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: LITERACY AS INTERETHNLC COMMUNICATION: 7(
;o AN ATHABASKAN CASE ‘

N

- -~ Roh Scollon E ; }
Suzanne B. K. Scq)lon

e

- Qi;course'and fiteracx

vTwo themes currently underlie.much interest and activity in 1nterd1sc1}
plinary work’involving educatien'and Tinguistics. .A strong ‘C}SFGSt has hien
‘ developing in the study‘of discourse eSpectélly in Interethnic communicagion.
o (gThe work of(?ymperz (Eumberz and Roberﬁ{i?é?&, Gumperz 1977a, 1977b) has fo-
cused on communication between ethnic gro&bs’as the most productive.arena jh

which to gain insights into the signaling ﬁechanisms by which speakers com-
municate information about messages in discourse Rac1e1 and ethnic stereo-

i >~L}
typing have béen shOWn to deVelop n 1ntéretﬁniq\cemmuntcatjon by 1nferences\\)7

e

o s
which relate directly to the discourse 5trueture . i R

-

-y X

A second theme has developed around the 1ssqe of literacy. Variousyre?’
: P

. searchers (S&(;bner and,Cole 1978a, Goody 1977, Olson 1977, in press) Have
-~ begun pointing out the dentrality of a bartfcu]ar,yiew of reading ard writing
to education tn America Others (é?ace,fn press) have. shown thak/this view

’-

< also permeates work 1n linguistics.. We have begun to see that/we -have taken

2 particular deel of prose stylﬁ as the central, organizin model of our A

“ v

view of+language. From this view has evolved a complex of theoretical and

* educational positdons that we are now seeking tb unravel/

'f R In this paper we will suggest first that the essay+st prose style which
we have taken as our model of 11teraqy 1s to a large e£%ent defined by dis-
courée properties We will thgp take a special case of interethnic discourse,
Athabaskan~English “interethnic communicat&on, and shows how differences in q}§~

J
) course patterns result in different conVersatioﬁgl Anferences and 1n ethnic

<. group stereotyping Then we will suggest that becaus the Yiscourse patterns
. . \ N !
4 4 . ‘,-*- . . !
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o + ¢ of.the essayist étyle of writing are basically the same as those-of the Eng-
- : - . . ] . \ »
lisﬁ;fpeake( in Athabaskan-gnglish communication, the Athabaskan experiences

lippvmty as an instance of'Athabaskan—Englﬁsh intereﬁhnic_cmunuhicationl
From this we suggest that because learning to read and write in the essayist

manner {is in fact learning new patterns of discourse, literacy for an Atha-

~ . ¢ -

. | baskan is experienced as a change in ethn%city. We close ‘then by explaining

r

a known case of Athabaskan literacy ag being very different structurally from

’ essayjst literacy. .

- v

Varieties of litgracy . ' .

-

“As we wqfk into dur understand&ng of literac& three areag of insight are
deVeloping: the @1stor1cél, the tomparative, andfthe developmental. fn
Edropeén hiftory we ﬁoﬁ'see éséayist 1itetacy 7§ a relative dateable phenome-
q;n. It shares with many other‘developments,é comﬂon_orientation and a com-

. ' mJﬁ past;' At the same time Mheﬁ wé compare/Eurobean literaéy with Asfan 1it-
' /‘ 'éracy we-séé that, the existe?ce of two majbr.orientat1ons to the written word

are not necesaarily mutua11y exclusive wﬂthin one soc1ety nor sequentially
P : gelated as historical develomnents Finally as we look at the development. of
A literacy in former]y oral societies wg see tha‘ there may be diffe?éntia] dis-

tribution of 11teracy styles ~ In 7fher to understand 11teracy'as | problem of

Ve
N . .
interethnic communlcatign we‘firsu nged to understand some of the relevant_
N stfucturql differefices among ty7és of lipéracy. | | . {
The Enlightenment disdbntinufﬁ/ ' I
) Much of whdt we Yake for granted in our contemporary world came into
o, . existence around 200 years/égo as part o? a general“‘edrganization o% Euro—
. pean knowledge structures/ In a series of hooks Foucault (1973, 1976, 1977a,
~ . 1977b) ;:;)tjed togethe the beginning of what he ca1ls an ‘episteme.' He
‘-- _,/ ' () ’
T‘ // N , [
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sees as related the development of the modern Sing Sing style prison atter
the model of Jeramy Bentham, the woykhouse, the modern pub]i;/kchéol and
examination system. the m111fhry review, tﬁe zoo]ogfﬁal’gard,n and botanical
gérden, bistoricalfcomparative lidquistics and the modern concept of litera-
puré aﬁﬁfe§s§yist prose. Although his argument is émnpléx and not without
fnfern§g problems, 1t is 1mpdr£ant to see In these devglopments a similar -

orientation to knowledge The idea of the modern prison is the same as that

of the .workhouse or chtory A single observer may watch, and through watch-

ing control, the acti&ity of a 1arg;_group of people. People are arranged
as entities disp]ayed in separate cells or work}né positions which by their
arrangemeht display Lhd ordering of the penal or productive system.

A zoo, a garderr or a m111tary review is much the same in its orderly

display to the view of the ruling mind which orders and arranges the. system

~The visual domain s the. organizing domain. Other relationships are sub-

ord;nated The 1ogic of r?Jationsh1ps between spec1es and genera on the\\_
b$§1s of morpho]ogy is paralleled in natural history, comparat1ve Tinguis-
tics, and penal discipline A rose is related to other p]ants/ not to {Le
soil 1n which it gron\ A horse is re]ated to mammals, not to the graéses '

it gqts. In writing what becoffes sign1fic$ht are the grammatical relation-

TNy

sh1p51thﬁernal to the text. The relationship of the ﬁext to the world of
action 1s subordinated to its internal arrangements.-~
/] Goody (1977) has argued that literacy leads to organ1zat10n’py‘c1ass1w

f1catfbn_through the access to display of\grder'that the v}sﬁal mode b 0-

vides .. Th@»veorgan12at1oﬁ that whs experienced 1n'Eur0pe Some 200 year§ ago

could then be seer| as a historical: outcome of 11teracy, or to be more exact,-

w1despread 1iteracy, “Ong (1958, 1967, 1977) has argued that this new orien-

tation to %anguage and thought was a result of pr1nt1ng whiich faci]itated both

N . N ' \

. . \ .
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visual display and highly acqurate repl1cat106i With pfihtiﬁg that visual
‘display became'agcess1b1e to a much larger audiencen .

