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Those familiar with the recent work of Jim Gee will not be surprised by Situated Language and Learning, since it pulls together a number of themes and theories that have already been rehearsed elsewhere (Gee, 1999; Gee, 2003).  In this book, Gee summarises and synthesises his ideas and presents them in a readable but challenging way.  In short, his main thesis is predicated on the idea that how people learn when playing video games is motivated, efficient and effective and that the ways in which this learning takes place offer us insights that can be transferred to other contexts.  For Gee, the video game represents an optimal learning environment and a ‘level playing field’ for those with different degrees of prior experience and aptitude. So although he argues here, and elsewhere (Gee, 2003) that we can and do learn important things from playing video games, this is only part of a larger argument that uses video gaming in a more metaphorical sense, and in a way that highlights why schools are failing pupils.
In contrast to his previous book, What video games have to teach us about learning and literacy (Gee, 2003), which forefronts engagement with video games, this book begins with language and literacy, and a view of learning as a socio-cultural process. Gee introduces video games and other examples of situated learning bit by bit in order to develop his ideas.  The result may, in the end, make these ideas more accessible to those in literacy education and particularly those interested in developing a critique of dominant ideologies in policy and curriculum. After a brief introductory chapter in which Gee sets out his stall – a 12 item list (long lists are a feature of Gee’s work) – he launches straight into a blistering critique of the debate about reading failure.  This polemical chapter places current obsessions about phonics in the bigger picture of the relationship between schooling, literacy policy and pupils’ diverse social, cultural and linguistic capital.  Gee provides a systematic and sustained argument which avoids getting tangled up in technical detail or bogged down in research findings.  This chapter is refreshing, provocative and at the same time easy to follow.
Chapter Three, looks at why education systems repeatedly fail particular groups of pupils.  Although Gee’s examples are drawn from the American context, the parallels are clear enough as he explores how some children come to school with ‘the prototypes of academic language’, and others have sophisticated language resources that are not recognised in classrooms. Not unsurprisingly, he comes to the conclusion that schools are often perceived as being ‘hostile, alien or oppressive’ to some children’s home-based identities; and since identity and identification are essential features of much learning theory, including Gee’s own, valuing or including these identities is a pre-requisite to accessing the academic language which is central to school success.  Of course, none of this is new, but Gee’s closing remarks in this chapter take the argument a step further by suggesting that an increasing number of children are alienated from school life because the learning environments that they encounter in new media and digital technology are so much more sophisticated than most classrooms (a view also found in the work of Lankshear and Knobel, 2003). 
In Chapters Four and Five, the author draws on his extensive knowledge of playing real time strategy games to illustrate and develop his theories of learning and to contrast them with school learning. He provides a convincing argument for why simulations are an important part of learning before moving on to his piece de resistance – the learning principles that are embedded in video games, which he believes can be transferred to other contexts. There are 25 of these (impossible to summarise here, but well worth considering) and they differ somewhat from the 36 found in the appendix of What video games have to teach us about learning and literacy (Gee, 2003), but cover the same territory.
This takes Gee into the topic of ‘affinity spaces’ which he poses as an alternative to the idea of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991).  As Wenger (1998) has shown, the notion of a community of practice is helpful in describing work-group and institutional learning in close-knit social settings. But Gee’s idea of affinity spaces is a more powerful model for explaining networked learning in which real and virtual spaces become a focal point for task-based interaction and affiliation. He lists 11 features of affinity spaces to show how they promote purposeful interaction and learning.  So, how do these features compare with today’s classrooms?  Unfavourably, is Gee’s answer, as he suggest that young people are introduced to more attractive affinity spaces and more powerful approaches to learning elsewhere.
The alluringly titled seventh chapter ‘Shape-shifting portfolio people’ takes us into the arena of social change.  It begins by restating the ways in which identity is pivotal in learning specialist academic language.  Gee suggests that learners must first recognise and understand the identities and activities associated with that language, and then see them as worthwhile, and finally believe that they can have access to them.  This works well as a way of theorising the problems and tensions that some students experience in moving from everyday to academic discourses. But the argument is developed further as Gee speculates about wide-reaching social change, the emergence of new capitalism and the changing requirements for success or survival in these new contexts.  
The material here is thought-provoking as Gee begins to consolidate his critique of schooling.  There are two central concepts here:
· Schools offer an outmoded curriculum and outmoded learning models that do little to help some, and compound the disadvantages of others.

· New capitalism ‘needs’ the kinds of identities and activities that new technology (particular video games) promotes.

Whilst the first of these is a radical, and rather uncompromising standpoint, it is carefully argued and, on the basis of this, convincing.  In contrast, the second concept is more problematic. When Gee writes:
…thanks to modern technology, young people today are often exposed outside of school to processes of learning that are deeper and richer than the forms of learning to which they are exposed in schools.

(Gee, 2004:107)

We are left with a sense of utopian zeal.  Is that all young people, and all facets of modern technology? Evidently, not.  What if we don’t have the motivation for sustained engagement with WarCraftIII or curriculum algebra?  Surely, the variations here warrant careful examination. Gee also argues that technologies are always neutral and value free (Chapter 3), and firmly believes that the design principles of video games are sophisticated, and need to be, because of market forces of new capitalism. Are we then to infer that new capitalism is a benign force?  According to Gee, it spawns a technology and environments that are good for learning; it demands a new kind of social agent, a shape-shifter with a portfolio of experiences, skills and achievements; and ignores the social categories of race, class and gender.  Does this stand up to scrutiny?  Whilst these are useful ideas to juggle with, it seems to me that Gee has used broad brush strokes to develop a critique that now demands some closer examination.
Despite this, Situated Language and Learning is an important book and one that challenges us to think about learning, language and literacy in new ways. It offers a sustained critique of traditional schooling, suggesting that new approaches to phonics training, catch-up programmes, and the whole apparatus of local and national strategies miss the point when attempting to raise attainment and meet the needs of young learners. A more informed analysis of how and why we learn, accompanied by an acknowledgement of the complexities involved in moving from everyday language into specialist academic language are indeed an alternative starting point.   
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