success is part of the genetic makeup of
Asian American students. While drawing on widely recognizable high school social types,
Shankar complicates these categories by describing what it means to be a “popular,”
“FOB,” or “geek” vis-à-vis one’s ethnic culture and language.

Particularly illuminating is Shankar’s discussion of the dialectic between the homeland
and host country as it is reified in Desi youth’s discussion of what is considered “FOBby”
and “tight.” FOBbiness is denoted as clumsy, awkward, and rural backwardness. The
counterpoint to this is “tight,” a certain urbane, sophisticated sensibility. Instead of assum-
ing Western hegemony, Shankar shows how Desi youth do not automatically equate
FOBbiness to all things South Asian, and tight to all things American. FOBbiness operates
as a “shifter” (p. 70), defined both contextually and relationally. Consequently, someone
born and raised in the United States can be more FOBby than someone from a cosmopoli-
tan city of South Asia.

Similarly, Shankar introduces the idea of “Desi bling” to once again show how Desi
youth’s consumptive practices are not simply a rejection of South Asian style and the
elevation of U.S. aesthetic. Rather, although Desi youth draw on the idea of hip-hop bling
(showy displays of diamonds and jewelry), they appropriate this style in a uniquely Desi
fashion (e.g., showy displays of gold jewelry, embroidered silks and gilded decorations
reminiscent of South Asian weddings [p. 84]). In this way, Shankar shows how the
blended cultural productions of Desi youth are captured by terms such as hybridity. At the
same time she attempts to recover hybridity from its romanticized notion of being a
perfect blend of East and West by asserting that “the idea of hybridity is itself reliant on
a series of polarities, in which marked aspects of Desi life stand in opposition to an
unmarked American mainstream” (p. 7). In other words, although Desi youth do not buy
wholesale into U.S. mainstream ideologies and styles, American-ness nevertheless serves
as the privileged unmarked category, which the incorporation of Desi-ness is referenced
against.

Although Shankar tantalizes the reader with flashes of insight early in the book, she
falls short of ethnographically exploring how Desi hybridity is constructed in relation to
the unmarked U.S. mainstream. A fuller exploration of how Desi social cliques are situated
in the larger high school social hierarchy would shed light on these “series of polarities
. . . [and the] unmarked American mainstream” (p. 7). An additional minor weakness of
the book is that Chapters 3 and 4 confuse the reader by conflating two different ideas and
subsuming them under the gloss, “language.” Chapter 3 argues that commodities become
socially significant as talk about these objects are recycled by family members. Chapter 4
discusses how Desi youth engage in code switching and code mixing between their
heritage language and English. Although Shankar refers to talk about commodities as
“language,” referring to this as “speech acts” might better serve her purpose. Using the
term speech acts more accurately emphasizes the main point of Chapter 3—that speech
about objects can serve as social indexicals, marking Desi youth as particular kinds of
people.

Of particular interest to educators is the discussion in Chapter 6 that shows how the
model minority myth prevents disaffected Asian American youth from receiving the extra
support that is siphoned to historically “at-risk” racial groups. Additionally, educators and
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researchers will find especially helpful Appendixes 1–4 that include interview and survey
instruments used in this study.

Overall, Desi Land is a highly enjoyable read, achieving the difficult challenge of
providing both highly accessible ideas to lay readers and intellectual fodder for social
scientists. Shankar paints a sensitive and nuanced portrait of Desi youth struggling to
define what it means to live “the good life” in the booming era of Silicon Valley.
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Using Social Theory in Educational Research: A Practical Guide. Mark Dressman. New York:
Routledge, 2008. 173 pp.
Reviewed by David E. Long, Valdosta State University

Mark Dressman’s Using Social Theory in Educational Research: A Practical Guide provides a
concise and easily accessible text for students and researchers interested in the founda-
tions of social theory, the contexts in which it is currently used, and the future directions
it should take. Starting with his premises that “data never speak for themselves,” and
“research is a rhetorical activity,” Dressman makes a compelling claim for grounding
education research solidly in the larger theoretical traditions within the social sciences.

Using Social Theory is organized in a handbook fashion. Although not explicitly divided
as such, the book reads in two parts—a historical and sociopolitical context for social
theory, and a practical and enjoyable case study that follows a novice researcher through
the reflexive process of setting up, conducting, and then writing about his or her research.
These portions are followed by a recapitulation and coda, in which Dressman makes a call
for reunifying quantitative and qualitative studies in education.

In the first chapter, historical contexts for major social theories are delineated and
interrelated. Although one may quibble with the arrangement and focus on early theo-
retical traditions, Dressman does well to include a sizable commentary on the more recent
developments within poststructuralism and actor-network theory as they have been
increasingly used in education research. Next, Dressman discusses the rhetorical tradi-
tions within education research, spending a good bit of time establishing, entrenching,
and setting at odds purely quantitative and qualitative research practices. Following the
rise of each methodological perspective and the relative political influence they have had
within educational research, Dressman spends time discussing Toulmin’s Uses of Argu-
ment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1958). In doing so, he demonstrates the
clear need for understanding the basis and limits of truth claims in education research, and
how both qualitative and quantitative researchers are each better served working prag-
matically toward complementary ends.

Chapters 3 and 4 follow a novice researcher, Rick Chavez, in a case study as he
identifies the need for a theoretical research framework to complete a graduate research
project that ultimately is worked up to a published piece. In so doing, Using Social Theory
provides a clear example for readers struggling with similar challenges, as Chavez’s
narrative is highly reflexive. Dressman intersperses his own experiences and gives addi-
tional sociohistorical context in parallel prose, which works well against the narrative of
practice illustrated by Chavez. As Chavez encounters challenges along his way, Dressman
draws on his own experience to contextualize Chavez’s work.

Using Social Theory wraps up with a discussion synthesizing the sociocultural context
set in the beginning of the book with Rick Chavez’s personal experience against Dress-
man’s two-pronged thesis. Although Dressman’s exposition clearly shows the need for a
researcher to consider why data never speak for themselves, the problem remains of what
compels and grounds a novice researcher to enter the field of research practice attuned to
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