Another important factor in the Edropean-reorganizdtionlqf'knoyledge ),
was the meghodism of Peter Ramus. 'Ong-k]958) discusses the great 1nfiuence

that Ramus and his foallowers had in organ1zing,sch0'11ng and pedagogy in

Europe around order]ynnmethod1zed' visual displaga: The ,emphasis in school-

fng bn organizing knowledge paralleled the vi of lanquage as part of this

wor}a of know]édge.. Language came to be viewed a3 primdrily visual’, What
//;‘)13 as »{Htmg3 as quh1y organized or grammatic%
presentation of-th natural order of the universe.

LY

and as a transparent re-

Plson (1977, in press) has associated thié\reorientation of language

towafd the text with fhf; somewhat earl{er ProteStant reform mer{nents in -

~ Europe, and especially with the work of Luther. For Luther the text‘was
supreme. Salvation was to be achieQed through a deeper readingl of the text, ~ »
'not by refefgnce fo knowledge found ou€s1de fhe text. He goef/én to‘tompare

I\"this orientation to the exp11tit staté!bnts of the Royal Society of Lopdon

- \khat all text which'was not clear and sufficient in its own njght was to

-

be rejected from their preceedings. -
RN ¥ ’ L
Although the reasons are not all clear, 1t seems now that by 200 years
‘ >
ago, European knawledge had been reorganized in such a*way thqt nature was .

» 4

taken as lawful, orderly, and independent of human activities. Language as

J

. a part of nature was také* to share these properties. At the same time

]anguége was seen as the clear reflection pf the ordgrliness of the‘natural
world. A1l instances of language that showed these properties of clarity

\’[“ ’ - A

- . . .
and transparency were judged as natural. Language that was unclear, con-

N (textual, symbolic, or not strictly grammatical was judged unnatural and by
. - the wisdom of the Enlightenment an offense of God's natural law. Itywas in
s 7
x !
4 N 7 _ -
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S
this 1ntellectuul atmosphere that QPQ tnglish essaxlst prose’ st lbékanw

qenshriqu as the natQ:al means for- the expressidn of truth and knowlodge It
became both the medium and the ultimate goal of 'schooling. Access to know-
ledge has been geen as isomorphic with fluency in thé essayist ltyle for

-(\ : 200’y¢aks now in Europe and ‘it is. because of this that the reEeng'decline in

( eésayﬂst 11teracj has béen viewed as the decline of kﬁbwfedge itself.
o . .

Chinese 1iteracy
. o
It is striking how 1ittle Asian literacy is mentioned in general dis-

cussions of literacy. ™What we wish to add here 1is just the suggestion.that

.
~

this in itself is an indication of the neaf1y complete identification of

N literacy with ghe Europe?n essayist style. ” . .’f. o )
There have been at least }wo strong and ancjent literacy traditions in Vo
Cﬁiﬁa, the Confucianist and the Buddhist. 0'Harrow (1978) has.argued that

,‘ because of important differences in these traditians, Buddhist ligsracy‘was
disse;iﬁated th%oughout As{a and became the source Yof popular 1iteracy move- v
\, Ments, while Confucianiﬁt literacy. remained the Titeracy of a powerful bureau-
cratic elfite. ~A'ccording to O'Harrow, Céhfucianist literacy was much like essay-

ist literacy in Europe. It emphasized the text as absolute and inviolable.

7

’ . . S ¢ -
’ NoCcopjes were allowed to be made\that were not made not made exactly and
'Jf e!egant]y. Calligraphy Qgg emphasized so that even the aesthetic appearance of \
« . by < &« ~ \ ’ -
the text would be reproduced. This kept literacy effectively restricted to an -

elite group of court tra1nqd'scﬁolars who were the instruments of thexdistnj;

butiqﬁ of court power. Literacy was transmitted through obedience, tr91n1ng

Lo ¢
. . -and normative standards

. o 1)
: Buddhist 1iteracy, on the other hand, was characterized by a 1oo§$ness in
regards to the teyi.- Oral 1nterpretat10n and elaboration were necessary for -

" .understanding. Not only copying for dissemination, but also translation, were

-5 8 , AR
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fostered. It was in this tolerance of deviation from the original text that
the nay was opened for bopular.literacy movements, Anyone could write who
chose ﬁp-ano o1t1mate1y's€nnpts developed Whtgh were only d1stant1y related
to the originals. - ,,Q‘ ' v .4 ‘
It 1s probably dangerous to seek too many paraTﬁels in the West or to
| develop(these differences further here. what seems sign1f1cant to us is that
both of these traditions were developed throughout Asia and as far as we know
y/were never strictly 1n competition There was probably somethlng more like a
functional,;pecialization of these types of Titeracy,than>the enshrinement of
one type'as the only access to knowledge. f“hle suggest that in oor search fon
understanding ofs the dominance of essayist literacy in European society it i

will B important. to 1oak-furthe¢\1nto traditions outside of Europe. |
/7 s , . < / .
» \\ .
The ro]e of scr{pts L .

