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Abstract

This review examines linquistic perspectiveé on minority education, and in

particular, language-based explanations for the reéding problems of working-

class minority students. The approach is comparative and historical. The

,ways.ih which'compefehce (structural)bahd pérformanée-(-lecfa1)'theories'ofﬁ‘

language treat the relation between language and social groubs‘is discussed,

as is a large .literature concerning the interaction of social'struéture,_
cultufally-defined tasks, and ianguage use and change. = This diséussioﬁ\pro-l-

vides a comparative backdrop to avreaﬁpréisal of the deficit and difference"

‘hypothesis. After'this reappraisal, | briefly sketch thé dynamics of class

‘and minority status. The effect of these dynamics on social relations is

discussed in the light_of ffndings concern}dg two major tYpes of linguistic/
cultural mismatches ih the classroom: (a) fhose of pérticfﬁatiOn.étrﬂctufeé;
and (b)‘those ofldfalogue-liké vs._monblogue-likg styies of discourse; " On

the basis of the generéT‘fleew | then argue that .an adequate tfeatment o;” 

the “'mismatch" hypothesis must consider thekways in which institutional .

_ideologies about language use and literacy influence classroom intefaction,

and in'particqiar, the assessﬁent and treatment)of the soéiocﬁlturaliy sub-
ordinate. Two studies by the‘author afe §ummarized'at.length;\ One is

concerned with the fnfluence of nérrative style on early litefacy pfacticg,
the other_wifﬁ‘the interaction 6f discourse style, teaching»tech?iQUe, and:

"tracking'' in reading groups. Both studies focus on the way discourse

coherence and processes of conversation influence literacy-related activities:

in educational settings. Such research, and the more general tradition on

which ‘it draws, offers to enrich our undefstaﬁding both of the role,of-culture.

in face-fo-face communication and of the complex communicative events leading

>

to the acquisitiah of literacy skills.
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Linguistic Perspectives on Minority Education

This paper is concerned with linguistic perspectives on minority

education. An important theme is the role of ianguage use invchildren‘s i

academic performance. - Rather than simply survey the contributions of

current research within‘linguistics to edulational theory, | will take a

historical perspective and focus on the ways in which languaée-has been pro-i

posed as an explanation for a major educational probleh: the high rates of

: failure of-working-class minority students in public schools. ~After a
review of the conceptual and methodologlcal bases of two maJor proposals,

| wnll argue that a more adequate approach to the problem s to examlne the

conflict between the major institutional goaj,ef’formal educatlon and

community-based differences in the drganization Of talk. The central issue

of communlcatlve d|scont|nu|t|es between the home and the school will be
discussed from two perspectives' “{a) the forces that create and maintain
linguistic differences in modern industrial socleties and (b) the nature of
sntuatlonal determinants of linguistic performance. ' 'a e
The theory underlylng the d|scu55|on holds that dlfferent social class
and ethnic groups;are socialized to use language to accomn!ish different
purboses}- A chief assumution is that the process of socialization involves
-the acduisitibn‘of a particular~social'identityfwhich is composed offuarious
culturaliy‘éanctibned'rciea fcr a particuiar social class or cultural group.
These roles,‘in turn, apeCify sets of social actions that are approbriate
in certain contexts.‘ Prominent in this repertotre of actlons to be lealned
vby an lndnvndual are actlons performed by speech. This view assumes,‘there-
fore, that speech and.speech conventlons are learned in terms of particulari

social relationships -and situations. The forces quite naturaliy“prdduce

\.;U . 5
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:COmpeteht,speakers within one;s own social context, but this hay lead to
difficulties if a person has acquired different convéntions from those

» encountered in the classroom (Hall,‘Coilins, 3 Jose, 1981). More=specffi-
cally, it may lead to negative evaluatién, especially in educational‘sys;ems
which cannot-reliﬁplx_ggbarate,measures of Standard Eﬁglish skills from
measures of'dfhér']éarning‘skills and, as a corbldary c;nnot consistently
distinguiéh etHnic-baund and class-bound differéncés in coﬁmuhicative styie
fromginﬂividual differences in ability (cf. Bourdieu, l977,,and'Berhstefn,
'1975, for similar obsefvations); . o L

An imp{ication of the theoretical framgwbrk sketche& above is that

although patterns of language use may secm to reflect social structdre,.

and in particular, the class and ethnic stratification common to the United

.

\_ézﬁfates and most»Western industriai nations,«fhese patterns are besg‘ana1yzed‘w
in terms of communicativé situations. That is to say, language use patterﬁs
are better understood in terms of particular ;ommunicatiVe contéxts and
goalé, rather than in terms of Qh overly broad cofrelation of;élass,.gbde,
and educational outcome. | '

The cdnsistently‘iqw educational achieveméni of.low-income'mfnorify
students became a public issue during the.l950's and -60's, in the context
of mére general political struggles for civil rights. The first language- °
based explanations bf'this4failufe took the form of‘dgficit theories.
Proponents of this pdsitfon, who were not lingﬁists, argued that children .
from working-class, minority backg}oHnds failed in school because they came -
from linguistically Orvcognitive]y “deprivedh backgf&qnds. This prqposaT
soon came under attack, from linguisté, psychologfsts, and anthropologists, 

both for its conception of social 'structure and its use of linguistic
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evidence. Critics argued *hat the language of minority students was not’

deficient, but rather derived from autonomous cultural and linguistic
systems. The confrontation between adherents of deficit and difference
explanations raised a number of baaic methodological probiemé for the studyb
of ianguage in society.