‘We have suggested, fo]lowing 0' Harrow, that the development of popular;
~Titeracy and scr1pts im Asia evolved out of the Buddhist literacy tradition
and its open attitude toward change and innovation. Chao (1968) has argued
that the use of Chinese writing while it may greatTy 1ncreas€fearmng t1me
‘ gives a facility in reading_that more than compensatés for the effort¢spent
1n‘1ea:n?ng. Havelock (1963) has zttributed the development of Greek thought
in the early period'to the development of alphabetic writ;ng and elthough ,
Goody ano Watt (1963f continued this argument,.Goody (1968, 1977) more re-
cent]y has'played doﬁn the_importance of the actoal script.
= Because some taseg of native Ametican literacy have involved non-alpha-
betic scnipts it seems important to keeb'this arend open for investigation.
The ;yllabic script developed by the Wesleyan missionary Evans has been used
widely 1& Canada by the Crees, for whom it was {nvented, but also Chipewyans -
”"ahd'Inujtn In the Kutchin area McQona1d (1911) developed an alphobetic
_ L- .{) 2.. - :
6 | | o

“ T
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~system but 1n51$ted'that'his experience had Ted him to fee]l that only a syl-
labary was effective. in teaching literacy. The*]ongstanding strength Kut-
chin literacy in the systém developed n{ McDonald aQteste to factors that we

must seek to understand . ’\

Vai literacy

i W

* In an attempt td-begin to sorﬁ;out the range of factors relating literacy,
schoo]ing,-and.coghition, Scribner and‘Cole (1978a, 1978b) have been involved
1n a study of literacy 1n»Afr1ca. .There they have described a situation in
which three types of 1{£eracy exist together. The Vai script 1s.phonetic and
"ha} been used for over a cenrury for persona] and,vi]]age”public needs.) It
is Tearned in informal contexts without schooling. Arabic }iteracy is asso-
clated with the iearning of the Qur'an-and is learned through a long process
| -of schooling which consists to an important ertent of the memorizatron of the
er'an. English 1iferacy is sssoeiated with sehooling odtside the village.
Students go awey to school and 1earn English as part of a full 12-year cur-
riculum in European education. . ’ ” ¢

’gtr¢Qner and Cole have described important functional difference in these
Titeracies. They are dsed'different]y and learned different]y. They further
argue that thzre are 1mportant cognitive";anequences of these literacies.

n

They have sh the best experimental evidence to date that there are‘language

- and cognitdve skills that are directly related to reading and writing. In

this pdper our interest is not in the cognitivehéonsequences of Titeracy but
ragher in the social consequences. Wé are concerned wigp seeing how a par- -,
icular form of literacy is related to persona] and social identity. From

Scribner and Cble's work it is clear that there is some social distribution



\

.+, of the three literacies of the Vai and it is our goal tu Syggest thal the
. . * X . . . -

factons that associate Ehg%é;h schooltng with essayist literacy are facters
/ *

v relating to discourse.

Essayist literacy as. discourse patterns - _ ' . A .

Both from the histOry of fiteracy in the western world (Goody 1977) and
"~ from Scribner and Cole-srwork in Africa it 15 clear that as e/new phenomendﬁ. '

1iterhcy is redically disﬁdéiated from TangUage as text. The first uses of

>

writing have historfcally been the preparation of various kinds ofl]ists.

Language as 1abe1 has been the entrance of writing into relation with speech. N
/

After a period,of timé the earliest uses of writiné to represent longer stretches

-

of speech have been in. such things as recipes or. 1etters For the Vai it is

-~

the newest form of literacy, the Vai script, that Js used 1n th1s f@nction

-

We would suggest that at the begipning writing 1s highly decontextua11zed in
g , \ A

its separation from speech. The objects listed occur in their juxtgbosition

1]
-

only on the list, not 1n£ature The kings 1isted in succession ':o/pmwand

\ | _
could not ever s/;nd 1n a represeptative 1jne * As writing is used for letters,

_speaking and wrttiﬁg beCOme more close]y aPigned It is speaking that dictates
the form of the written\ge§t The fina1 deVe]opment that fo]]ows, at least

-1n Europe, has been the transformation of discourse into the decontextuaﬂiia—

-~ . : \ I}

tion of writing. *
: . I

Decontextualization of discourse ‘- ' , v

We have discussed above some of the chgnges in writing in the shift to
essay1st 11teracy The 1dea1 text 1s closed to alternative interpretation.
It. 15 nonind%?ical Nothling outside the text 1is 2§~98d for interpretation.
These factors have 1mp0rtgnt implications for the discourse structure The

\“>‘ ‘ 1mportant:re1ationsh1ps "to be signaled are those between sentence and -

. . i ) . -
. . ~
- . ‘ .
- - a : : . ’ ‘1
a ) : » -
’
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sentence, not those batween §peakers noy those between_séntence and speaker.
i C \
As reader this requires a constant monitoring of grammatical and lexical in-

o

' formation. In spoken discourse the listener cap get a good bit of the mean-
ing from the context. In reading essayist prose the clues to interpretation

&+

hre in the text itself.

-

4 . . )
In‘pssay1st prose new and given information are signaled syntactically

and ]exically, not prosodically ae‘in‘[nglish speech. This requires'a higher
attention to syntax and especially to sequent1al reTations aMong sente{ges
'At the same time there 13 a higher percentage of new information in essayist
~ prose. As Cook-Gumperz and Gumperz (1978) point out it takes much Tonger to

say something than to read an equivalent written statement. This difference
1ﬁ redundancy requires a much -higher degree of attEni1on to eséayist,prose

S than to speech. . ;: g : : ‘//

" ) With the Hé1ghtened ?mphasis on_truth value réthep~than social ﬁhrihe—

torical conditions comes a necessity to be explicit about 1ogica1 implica- ' (::?

tions. . In éssayist prose the log1ca{*‘élat10ns of sentences must be exp]i-

attention as wel] as the mon1-

~NP

v - A significant aspect of the essayist prose st e 15 the fictiondlization
) "

~ z\\c1t1y mé?ked which again requires a 'heighte i?i

- torihg of longer sequéntes of text.

of,both fha\gggif?ce (Ong 1977) and the author (Foucau1t 1977b). We-have

-said that w1th1n the essay1st text it is the text 1tse1f that prov1des the

. ¥

. - conptexts for the 1nterpretation of the text. Rather than saying it is de-
. a‘ > contextualtgad we might say 1t is ref]exivegy contextualized. Tﬁis same -
— relationship a{}o holds true between texts. Ong (1977) has argued that writing
L only peaks to<£f‘\? writing. The procesi\of reflexive c0ntextua11zat10n . (\\

continues ‘outside® *the text 1nto the universe of writing. The reader ‘of an

. essayist text is not an ordinary human being. It is. an 1dealization, a
. . ' /\ : ) /! ) '
S

£
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rational mind formed by thegrational body of knowledge of which‘tgg essay
Ve . ' ‘ - A
- o ? * ok ,_bt
- is.a part. The veader 1s not allowed lapses of attention or idioSyncracies.

. . . ) .
By the same token the author is a fiction.. The author as person by a process

of writing and edit\;j—seeks to achieve a state Qf_se]f-effacemént. The au-

thor igggs to write a cikar communication from rational mind to rational .

mind. It s asgymed in this fictionalization of author and audience that any

° 3 . v .
~ obstruction in the pure view of truth is the result of faults in the “text,

. in its being less than a perfect rgﬁfesentatjonlof knowledge. In this pro-_~ -

T bJ

™NLg k ‘ ‘, i . . ‘
. ceé%-of yefinement each text speaks to each previously created text and the

~
-

author and reader stand to the discourses of text as human facilitators. ~

I /

/‘

Preparation for 1iteracy !

Cook-Gumperz (19785 H&; ﬁﬂggested that typical ipteractive styles in
schqpling serve as preparation for literacy. She arfgues that features such
. as teachers calling for'close attention ‘before giving, verb nstructions
hightight The child's focus upon the pugély Tinguistic ‘s of the message. - .
This pfeparqs»the way for literacy which as we havg/gﬁﬁﬁégfed above requires | fq
heightened attentign to severa] aspeéts of the 11n6u15t1c code. As Cook-

Gumperz argues, this increased depenqehce on the lingd&stic code actually is
unproductive for children at f1rst(and places the teacher in a double/bfnd

§1tuat10n. The teacher must 1ns;gt on a type of decontextualization‘that in
the-onganghgghooT' is less useful than the highly contextualized peer-

Style '1nt;ara¢t10n. 4 | ’l .
_dOné detail which Cbok—Gumperz notes that is of 1nteres{ﬁby comparison |
with Foucad:l's work is the teacher's insistence that good posture is an
essential aspect of paying attention. Foucault (19Z€§£ has-aréued that the

military review is tQP1mateJy related to the generé%‘?borganizat1on of

i <
E 10



e s

& Rl

-

knowledge thﬁt‘produced the essdyist prgse style. In Yhe same wafrghgt the
author as perﬁon 1s-fu11y\effaced‘in the essay, the §oldier és bersdﬂ 1*§[‘?1y
effacednih the military review as 1s the child as person in the School:exam.
What 1s presented to thexkgling gaze is a pure representation of internalized
rational knowledge. . ) B A .

- We wou]d-11ke to take Cook—Gumperz‘§ idea a 1ittle further and suggest
several ways in which patterns of linguistic socialization Jn the child's

\1ife before school aretcohffnuous with the school preparation for literacy in |
many segments of western Sociely; In earlier work Scollon (1976) proposed the
term 'vertical construction' foé the interactions of one year olds involving

éingle words that are the structural forerunners of the multiple work con-
iy

structions of later syntactic déve]opment. Bloom (1973) also saw the im-
;o}tancé of these but did not feel that they were in themselQ;s syntactic de-
velopments. Sevdral other recent studies have put this discussion into relief
against a broader question, that of different strategies of language learning.
Peters (1977, 1}78) has described a child who took a more ho]istic approach to
structural development than\nahybeen represented in the 11terature Generally
he was not ana]ytica] His 1onger melodic strings were contrasted with those

of most of the chi]dren in previous descriptions. Thisrled Peters to suggest

' that 1anguage learning was approachable by children through a variety of -

4

routes, all equally successful. D

About the same time N%lson (1975) began to write that in her work she had’
observed that children fell into two groups which she caTled_ref;ren%1a1 and .
expressive. The former favored nomiﬁals while the latter favored forms that
expressed sacial and persoﬁa] attitudes. WhiTe these distinctions were not

/

absolute, that is, all referential children had expressive terms and vice

R . 1‘1
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&  versa, there was an important assoctation with t@g expectations of parents

or caregivers. What was crucial was a\na{sﬁjpg'of thencarbgivérsf expecta-
t

" tions-and the child:s strategy. : . ’

Whi e Peteni and/Nélson were suggesting a .much greater variability among
language learning patterns, in our own work at Fort Ch1pewyan,‘A1beFta (Scollon

“and Scollon 1979a) we found that 1nteréct10ns between ‘source and the learner
: \

' »
WGrf much less critical than we had assumed <in natural learning situations.
If we Took back ‘at the concept of the vertical construction it can now
be suggesteg that 1ts function is not in fact syntactical preparation as such.

but preparation for literaty. In thé earliest vertical constructions a chi]d
' b

\:I begins by speaking. This is usually & single ;Brd and corresponds to.a noun.

k*k) \In the adult system. The adult's response calls_for a comment. It is a 50-

~I
‘lhat?' question. The child responds with an answer. The&} topic-comment se-

{

quences are at firgt jointly produced but with tiesbz:;/child is able to say

both the topic and'tpe comment within-a single pros group. At that stage

N f
_the. adu¥t calls for sequences of longer constructions.

~

In terms of the discussion of essayist prose as discourse we can see this

-~

. vertical consgiuction as calling for new information. The vertical construc-

tion is an effective mechanism for upgrading the information load exdressible
v .

\:by the child. At first the adult bridges beéween the given and new informa-
tion. Then the child accomblishes this. bridging.. At first the bridging is 4
«  tentative: The words are uttered with pauses, each word in a séperate intona-
tion group. Then as the child succeeds in grouping given and new information

_ #
intonationally, the adult keeps pulling for higher and higher percentages of.

{

‘ L] 4 . . .
new information until ultimately the prose of adult essayist style is reached. -
. ) ’
- We sea first vertical constructions on a continuum of adult.guided preparation:
~ ' -

for highly decontextualized adult literacy.