In arquing that lower-class and minority homes were communicativeiy ,

“deficient, deficit advocates were maklng ‘an implicit comparlson between the
_ianguage used in the home and the language requ|red for effectlve iearnlng

in the school. On this ponnt propOnents of deficit and dlfference modeis

agreed: Both maintained that there'are critical differences between the
communicatiVe conventions found in minority‘oommunitiesvand the communicative
conventions required in the schooi,'ahd that the differences‘are principai
factors in school failure. The,shared_prohiematic of both models is the
queationvof communicative discontinuities;between the tome and schooi. |
will attemot to'get.at this question by addressing two distinct but related
issues. The first concerns the genesis of communitieS-and institutions
through the tensions ofaciass and ethnie antagonisms. The second conderna
the‘confiict'between’eommunity-baaed ways of organizing«taik, as documented
in the‘sooioiinguistic and ethnographiq iiterature; and the goai~oriented
organization of taik found in formal educational settings. This conflict,

A

or'“mismatch,” takes many forms. Two which’shaii be<discussed in detail -

fbeiow concern: (a) structures for participation in the acqunsntlon and

dlspiay of knowiedge, and (b) the reiatlon between speaker/audlence -

'coiiaboratlon and the kind of discourse produced /h

The sources of criticai differencespin communicative conventions are

difficult to determine. And the assessment of their effect on educational

t i 1
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‘processes and outcomes remaiqs an area Qf_controversy.~ The way theories of
language have' been usedlin’this cbﬁtrovérsy reflects a dighgtomy in
twentieth century studies of language: . between (a)‘theories which seek to {
model language st%ucture; and.. (b) those which seek to model language use.. - . : 'w

" On the one hand there has.b%en a t§ncern with ]angqage as a self-su%ficiept,
rple-governed system--that is, as an abstract capacity fof communicqtion. l
On fhe_othgr‘hand, there has been alconcern with linguistic performance-~
that is; with the contextual variabili;y qf lénguage use.v;The former éoncern -
has provided a well-motivatéd theor§ of the discrete naturétof language
structure. But the theory and method have been 1imited to the single
function of making referenée and to the level of sentences. The assumptiqﬁs
anq hethods of. this approach, while necessary for certafn aescriptivé tasksr
are inadeqqate fdr anafyzing the interaction of language and-social iife;v
As is discussed more fully below, the cdnteption of language asban/imﬁlicit
norm for making reference has lent %;;elf to the.identification of a single
language with a single community, whether'that community is defined as an
ethnic enclave or a nation-gtate. The other concern is with'linguiStfc:
performance. This approach,_through:the study of language us¢ in actual

vspeeéh communities, Has explored various sorts of relations betweeﬁ speech
forms ;nd social settinés,'both within and across languages and social groups.

The studies in this tradition contribute to ﬁn understandi;g of the genesis X

t

and maintenance of linguistic differences in modern urban societies. In. )
R c - N

addition, by documenting the importance of situation for linguistic

performance, studies of variation highlight a basic problem in the use of
linguistic evidence in educational research. The problem is that of

situated interpretation:- Unless experiments and surveys of lingdistic
- . . /
) _ ;

7
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structure and ability have some controi over setting, toplc, and partncnpants"
interpretat|On of task they do not controi the basic variabies of sntuated
’speech hence comparisons of the performance of individuals or groups are
‘suspect, and many of the claims about cognltlve processes or ilngnlstlc

abilities, since they are stated in termg of a structurazlst.mode], need to

be critically examined.

Structural Models and Educ tional Explanation

In what follows | Wiii be briefly discussing the relationship between

the conceptions of.iinguistic and socidf? units found in the two traditions -
and the nay in which language has‘been_put forth as an expianationifor
variations in educationai achievement‘ Al though stru"turai theorles of ' !
language have typically been associated with various forms of l|nQU|st|c
"relativity" (the view that all langyages are communicativeiy‘equai because

they are coherent, conceptuaiiy complex systems, and adequate vehicles for

referential communication), | would[like to suggest that the advocacy of -
relativity has been weakened by the atructuraiistic‘view of the language- .
society ne§us. Let us examine thi "argument in more detail.

Deficit and difference models aasume-‘dif:ferent relations between
language and social organization. The former assumeS a one-to-one
T a piurailstuc fit between ianguag s and social unixs. The deficit models
coincide, at least in their assu ption of a one-to-one fit between language
and society, with structuralist, [or competence, theories of linguistic
structure. Ditference nodeis co neide, in their assumption of multi-faceted
relations, with dia]ectaivtheori

£ o cos :
s of linguistic structure and a tradition .

of study of the uses of language in speech communities.
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-This section will briefly treat two ‘aspects of most structural models

language'and community; and (b) their focus on the,referring‘and predicatfng
senténce ag'the basic unit of analyéfs” i wnll argue that as linquists have
addressed units of structure larger than the sentence, and functlons other

than reference, the|r work has moved towards a trad|t|on of language study

whlph focuses on the interrelations of language and social structure.

s

Sentence-level Grammars

The most influential structuralist theories provide a troublesome

. \ ; .
warrant to a central assumption of deficit theory: that language is a homo-

genous unit, which all members ofla given society must be able to use. The

idea that there exists a homogendFs norh, which all speakersxqf a language
’ \

must share, is central to structural,theories. These\theories haVe pivoted

on what | will call the.concept of a referential norm. This norm may be
defined as the phonological, lexlcal, and syntactic rules for the inter-

pretation of the referential sentences of a given Ianguage. It serves as
/ ,
the standard against which all |nd|V|dual var|at|on/|s measured (sapir,

!
H

H

This conception views language as a suTmarizi gjidealization of the

>

means by which referring and predicating sentences/are constructed. It has

been held by the: most influential linguists of thAs,eentury It is the

model put forth by Saussure (1916/59), with his dlstlnctuon between
¢
langue~-~-tanguage’ structure--and parole--Speech o performance Although

-

Bloomfield (1933) treated dialect variation in greét detail, he posited a

. ' . . N \
one-to-one relation between language and a comminity of speakers, adopting
. 4 . .