W F
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In other wqys this same preparation for 11tera(y 1s emphas%zed Parents'
. d1ar1es are 1ntense1y 11terate not only 1n mode]ing 11teracy for: children but
by their focus on the first iptelligdble words‘of the}bpild Ihe.child sees
the high value placed, not on Lonmnulicatlon in general. Yhis has gone on for
S SD@N/ydme befbre ‘the first clear 1nstances of adu]t 1ike words (Halliday 1975)
| what theech11d not1ces s the emphasis on words. What is recorded is the tlear,
“ the explicit, the non-c0n£ertuel. : - . ’ ‘
More‘vadous training fs found 1n reading for chi1dren; The prosodice
structures of -stories read out loud provide an 1ntermed1ate prosody between
spoken ‘discourse and written diseourse As the prosodic. eontextua]ilatlgn
cues are leve]ed in this form of reddlng, tnyrch11d beeomes more and more de-
pendent_on(the grammar $p provide meahing, especially meaning about the 1n-
sformation structure of the text. . , G
" As we Took at.the literature on 1anggage gcquisirion over the‘past decade
_-“4&‘50 we can see that the shift from studies of grammatical structure to
studies f discourse anq the context of tommun1eat10n are;para]]gﬁing the pre-
sent 1n§eres£ in undersfand1ng the"dom1nance of.the pssayfst prose style in
European—schooling We would suggest as we have e]sewhere (Scol]on and Scol-
1 {979b) that much of the discussion gf the acqu1s1t1on of languagé could
be nicely rephrased as_ the preparation forﬁl1teracy. The stages and strateg1es
of Tanguage development that at first appeared ‘universal and then appeared
R almost irre]evant may now turn out to be necessary preparation for a parti-
| cular’%ype of 11teracy We suggest that in western 11terate soc1ety, at
- : ;]east until recently, the child has gotten guidance from the earliest period
L~ - in life in thefd1$course structures of literacy which enable a.reasonably
conrjnuous transition fron speaking and hearing to writing and reading in

school.'
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B - Discourse in interethnic communication, Athpbagkan«[ng}i?h ‘ : R
";', " One implication of whatswi have said about preparation for ligeracy fs
! ‘ N , . - ~\\_ * -
that where this preparatioy‘T! absent, lif@racy will develop only with dit-
/.y - Flculty. This 1J because the d{i::ursgwitructures upon which literacy is
?ﬁ ; fﬁ?b@sedhare'leaﬁﬁed very ean&y>a§'part of the child's soc1a1$zat1on to a cul-
o . ’; B . ) i . ) . . -
S Y I N - .
f4r 4 7Y tural world and as- part of the child's identity as a person. .Learning/new

)

discourse pattérns is tantamount to learnihg a new ideﬁ%f%y and, as_ye'know, 7

/y; this~is not done easily. In fact we believe it takes an equally deep 1qrolve-

f:sz '{f ment 1n the new identity over a comparable period-of time for a newt identity
! to develdp. , ) v '
| S | ‘ A
5 We fntend to argue ?hdt the discourse patt&ns of e§5dy1st literdcy share
many featurés with the discourse. pftterns of gngl1sh §peakers and that where
L ,s;\ these patterns are sufficiently d(iferent from those OQ‘another ethnic group, N
' ~ lTiteracy w11i'be e;per1enced as 1nteretHn1c_commun1cat10n. Gumperz and Roberts
(J978)\haVe_érgueé.that much ethnic stereotyping can be tied tb inferences made
by oneﬁgroup about the other because of m1§read1ng of contextualization éues )
iﬁn cfoss-group discourse.! In our work (Scollon and Scollon 1979c) we have |
found interethnic cgmmunic§t1on to bé very product1ve.of(1n31ghts }nto the

) .o : ,
discourse structures of both groups and to involve several d1men§§ons other

.
»

.

L]

than the central dimension of information structuring. ~

\w

» Athabaskan-English d1scpu¥se

The terms.wé are ds1hg ere are préb]emat1ca1 andfhegneed to clar1f§ them

':@. ;'\first. We need terms té des1§nate Eie'two eg*n1c groups uader consideration.
We do not want 32.1dentify ®ither group by 1angﬁage criter}a alone. In the"
qﬂfhapﬂskan case the patterns we are discus§1n§ are generally present whether .
- or:nof the;individual~1q)qgestion§bgtu$1}y speaks an Athabaskan language. At

the same time these Ehtternsi:"

. )
) ' ‘ of 17
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ultimately be traceab]e_io the Athabaskan
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- would 1derqgfy itself ethnically as Athabaskan. By English speaker we medn

v

language . Nhat we wish to Tdentdfy with the term-'Athabgskar' s any ifidivi-

\

“dual whose d1scourse patterns are the resulttof socialdization to a group which

~

. . 1 .
anyone who 1s socialized to the discourse patterns that are characteristic of

at least, but not only, white m1dd}e-c]ass educated Americans. As a way of =
avoiding such a complex and sti1l misleading des1qnat1on on the one hand and

the too simple but uory misleading gToss 'American' on the other we have chosen
"English spepker. hat 15 central 1n this discuss1on 1s that the ethnic
stereotypesﬂqq

nd1a and 'Whiteman' relate quite spec1f1ca11y to discourse

patterns used by these groups in speaking to each other. ,We are seeking to

describe these patternfl Throughout this discussion, then, 'Athabaskan’ will

. refer to one set of discourse patterns.and the ethnic group with which they

]

o

are associated and 'English speaker! will refer to the other set of patterns
and the assoc1ated‘ethn1c group. IR | ,g!

The first critical d1mens1on 13 the presentat1on of self. For Athabaskans,
as Basso (1970) poiLted out for\mh; Apaches some time ago, speech is avoided
in situations where there is doubt about how one is to -present the self.
Speech'only becomes acceptab*e where soc1a1 relations are known and established.
That 1s, social knowledge 1s used as a preparation for speech English sbéa— ]

kers on the other hand rely heavily on speech to deve]op social knowledge e

. One talks to stranger‘co\get to know them. Athabaskans get to know someone

~

ih order t&'be able to speak, K A;*
,The result of this ?1r$t d?f?qwence ;s that Eng]ish speakers end up

speaking much more than Athabaskans in interethnic communications which are

predominantky among people nots well knowﬁ to each other The stereotyping : “o

w

that results is the view of Athabaskans that English speakers talk all the

ﬂf-tfhe and the v1ew of English spedkrs that Athabaskans are taciturn and withdrawn.