+
H

a position on lanquage structure very close to/thdtof Saussure and Sapir.
T \

!

oy

I
f

>
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The foremost exponent of transformationalfgenerative grammar, Chomsky (1965},

i - . . Vi
postulated aybéﬁj “correspondence .between language and a homogdgenous
community of speakers. None of these scholars, of course, simply equated
tre referential norm, or grammar, with standard dialects; in fact, they

explicitly argded otherwise (cf. Bloomfield}‘l933; Sapir, l93l-a; and a

‘ recent anpraisai of prescriptivism in linguistic theory, Newmeyer, 1978).

Neverthe[eés, it has been characteristic of twentieth century structuralist
theory to assume that the mosé |mportant functlon of Ianguage is that of
making sentence level literal {eference, and further, to aSSert that Ianguage

is essentlelly'a norm for making reference which holds across some abstract

'speech cemmunity_(Bloomfie]d, 1333; phohsky;_l965; Sapir, 1921;'Saussure,r

1916/59)( : - - !
The focus on the referential functioh and the ideal}%ation of community
provided a theory which permitted rigorous comparative scudy of language

structure. This conception of ﬂinguistfc structure was Hey in setting the

‘limits of the,discibline'and in justifying successive levels of analysis.

As is well known, structuralist models treat language as a hierarchy of

elements and relhtions, extending from phondlogical and lexical components

to Eyntactic constituentg and closing with the'sentence.‘ The hierarchy )

stablished by syntagmatlc and paradlgmatlc alternation, based" upon the

v

way§ in which changes in form para]lel changes in proposntlonal meanlng
|

\
This conceptlon of structure represents a rich theory of cognltlve capaclty
\
(Cthsky, 1975) and unconscious cultural transmnssnon (Saplr, 1927), which

does not reduce to simple behaviorist theorles of learning and cognition.




Perspectives -

ot

Extend}hg Analysis to Discourse . -

But the model concerns an abstract, impTicit capacity; the relation of .

linguistic competence to linguistic performance is always problematic,' And

the difficulties inherent in the competence/performance relation became~ -

- more obvious once the levels of structure up to and ‘including the sentence

“had been ghrveyed. By this time a breakwater of 'sorts had been reached

|

withinfstructufal,Iinguistics. The need to go beyond the sentence was

Pd

-

announced in various quarters; for example, by syntacticians (Morgan, 1971) f

1

- . o ' ) /
and semahticists (Fi]lmore, 1975). Methodological canons of substitutability
. Lo i !

and segmentability no\!onger held a privileged ﬁlace becau;§:§ﬁe object of";'
analysis was open to debate.j whereas before gh; upper domain of analysis ‘
had'been the sentencé, hencefofth the‘Eéope'Bf analysis was expanded to
include issues of‘comprehens?on and speech-as-so;ial-actidQ. As the‘primacy
cof structuralist énd structqralist-generative models for tﬂé\descrippiah of
language was called into quéstion, along with thé earlier assumption of
siﬁple correspondence between language and speech community, those concerned
wfth linguistic structure moved into ah arena of inquiry which intersected
the disCiplines of anthropology, sociology, and the cognitive sciences. The
. . - ",

structure and processes of discourse, of connectgd talk in\tontext, became
the focus of attention, In ‘this way ;h&se reseaschers working withfn thg :

structural ist paradigm moved toward the other major tradition of linguistic

investigation: the study of language variation in social‘communities.

i Speech Community and \Vlariation .

The studies reviewed in this section document the complexity of
linguistic and cultural diffusion. They introduce the géneral reader to an .

important tradition of linguistic and anthropological study of the influence

1z

. =‘//
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shown that the analysiSCOf patterns oF'language use must itake into account

/', Studies which have attended to such variables have shown that vafiation‘is

attitudes and contextiually specific,tasks such»as defining group %oundaries,

:helghten our apprecndtlon of the nherentiy\intrlcate relaf?gzship between s

to a central concept in much of this work. )/ ' .

Perspectives
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of situation'and_tasﬁ on linguistic performance. ‘ln documenulng processes
of diffusiqn and.tﬁe énf}nence oﬁ context on performance;these studles
provide support for the/ﬁypothesfs that-important discontinuities exisf o
between the- communlcatlve tradltlons transmntted ln*worklng class and

mlnoﬁlty communltles and the communlcatlve demands made k“ the school

o
f i

setting. v

~ The tomplex nerformance variation attested in these studies atcentuates
the unreliability of measures of linguistic and cognitive ability which - S
implicitly assume a single language compétence and a single way of

organizing discourse. Such measures are suspect because careful compara- ) \
: . o X . . - Ny

tive studies of language use in Western and non-Western societies have N

. : R :
two differing kinds of social facts: (a) macrosociological variables such
as“gender, class and ethnic,identigy; and (b)'microsoéﬁologica]‘variables

such as commgnicative situations and tasks as understodd-by participants.

inherent in speech communi ties. "Further, they have demonstrated that social.

f
motivate Ianguage variation- They reinforce the ponnt that sharpd

an?.

referentlal norms cannot be assumed and further, .that actual béhavuor

and evaluatlon-are ]Ike]thO d|Verge frqm any self-reported,USe of language.