- 15 o - |
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fx:ga;x\factor Lontributinq to th{s jtereotypinq of the Fnglish xpeakur
?

- < as talkative ahd the Athabaskan as tacitupn has to do with a differént relation-

\4

shlp between domindnce anpd dlsp]ay for the ﬁho groups - Bﬁteson (1972) and
Medd\T1977) h;;e suggested the usefulness of lookinq'at how different societies
re]ate doejnance and Subordination to exhw(}fWOnism and spectdtorship " As
they poiqﬁ out Americans relate spectatorship to the dominant role in contrast
,to the Br1t1sh. The parent observes the chilp s displays or the teacher observes
' the student.’ For Athebaskans, the relationship is between dominance and
" display. That is, the Athabaskan teacher displays, the child watches, the
parent»exh1b1f§, and the child observes.~
If we view speakfng as the Wresentation of self as Goffman (1974) has sug-
gested-and relate this presentation SF self to exhibitionism, then we can see
'.that for Athabaskans sﬂeaking is consistent with ehe dominant-fo1e and refrain-
| jﬁg from speaking 1s.gonsistent.w1th the é;bordinete role. For English
speakers it is the dominant person who listens, the sgbordinate who displays
through talk. . ( S . - ‘
. ' The frequent situation then is for fhe Engfish'spéhker to begin speaking
as a means of negotiaéing social position. The Athabas&gn refrains from speak-
ing. To the Eng]fsh speaker this commue1catei an attitude of superiority on

S

¥ ! the part of the Athabaskan while to the Athabaékan"the'speech of the English

. P
- speaker also communicates an attitude of superiority. The sterotyping of each

group as always taking a superior attitude to the other is a direct structural

result of the difference in the d minancewd%splay relationship.

.One other arey in which the presentaMon of self is problematical is that
for the English speaker there is an 1dea1-of 'putfing your best foot forward'
in speech with persod?‘not well known. For Athabaskans, on the other hand,

( \
there 1s a strong prohibition of speaking well of one's own accompliShments,

-
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ab111t1es or belongings. This. leads 1n conversation_to considerable self-
' 'déprecat1on and 1nexp41c1tness This is al] tog easily taken by the Eng]ish
speaker at face value, especiaf]y when accompanied by a general ﬂtereotypinq

-

{of a genera] stereotyp1ﬁg of & superior attitude and taciturnity. “This latter
i : .

\ is then éasi]y reinterpreted/as surliness.
| Té'the’Athabask9n the éﬁg]ish spéaker's explicit expression.o% his owr '
' activities, abilities, and accomplishments in the best 1ight is not simply in
bad taste, it expresses a complete disregdrd otfihe dangérs of tempting fate.
- It courts very bad Tuck. The English speaker 15 seen as boastful which cdupled
with the air of sdggriority erreSsgS“EZhb/ﬁ‘qeneral vo]ubi]ity gives a stereo-

A o

i type of intolerable smugness.

' A éecond area 1anh1ch difficulty develops is in th :distributfon of ~
ta]k; As we have saia, the Eng]ish speakgr virtually a ways.speaks first. The
;tructural result of this, ég Schegloff (1972;$has pointed out, is that the
English speakgr controls the topic of\the corversation. This gives”é nearly

. - complete top‘Z dominance of the conve:latidn to the English speaker which only

¢ qompounds the-sterotyped view of the Eng]igh.spéakgr as smug and self—gontained.
Another structural feature is that the pause 1n'Athabaskan discourse 1s 1?ﬁgef
than in English. This meahs that tJrns are rarely exchanged on an even basts.

A

The English speaker u5ua11y quickly regains the floor and continues while the
" - -Athabaskan speaker 15 waiting a bit longer, trying to get a word in edgewiséjﬁj B
The sum of these features of the distribution of talk in Athabaskan-English
1nterethn1c commun1cat10n is that the English .speaker begins first, controls
; L the topic and continually regains the floor The result 15 usually a monologue

broken only by the English speaker S own awareness that something 15 wrong.

. Unfortunately, the usual 1nterp tation rgturns to the stereotynjng above o;\he~

.t .

Athabaskan as ‘silent, withdrawn{ of, 1f he or she speaks, as irrelevant. For

| Y
; 20
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' the Athabaskan, 1nterethn1c communitation with English speakers i<\<wftna?un
. . z .
\;>Y/ %opportunity to hear long ‘monologues, which from his or her Point of view are

Y

.highly decontaxtua]ized ¥

1,

f . }
| ¥ oA final feature of ihe distribution of palk is the absenee of departure
or c]osin; formulas %or'Athabaskans.‘ This _absence 1s related, Qé believe, ¢p
‘the pr0h1b1t10n¥on speaking of the/future. Bepééture foemulas may‘be seen es . \\,-
ways of estab] hiqg the state of -the relat10n5h1p between the speakers for
the purposes of resumption at the next encounter in terms of the future. For
| the Athabaskans, this is felt a further decontextualization in terms of the
present situation and a last and perhaps dangerou!lassertion of dominance.
The third area of interethnic communication of 1*p0rtance is the signaling
‘ of fnfofm'tion structure. It 1s in this one arealthat Athabaskan patterns are
- 1f anything more like essayist style than English speech. Whereas English
generally marks information structure prosodically in speech, Athabaskan marks

\

it lexically to a Targer extent. This carries over into Athabaskan discourse

s

in English where on the whole the varieties of pitch contour and volume are
much Jess marked than normal in English. This of course leads to confusion in
discourse of the sort detailed by Gumperz (1977b). What is heard as stressed

by one speaker may be heard as emotional by the other.