— R 7

By docimenting the complex sources'd$\]inguistfc Vafiation, such studies

Ianguage use and varlatzons in ducatlonal achlevement. Let,us now turn

—— . \\ .
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Social Structure, Task, and Variation

Whereas the notion of Ianguage as a referential norm provided a con-

ceptual gulde to strUctural Ilngulstlcs, the concept of speech community has

- provided a similar focus, for much of the work on dialectal and stylistic: "

A

‘variation (Hymes, 1964). ’Ihe.concept is of a soc|ai entity. At its most o {
abstract, speech comqunity hay be considered a field of action in which |
-én;uage shift, and linguistic borrowing are caused by

soclal forces, not internal structurai pressure (Gumperz, 1968) Defined.

phonetic change/

as an |ntera tion matrix of varylng deérees of generailty, the notion of
”speech communlty is an elastic concept that varies aiong a communlcatlon
‘iaX|s ra;glng from familial intimacy, with its maximal abbrevnatlon of . speech
‘ sngnais, Up to the |nternat|onai networks of schoiars, who share knowiedge
of certain’ ‘literary suandards and communicate through publlshed materials., . -
Most descriptive work on Ianguage in speech communities falls along -
two dimensions. On ‘the one hand, there ‘is theiprobiem of the boundarles of

communltles and of identifying s|tuat|ons and AVents within a communlty

On the other hand,'there is the question of variation, both within and

across languages. ~
, : .

Anthropoiogists and linguists who have turned their attention to the

study of recurfent tasks and situations in both Western and non-Western

'gaciet{eé have shown that tasks and ¢ituations cut across phonology, iexicon,
and svntax . They have also shown that various sorts of social structure
must be taken |nto account in deflnlng tasks and sntuatlons. Haas' earlyk
/fépor;/%19hh) .on men's and women* s speech among the Koasati is the paradngm |
- case where the work of dlstlngulshing genderfdeflned groups in trlbai (
society goes to the core phonoiogv ot_the ianguage.‘ DiXonis (1971)
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description of Austraqian “mother-in-lé@ﬂgspeech decuments a case where the.

4

work of signalling the presence’ |n the audlence of an affinal relatlve

entails a StFICt bnfurcatlon of/the Iexncon |n¢o core verbs vs. all other

~

word classes. Geertz's (1960) account of deference behavior in Javanese

‘society posits nine distinct levels'of morphology and lexicon. These levels

are manipulated to indicate staqes'relations between interlocutors and

referents, in accordance with caste and class divisions in modern Indonesian . .

L : I i B . .
society. In a work describing language use in a society without class

stratification or a literate tradition, NéWman (1955) showed the dependehce

- of Zunj'vocabu1ary registers on situation and cultural attitude. Cohcerniqg////

T -

our 6wn society, Lakoff. (1975)- has argued that'Texi;onf/éyhtax; and the use
/s
of quallfylng “hedges“ are a function of power assymetrles, especially those

of gender.

Studles focusing on the variation of languages and dialects within the
same community have discovered the difficulty of,determiniﬁg whether two
or more referential norms are in use. They have documented the EOnflicting

principles used in assigning language boundari®es and have described the use

of ”coFe-switching” (switching languages or dialects during convefsation)'tb

. perforh varioué sociolinguistic tasks. One finding of these.studies'is that

~entire “lahguages“ may be manlpulated to accompllsh such functlons as

/

sngnalllng group boundarles. Ferguson (1959) draws on materials from Eutope,

North Afrlca, and_ the Caribbean to show how diverse hlstorles resuﬁt in the P
. i .

and low-status referentlal norms. WOlff's (1959) study of an Afrlcan

. polyglot area shows how social attitudes can override structural similarity

—

' when speakers are reporting language boundaries, thus affecting the definition

same socnollngunstlc compleX' A "dlglOSSlC” communlty split by ngh status 4 : ,"




4
reveals the complexity of communicative norms and'emphasizes'tn7 likelihood

_that such norms will not be shared across a given population. -
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v ofdboth speech community and referential norm. The African case is

paralleled in muTtiiTngUal communities on various European borders. There

one. flnds confllctlng alleglances to national standard Ianguages and local

speech habits (Bloomfleld 1933) Recent work on code-switching in Europe:

Vand the United States describes how‘speakers manipulate grammatical units -

from all levels of language-—phonology, morphology, lexlcon, and syntax--ln

.'order to sngnal group ldentltz) topic lnvolvement, and affect (Blom &
qunperz, 1972 Gumperz & Herasnmchuk 1972; Gumperz & Hernandez-Chavez,

‘1972) o B : | | | .

Variation and Change in Communities and Individuals

. Viewed from a historical perspective, synchronic varjation presents a - ._

pictUre of change in'procesa in a gjven épeech community (We}nrejch, Labov,
& Herzog, 1968). Although at first“g)ance‘concern with variation-asechange
might seem far afield fcom educational issues, such concern is‘in facf‘
germane to the deficit/difference contrerrsy; »Studiesvwhichahaye aﬁ;empted
to account for the development and direction of variation:have emphaLizedv

that grammatical and pragmatic systems frequently diffuse in dlfferent ways.

\
diversity which publlc schoollng must efither accommodate or repress in its

-

They provide a, useful perspectlve on the increasing lanU|st|c and/cultural

attempts to transmit literacy and numeracy sklils. By |dent|fy|n some

- of the dlmenS|ons and sources of linguistic variability?such res arch

As -is discussed more fully below, there are several approaches to the

study of variation and change. One venerable tradition of research has

concentrated on the diffusion of grammatical elements across linguistic

IRV 16
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.areas. More.recent studies have investigated the diffueion of discourse
conventions across language and commUnity boundaries. Another traditipn has
studied variation within single languages wtth‘an eye to identifying the
social causes Qf‘intra-iinguistic change. Related to this last approach,
but distinct, are studies which have focused on the‘sociel processes which
result fn lahguage meintenance and'language shift. - L