L

%

Ethnic stereotyping:

As we have seen, sources of ethnic stereotyping are abundgnt in Athabaskan-
English interethnic communicétion These sources are both structural” features
.of discourse and expectat1ons about the nature and functions of language Where
the communication between groups fails there is. frequent ‘recourse to stereo-
typind'gf the other group: What is equally important to note is that ethnic
stereotyping of the‘self also occurs 1n_these cross—-group communications. Members

+

of the group come to vieaw_these communicative patterns as distinctigg factors. . * -

18
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Essayist literacy ds EpgTish discourse patterny

_sty!e-givo English d1scourse'a‘f1gure'much 11ke that of writing.,

.
. N
\ -

in their own 1dent1ty bofi as members of a social group and as povmnvn<‘1t

is fo;}this Tatter reasoy that change becomes problematical. If it werd SimpTy
a mdtter of td]king a bit(more pr 1ess, later ér}kooner, learning to say good- (
bye or not to, changes in these.patterns would not be so strongly avoided. wn«%
it 1s seen as a matter of.identit;? however, it 1s easier to understand why an

chabaskan who for s some reason becomes Jojubl feels like a whiteman i doing

s0, or an English 9peaker who for some reason cannet get a word 1n edgewise in

a conversation feels like an Athabastn. We *suggest that thgse patterns of

, » J
discourse‘a#e at .the healNt of ethnic identity o

AN

The'ideal essayist text is an explicig, decontextualized pre;entation of a
view ¢f the world that fictionalizes both author ;ﬁd audience.® There is a high
level of new 1nformat10n and 1ts internal struc%ure is cohesive and clearly
bounded. To the Athabaskan, the English speaker pre;pnts as well a fiction-
a]iied self and speaks in long, bounded, topic—contro]]ed mono]oguesj As we
compare the features of Eng]ish d1scoJLse in Athabaskan-Engl1ish 1nterethnic

é;munication with the essayist iprose style we see a high degree of similarity.
To the Athabaskan the English speaker does "talk like a book."

We should note thht the bookishness of the Eng]ish monologue i3 a reSUIt ,

. of the spec1f1c&11y.1nterethn1c nature of the communication. In strictly

Englfsh—Eﬁglish’Eonyersation the factors that lead to monologic presentations

-

are control]ed.by'o more even exchange of turns and a general agreementjon the
natu?e and goals of conversation. In this case, hogever, 1nteoothn1c cl%munica-
tion produces speech in which language "dominates the situag}on, language creatos'
its own contexts of interpretation, and language speaks to the future and

other situations. These features all shared in common with the essayist prose -

v
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As we have 5uggésted above, the Athabaskan response tdthese teatures s
ethnic stereotyping of the English speaker as~smug,.boa§tfu1 and too ta]kétivei
Now we would 1like to extend this to suggest that for the Athahaékén essayist
text appears m&ch the same. We 5uggest that the Athqbaskan cannot engaqe in
read1ng or wr1ting essayist prose without developing some of the same Sstereo-

' types’of arrogance and irrelevance¢ AS'rggggv th¥s may nqt be so critical, but

let us consider the problem of writing. P
: . 5

’

-For an Athabgskﬁn to prqguce'an essay wouldd require him br. her to produce

Writing as a_crisis_in ethnic identity

> Ay

a major display. This display would be aﬁbropriate only 1f the person was in a
. Ve
position .0f dominance-in relation to the audience. But as we have said the

audience, and the author, are fictionalized in essayist prose. The text

itself becomes detontextualized.. This means tpen that the clear relationsh1p of
‘dominance 15’6bSCUred Where the relat1onsh1p of the communicants is unknown we
have saig that the Athabaskan prefers silence. The paradox of prose for the
AtHabaskan then 1s that 'to the extent that it 1§\? communication between known
author and audience 1t_is contextualized and therefore not good essaylst prose.
To the,extent it becomes decontextualized it becomes more uncharactzfist1c of
Athabaskans to séek to communicate.

l\\

The Athabaskan set of discourse patterns are mutually exclusive\w1th the.

\

. discourse patterns of essayist prose to a large extent. In order to Write the -
l

Athabaskan must adopt discourse patterns that are identified with a p rticular
) :

, , {
ethnic group, 1dentifieéd in Alaska as English speakers. .

1

ﬁ\ Where writing is 1h native languages for distinctly native purposes this

-

dilemma becomes critical. We would argue that an.Athabaskan cannot asjAthabaskan

pd

write about Athabaskan things. It is only to the extent that he or-sh &15

| modernized, has-come to identify as an Eng]ish speaker, that he or shejcan

- 4 -
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“ by Archdeacon McDonald in the Canadian Kutchin area. People now remember sit-

operate within the éssayist ideal of 11teracy Where the interethnic com-

- "

}mnication pg\terns produce social conflict between speakers these same patterns

produce 1nterna1 conflict for an Aﬂagbaskdn writer. We suggest it is this __

" internal cgnf{ﬁct that explainsrmuch of the problem of native literacy programs
o .

b 4 - -

as well as problems with English 1iteracy in the public School system in Alaskd.

\ | -

.Kutchin literacy

There is an obvious difficulty with the statements we have just made.- Ffor

many years Kutchin Athabaskans have enjoyed an important native literacy. We

; would now like to consider this apparent exception. Albert Tritt at Arctic

~ * . 14
Village kept an extensive and detailed journal (Tritt nd) for many years. Early

in this century he saw literacy in Kutchin and the Episcopal faith as the only
ways his people would survive the crushing pressures of modernization. His
work was part of a more general Ané]jcan/Episcopal'féligious movement - spurred

™
S

ting around campfires while old people recited the syllabary prepared by

»

McDonald in his alphabetic Qriting of Kutchin. , |

Whi]e we do nov'héze yet an adequate history of this early Kutchin literacy
we do know enough to suggest why it shoqld have been as successful as 1t was.
If we reca]] ‘the three types of 1iteracy described by Scribner and Cole (1978&)
we can see that what we have: cal]ed essayist'11teraqy correspopds to English
literacy for the Vai. Kutchin literacy, on the other hand, is much 1ike Qur'anic |

i . _ ’

literacy. | {\\ ' | // |

For the Kutchin, literacy was reading the Bible. It was on the whole®
unYlateral. That 1s, one read QUt one did not write lgturgical materials. The -
goal was the uﬁcritical adoption of the truth of the word. To the extent\writ—
1ng'was ysed, it was used to practice for copying out of the Bible. The work

4

of Albert Tritt may be explained by his own conviction that he was an important -

. P
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ﬂ leader of :his people. -He could risk thg assumpfion of the”Authorship role

on behalf of his people. ¥,

As a secéndary development writing became used by the Kutchin' for many of

. he_pragmatkp uses that Vai literacy performs. *sgudents learned to read by
) .