What studies in the different traditions severally show is:that
elements from differing levels'of grammar as well as discouree COnventions
of .language use differentially" spread across language’ and communlty
boundaries. Further, they show that socnalzattltudes and networks of .
essocfation are important in the development of this spreading. The studies
below provide hfstorical and.sociolinguistic perspectives on the question
of what it means to iearn a language, illustrating the eemplexity offthe'
process of acquisition, for a community er an individual, and Tnﬂicating
.some of the areas nhere gaps and overlaps occur. Again, these issues are

relevant for the education of mlnorltles. When local norms for the organi-

zation of talk and conduct d|verge from the grammatical system, the

%a Jo—

-

rellablllty of our institutional measures of abnllty is thrown into doubt.
As the linguistic record of New'World'languages.amply documents, the

cross-linguistic diffusion of linguietic and pragmatie systSEf is a common

occurrence. In Boae' classnc “lntroductlon“ to North Amerlcan langnages,ﬁm

he reviewed the evidence attest:ng the spread of morphological and

syntactlcal systems across large areas of the cgntlnent (Boas, 1911) In

" a recent survey, Nlchols (1971) examined the wndeﬁpread d|ffu5|en in the

American West of a phonetic system for signalling affective contrasts such

as familiarity:formality and contempt:respect. bJacobSen (1980) described

\
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the diffusion of basic'semantic;contrast systems across much of the same

area. These.studies, as well as several classic studies of language-

variation on the Indian subcontinent _(Emerieau, 1956; Gumperz, 1958),

provide evidence that various parts of granmatical'and pragmatic subsystems -
. . | : ‘ _ A

‘ ' ' » ’ ¢ 0l <o '
have spread across numerous language and community boundaries.

Recent studies in Europe; the United Stateé,*and Canada have focused
on the diffusion of conventions for the'organization'of discoﬂrse.‘ In a.
] , .
study of speech- areas in Europe it is reported that Czechoslovakla, Hungary,

Austrla, and Southern Germany share conventlons for greetlng, acceptable

topics éf‘nnqunry, and sequencnng of topics (Clted in Hymes, 1974).

\

" Research on inter- ethn|c communication. in Brltaun and the United States K

has suggested that prosodic systems, |mportant for both sentence meanlng
andvconversational interaction, are areally d|str|buted For example,
although~the'grammaticai resources of Asian-English derive from Standard
Anglo-American%English .the~prosodic (intonationai) resodrces‘used in;the
dialect derive from the Asian lndlan linqurstlc area (Gumperz & Kaltman,
1980) Studles of Native Amerlcan speech communities have reported that

these communltles comblne the grammatlcai means of Engllsh with |nd|genous

conventions for what counts as a coherent sequence, acceptable topic, and

normal duration ofrsilence. In an intensive analysis ofiCree-English
bilingualvencounters in Canada, Urion (1978) has shown that intonation and
pausing follows the Cree pattern in the Speech of bilinguals whose—first
language i—s-'Creef This interference causes confusion in their Anglo‘inter-

locutors and is generally detrimental. to inter-ethnic communication. Sociai

anthropologists have described indigenous norms -for the use of silence in

face-to-face encgynters-aMOng the Southwestern‘Apache,<Nayajo, and Papago




_ emphasized the pervasive use of these Strategieszn‘bilinguaI encounters,
munities in Alaska and Canada have described the ways members of these ;

‘characteristics and genre-frameworks of traditional Athapaskan stories

‘examined the -role of networks of social rela
acquisition and change. 1n an early work,—

networks were central forces in linguistic con

Perspectives
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(Basso, 1972) and the Cherokee and Sioux (Dumont, 1972). This research has

IS

especially in educa ional settings; Linguists working in Athapaskan com=- ‘ S

speech communities combine sentence-level English grammar with the prosodic

(scollon & Scollon, 1979, 1981).

;’:/'

é s

The |mp1|cat|on of the research in Europe, Asia, and North Amer

-tnat under certain socnal condltnons, dlscussed more Fu]ly below, elemen S

of linguistic and discourse Structure may be variously diffused across com-

munities and language areas. Analysis cannot assume that the elements

correlafe with a given referential norm, that is, with a given ''language."

[}

lnstead, it is necessaky to distinguish cwo kinds of historical change=~~'

~genet|c-h|stor|cal chﬁnge and more short-term network based dlffu5|on of

discourse patterns--mn sntuatlng a type of lanU|st|c behavnor as part of
a partlcular tanguage or rhetorlcal tradltlon.
The social forces which produce diffusion'and variation_are difficult

to. identify, but some of the more promising studies of the issue have.

v

jons in language diffusion,
+-(1950) argded.that peer

inuity and change. : Jn‘;

Several’important pabers'Labov has-discussed the central.importanCe of L

patterns of socnal lnteractaon in cau5|ng llngu15t|c change (Labov, 1963, | ) .

1972~ d). In thelr work on inner-city dlalects, Labov ah\ his assoc:ates S

rovided empirical evidence of the lmportant role~p1ayed by adolescent

[3

p er-networks in the acquisifion.and mafntenance of:B1ack-English Vernaculaf.
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In partlcular, they found that the most. intense use of BEV occurred among
'lnner-clty teenagers (Laboy, Cohen, & Robhlns, 1969). In a recent compara-u
tive study of .young second-languagevlearners, Fillmore (1979) has emphaslzed
. the jmportance of social relations in iearning a second_language. Her study
reported on.the progress of five secpnd-]anguage learners oyer‘the course.'
.of a year; She arguedvthat the-need to generate éhd maintain friendlf
interaction with nativejspeakers of the target language accounted for much
of.actua] schedule of.acquisition of L2 (second language) language struc-
tures. . |
Last, two recent studies of lanouage change, in rural Austrfa (Gumperz,
1976) and urban:worthernwlreland (Milroy & Margrain, 1980), have argued
that the process of language change is directly linked to changes in._net-
works of interpersonal relations. The: perspective on networks d}ffers in
the'two studies. -The lreland study treated networks simply as people
making contact within given domains, such.as work, family, and friendship _
gatherinds. The Austrian study stressed that it was not simply contact,
| but thesnature of the sociai‘reiattonshipi-for e;ample,.not mereiy,that'
\;people-work in spatlal temporal proximity, but rather that they must

persuade one another to undertake certa|n actlons--whcch determlnes language

_anntenance and language-shift. Both studies emphaslzed that correlations
between linguistic behavioﬁ and categories.such‘as sex, class, or ethnic
&ntity proVide littie'direct‘insjght‘into the sources'of_ anguage

yariation and change. The,Austrian study showed.that ne tw rkg.form‘around
certainvkinds of ?nstitutions,.which define communicatiVe goals. Partici-
,patlon.ln the networks is tied to the use of shared communicative conventions

tn,atta|n|ng these goals.~ An examp1e from the study. would be Austrlan youth

e 2u
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of Slovenian extraction who use German in their work in the growing (and
German-orierted) tourist industry; Soclal networks ‘thus play a p|votal
role in language maintenance and shift because they medlate between soclal
|nst|tut|ons and the personal, communlcatlve relations into which those
institutions devolve.

lf we return to the questlon of what it means- to learn a language,
the foregonpg studies of d|ffu5|on, varlatlon, and change offer two general
conclusions. The first |s that part of the process of acquisition varies,
both for individuals and social groups."lt is of course well known that
much of |nd|V|dual language acqulsltlon is highly |nvar|able, that is, there
are universals of language development which hold across languages.and
cultures. These un|versals |nclude the development of such “cognltlve
prerequnsntes“ for grammar ‘as the ablllty to deduce pr|nc1ples of surface
order (e.qg., word order) the abnlnty to ldentlfy contlnuous segments‘

(e g., words) and the ability to lncorporate sentences wnthln sentences'

(Slobin, l973) However, if we are concerned wnth lessgunlversallstlc

aspects of-language'acquisition, what the preceding studies indicate is

that parts of grammar, and conventions for language-use,_can be acquired

in different ways at different,stages‘in the development of an individual

or a social group.

' A second conciusuon is that soclal relations are cruclal in both |nd|-,

: -
V|dual language learn|ng and group W|de*language change. Fillmore has -

s

shown this for second-language acquisition and a number of'recent studies

have demonstrated the importance of mother-child conversation in first-

language acquisition (Snow & Ferguson, 1977; Wells, !981).. Furthermore; as

&3

“the studie’s -of areal diffusion.indicated, elements of grammar and pragmatic

3

.21

AR et e s et e Ak e g e i



Perspectives
19 - b

'sygtems frequently diffuse across language and social group;boundarfes. The
lesson to be drawn from studies of diffusion, language 1earning, and
. . - iy M N . : ‘. ’ ' ’ -
language and dialect shift is that changes in grammar and discourse con-
ventions diffuse through social networks which vary in Structure, Intensity,
. . - .\_, L . .
and institutional locus. . - : , .

The décumented complexity of processes of diffusion, acquisition; and .\

more broadly, of the interaction of language and social structure, supports ~  : X\

the claim that critical discontinuities exist between the communicative - '”'

fe]
*

traditions transmitted in working-class and minority communities and the S
communicative demands made in educational settings. [t Is against this

background that we should evaluate the two best known linguistic exblanaﬁions F
for unequal educational achievement. |

e o

Deficit and Difference Models L o e

- ..,

Middfu] of the situational and task variation outlined above, we are

now Tngé'pdéﬁﬁion to review and Ee-assess the deficit and differénce‘ i .”u_f
explanéfions. Both accountévare inadeduéte, in part becaqée oflthéi(‘ '  /“
restriction to SEntenCe-1ev¢[ grammatical phenomena, in part becéusg‘of thg%r '
/static ébnceptiéh of social structure. 'Nevertheless, the rival hypothése?f

b

- ) . . X ’ . . | . .,/
converge on’'an important and unsettled issue: the role:of discontinuities
» . o - /
"between the language patterpns of the home and commu:};y vs. those of the
school 'in producing the low educational achievement of manyuworking-cia%s
. EE /
s v . . . /
S . . -/

*and minority students. o . ' . 7 ‘ -

Deficit Models and Their Limitations

When the failure of these. students in school became a public issue,

. P

communication deficiencies, variously defined, were proposed as the major -
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cause of that failure. It was argued that there exist class and cultural
differences in children's language, .both in its structure and function. “An

initial source of inspiration for deficit theorists was the early work in

Britain on social class differences in language use. In these studies of

class children were less sensitive to the internal meanings of words, less

* Although the Brftish researchér later rejected.the use of his work by B ;

Bernstein, the ways in which working-class and middle-class youths organized .

topical discussions became the basis of a theory of restricted and elaborated -

codes (Bernstein, 1962-a). In the early studies it was argued that working-.

able to compunicate Ingical propositions, less curious about their environ-

-

ment-. :Simply, they were less equipped to learn (Bernstein, 1958/75).
. o : haad
American deficit proponents he shared the initial assessment that the '_ l |
language of working-class children was impoverished. ‘
Proponents of deficit theory in fhé United States can be put into two
R | : " | » §
groups aceufhing to the kind of deprivation they envisioned.” The first

group‘postuléted a serious deficiency in basic language resources.. It was

- reported that working-class minority children spoke'a fanguage whose gram-

incomplete sentences and were unable to produce a coherent stretch of talk

matical pattern was ''full of errors." Additfqnal]y, it was claimed that

they_made meager use of prepositions to expreés logical relationships and

. '

that their speech revealeﬂ-a;preddminanée’of‘present»tense and incorrect

tense forms. Last, it was maintained that-minority children spoke in

2

(Bereiter & Engelmann,-]966). The second group referred to deficiencies
| 0 o |
in language use, rather than language str%jture. an’Eét of researchers

i

characterized working-class environments as a stimulUs which was deficient

because it offered inadequate opportunities to use language in Eognitively

N 25
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complex ways. Accord:ng to this v1ew,‘m|nor|ty ch|!dren su?fered ffom a

o -

deprlvatlon of verbal’ stlmulatlon ln the home envuronment a deprlvat|on

L4 ~v

resultlng in deficient cogn|t|ve patterns (Whlteman & Deutsch 1968)-.