1istening to a teather read from the Bible, hymn book or prayer 606k- On the
A .

a'. side, however, they began to practice by writing notes and letters to each other.

\

The students invented § pragmatic Vai—fype literacy spontaneously.out of the

. , ; X
Qur'anic Kutchin religious literacy and this pragmatic literacy is still func-
tioning to a Timited extent.

4 .
,/ -
We can see now that both ‘(r'a ic and Vai-type literacies avoid the problems

<

of ethnic ?dentt%y that befall e¥sayist literacy. In the first case, the word
a§ handed dowh from a divine Source fits into the Athabaskan pattern of dominance
\being associated with display. It is appropriate for God to deliver messages
to han, not vice versa. At the s;me time, the noncritical attitude is appropriaté
in relation to God's Word and fits the Athabaskan pattern of the subordinate or
. learner as spectitor.' | . _
Vai;type pragmatic 1itéracy, on the other hand, occurs between people well
known t&zgach other. If is highly cqhtextualized angd defiends gpsolutely on each,
/v/pﬁr;icipant reading between the lines. Another factor that might be menfioned
is that there is no norﬁative standard. Because it is \ontextua]ized, ﬁpellings
may be idjosyncratic and still 1nterpretea correctly. Vai-type literacy is
well suited to the underground, unofficial or informal mode of learning and

. ]
transmission. Students invented this form of letter writing as a nonserious use

‘,"

of the Qur'anic style Titeracy and could be much freer in their spelling and ,/
grammar. / ’

In summary then we can see that Kutchin literacy has been successful to
the extént 1ty has bécause it has not been essayist literacy. Vai—tyge literacy
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“and Qur'anic type literacy appear to be compatifle with Athabaskan discourse

—

Qatgerns. Learning 11¥eracy is thése_patferns.dbes not threaten to preduce
" changes in &%hnic identity the way essay literaCy does. Essayist literacy-in

"any tanguage may in fact be ‘a powerful instrument of cultural and ethinic change.
> |

-

o

Conclusion

~a

We have advanced in this pz:SgSa number of suggestions relating inter-

~—

"of literacy. We now would like to emphasize

Y,

ethnic gommunication and three

that we have used the word 'suggest’ intentionally. ‘In Maska while programs for

: . N
the developmenE of literacy have beéenurapdily proliferating, the study bf

‘literacy has not been well establ ished. Thé:suggeétions'thdt we have advanced
C - ’ “N\ ’ )
- are based @n.the régearch that has been done as well as on our.own interpreta-

~

tiens of that rEBeqich, and the hjStorx as 1t is now kndwn of various 1iteracie§. ;4
‘Rather than 'findings' we would like to regard our, suggestions here as hypothéses
™ #hat could be ,studied in ongoing researgh, | o

It is clear‘ﬁhét welneedig much fu]ler understanding of Kutchin liferacy
. both past and pfe&gnt. we/ﬁéed\to reseﬁxch ﬁ;;:fully both interethnic com-

munication and 11téra§y)f{;1n1n9;to test Yor accuracy of the parallels we
. o s . : : ~ .

7 have drawn here.//wé need 1on§1tudina1 as well as comparat1VF::‘
, / .

{ - / .
d11zation pattgfbs to test gur hypothesis that interactive patterns

11y; we should emphaSize that here we have spoken only of Athabaskan-

EngYish i terethn?c(ﬁéTTunication and literacy. There is a criticaf need to

8 need to seek to relate these patterns to 1literagy. If literacy related as

élosely to discourse patterns as we believe it does, tﬁen other naiive grbd'&
ich H}re quite obviously di fferent discour§é patterns ¢an be expected to

relate in differ€nt ways to litevacy. ® \ T

v
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LITERACY AS INTERFTHNIC COMMUNICATION:

. RELEVANCE STATEMENT

N~

-

The teaching of literacy i1s commonly considered the most {important
task of schooling in our society. The task is attended with special dif-
_flculty }n s1iuat1on§ 11ke the one_disgqssea in this éaper by Ron and
Suzanne Scollqn, involving students from a nonlaterate culture, g%eakers

s r -

of a language other than the dominant languag& of.the educational syStem
4 -

to which they are éubjecfed. Much energy has been expended on the de

P4 >

lopment of programs"to teach litefacy to'native peoples, but'mahy such
programs have been doomed to fqi]ure because they apbfoach the problem of
!Eaching literacy to speakers of other languages as essentially a linguistic
one. The Scollons argue that systems of literacy are fundamentally bound.:
‘up with culture-specific systems of spoken_d1scourse,_and that insofar as
spoken dﬁssou;se encodes social meaning, related to personal and_social
1dentity, the teaching of 1{teracy across sdby 11ngu1st1c/cu1tura1
_.boundarieé has a crucial soc1611nguist1c-dimens1on that cannot be 1gnoreq
in education. .By showing how the patterns of discourse employed by.Atha-
baskan_and English speakers are mutually out of phase, the authors suégest
ways of accpuntiﬁg,jn specific terms for the trouble spots in teaching
‘Athabaskan speakers European-style 1iteracy in any language. While their
perspective and argument ﬁave spec1a1‘re1evdnce-1n contexts where $tudents

come from nonliterate backgrounds, tﬁey are generalizable to all educatiofal

situations involving sociolinguistic heterogeneity.

v