\

Another set of researchers treated class as a dlscrete array of experlences,'

- i
‘f

which among the worklng-class poor producedfdef#cneﬁt cognltnve processes. -
Like the other researchersffthey argued that the behavior whﬁch led to

failure in school was learned early in childhood. The interactions which
occurred between a mother and her.child were -said tb.lack “cdgnitive

meaning'' because the child was not encouraged to use Iahguagegtd inquire,

diseover, and reason (Hess & Shipman, 1968; Hess;'l970). '

"While pointing to a valid.redation_betweeh sacial experience and
acquired Ianguage skills, deprivat}dp tHeory was flawed both in its
assamptions about Ianguage and behavidn.and its use of linguistic evidence.

Deficit theory is a social pathology'model. I assumes homogenous norms

,for language and behavior which hold across socuety, departures from these

norms are seen as devnatlons, or pathologies, which must be corrected.

“

Unheedful of Iinguiétic and cultural diversity, the more extreme advocates

of deprivation theory mistook the devel pment of a single.variety of

Ianguage-JStandard American EngLish-;7s evidence of a universal capacity:

thevdevelopment'of language. From t/iswperspective} all departures.from

“the norm were not enly deemed errogé but were taken as evndence of . a Iack

of language ltsel( This preposterous view has been soundly;reJected, at

. L3

least in academic c:reles (cf. Edwards, 1976=b; Labov, 19725¢).

In forming their conclus{ons about linguistic structu}e and cognitive,

/

ablllty, deprlvatlon advocates refied on linguistic evndenCe drawn from a

few restrlcted domalns. Bereiter and Engelmann administered a

24
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'sentence-completion test and relied on random impressions for the remainder

of their data (Bereiter & Engelmann,‘l966). Whiteman and Deutsch did not
observe language behavior. Instead, they used scores from intelligence
tests and conducted lnterV|ews wnth subject children about language use in

~

the home (wniteman‘s Deutsch, 1968). Hess and §hipman conducted two inter-
viewswwith Jarents concerning language use, ad;inistered intelifgence tests
to children, and observedvmother-child interaction in an'exberimentv
conducted at a university (Hess & Shipnan, 1968) .

A problem with this research is its faflure to take into account the
discontinuity between people's professed and actual behavnor. Another
problem with this research arises from its fallure to constder the probable
bias in eV|dence of linguistic capabilities taken from standardized tests\
and interaction sessions restricted to formaj laboratory settings.
Standardized intelligence measures frequently introduce covert lingtistic
and cultural biases which disctiminate against working-class and minonity
students (Hall & Freedle, 1975) . /Additionally, interaction experiments in
formal un|Vers|ty Settlngs are dnfamlllar to working-class and mnnorlty
chuldren, they provoke guarded, defenslve responses and strategic sn]ences

'

(Drucker, l97l;vLabov, 1972-c).

Difference Models and Their Limitations

Critics of deprivation theory were quick to argue that minority
dialects were not unsystematic departures from ideal linguistic and
behavioral norms, but rather were complete cultural and linguistic systems
in their own right. Behavior in these systems might depart.considerao1y’
from the ekpectatibns of researchers and educators accustomed to Standard

Engfish and the behavior of middle-class children. The departures, however,




\'

claim put forth by .deficit proponents. Consider'the,gTaim that minority
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were not straightforward evidence of linguistic ability or cognitive
processes, but rather were evidence of social and stylistic,variation

(Baratz & Baratz, 1970; Labov, 1972-c). The important advance of difference
theory was the demonstration that the social situétiohwin which speech is

3

observed is a major source of variation (Hall & Dore, 1979).
TResearch which attended carefdlly to sstaétio%task in studying

the verbal behavior of minority children refuted eﬂery major empirical

W
e

children suffer from a deprived verbal stimulus' in their homes and
communities. Numerous studies havd& shown that such childrenyénjby, in the
home and with their peers,_ an exposure to language which is lexically,

syntactically, and rhetoric.lly <omplex. Research which observed mother-

child interactions in a variety of natural situations found that minority"/"’

‘children received instructions, queries, and requests which rival those of

their middle-class counterparts in lexical and syntactic complexity (Hall &
Dore, 1979; Hall & Tirre, 1979). ‘Labov's-work on'inhér-céﬁyfVérnacular
language (Labov, 1969) showed the effect of setting, topic, and interviewer-

interviewee-role relations on the verbal behavior of a minority child.

When the interview consisted of an adult-child dyad and the topic was

unfamiliar, the child was evasive and inarticulate. But when the inperview

’

was restructured to include a playmafe and familiar topics'Were introduced,

the child was engaged, articulate, and argumentative (Labov, 1969). In
r
a similar vein, Edwards (1976-a) refuted the claims of Bernstein about the

‘Jack of lexical elaboration and the confext-dépendent quality of working-

class children's speech. His study demonstrated that working-class youths

»

- produced utterances equal in nominal and syntactic complexity to the

T
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utterances of their middle-class counterparts, when the need. to be explicit

was understood,'that‘is, when the experimental task was clearlyfpresented

and perceived. fEEst’ systematic study of social' dialects has disproved

///

”tﬁeﬁclalm that working-class‘minority chlldren speak a structurally
impoverished language. Rather than'a language full of “errors,”:Black
Engllsh Vernacular is a dlfferent system (Labov, Cohen, & Roberts, 1969; - | ~Ah .

' Labov, 1972-a). Its dlfferences are not matters of lnd|v1dual error, but. : , l
are thevdifferences, vis a vis Standard American Engllsh, of a.maJor social
dlalect‘ /, | .. o | . o

Although dlfference models/prov1ded a healthy critique of deficit

theory, as an explanatuon of educatlonal failure they have been less

successful. This is due, in part, to their focus on aspects of sentence-

level grammar-jphonology, lexicon, and syntax. "As Labov argued in an early

papef,.structural‘intérference at the level of phonology and syntax plays

a rélatiVely_mlnor role-in readlng comprehenslon problems. flnstead, the

soclal conflicts in the classroom whlch are triggered-by the symbolic

i

: mednLng of BEV (Black Englush Vernacular), as an emblem of ethnic ldent|ty

e
!

arelmore lmportant causes of reading problems (Labov, l967) This

argunent has been supported by later studles (McDermott l97h, Melmed,

'1971; Piestrup, 1973). ln a review of recent research aimed at testing
A the dlfference hypothesls, Slmons (l979) concludes that phonologlcal
. '\\ N

lexlcal, and syntactlc features of BEV dg’ not significantly lmpair read|ng
comprehension of Standard English text. Summarsznng earlier research, he

argues that dialect is lmportant as a social issue ratherﬂthan a cognitlye
preblem, that is, it is lmportant lnsofarlas'it—influences“classroom~lnter-fw*ms

action, but not as a source of abstract linguistic interference. -
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Class, Culture and Educational Disqourse' -

Both:deficft and differeﬁce'explanatiqhs focus on:a vafiﬂ'relation

’

between soéial experience and habitual patterns qf language usé. One Way'.
of gettﬁﬁg atithat»relatioq is to say, as was said in the fntrodu;tion, |
that different social classes are sdqiqlized to aifferent social roles.

. Theiroles, in tﬁrﬁ, evoke expectatf;ns'énq specffy social'attioné,vas
appropriate to cértafn contexts. 1f Qe agree, foliéwing.Bernstéin (1964-a),
‘fhat socializatfbh iﬁto role is accompjished and feinforced-thrbugh sbeech,

then -it follows that prominent among the expectations evoked and the actions

AR Ly
Ty TR

specified are those‘inVolv%hg language. ' , - _;, -

But researchers differ in what they regard as the most important aspect .

"of the socialization process. Many deficit researchers chused on mother-

‘child'intefactions (Whiteman & Deutsch, 1968; Hess & Shipman, 1970) ., .

Differénce researchers have tended to take a wider view. Some foéused_on

. early éhildhood interaction, but expanded observation to ihc1udé a variety
of situations (Guthfie, 1981; Hall ¢ Dore,'l979). Others have studied
adolescent networks. One of Labov's most impoétant findings about Black

English Vernacular is that it is méintained‘|n 'street culture“.(LaBov,=‘

1972). In particulaf, it is in the speech of teenage adolescents in-urbah
areasAthat BEV diverges most from Standérd Engli;hf 1WHat the difference
studies show is that the simple equatioﬁ:o% class wifﬁ code and'educational
voutcome is overly crude. Réther it ha;ﬁbeen nécessary to look more elosely S ;
at situations, tasks, and sociai networks.
| But it is equa1ly clear social ingquality is reproduced in the Séhool,
along race and class lines. And it is undeniable that verbal ""codes! of
e e - ' .

SOmgusért are implicated in ‘the protess of reproducing inequalitY (Bourdieu,

o

;o 26
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1977; Rist, 1977). Morking-class minority homes and'communities emphasize

certain local institutions, social rePatLons, and ways of organizingf

5 . conduct and speech. Publuc schooling, on the/other hand reoreSents a non-
. y v% o
local institution with its own networks of- soclal ré+at|ons and |ts own o
-/

ways of organizing conduct. As histotiahs of education have documented,"
schools have always stood in partlal péposntlon to the values and - modes of
conduct found in working-class . and minority communities--perhaps becauSe
the school has the contradictory task of reconciling the promise of
democracy with the,teaf{ty of afclass-divfded.socfety (Bowles & Gintis,
19765 Nasaw, 1978). ‘ |
| ‘This sectlon will attempt to reconcile a macroscoplc focus on class
/)//f and race in educat|on with a microscopic focus on the small scale organiza}
tion of actnvnty andvcommunlcatlon Flrst I will brlefly revnew studles of
socmal history which suggest some sources of d|scont|nu|t|es between the
commun|cat|ve demands of the hore and school.- This review wnll lnclude a
. . discussion of social class mhich seems most useful for the study of -
language and minority education and a discussion of the relationdbetween |
sociaflc]ass-and'minority-group status. The discussion will then focua
on comparative studies‘of language use in minotity communities and fn the
' classroom. These studves have documented the conflicting ways of o ganlznng
|nteract|on and structur:ng dlscourse when home and school are compared

They suggest that cultural differences in ways of -organizing cPﬁSs;oom

~
—

partvclpatlon and//n rhetorical style contribute to the discontinuity

£

“between the language of the home and community vs. the school. This séct| n.

P ///

concludes that descFlptLons of dlSCOﬂtlﬂUlty are lnsufficlent.'“Rather, v ’

lnvestngatlon of the |nfluence of communicative background on classroom ‘

N .‘29, I /’“‘
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“learning must take into account the institutional goals of education,

pr|mar|ly the |nculcat|on of l|teracy skills. .But let us now:brlefly

cons i der the influence of class and culture on social relations._

Class Oppression and Cultural Response. i _ -

“In what follows | wull try to convey the dynam|c and changlng nature

of class grouplngs and class opp05|t|ons.' For th|s purpose the most useful -

‘approach to the study of socnal class is offered by ‘the European tradition.

It treats class as a general relatlon to the productlve apparatus of
%bcnety, the formation and transmlsslon of_class grouplngs are a centra]
concern. Because this tradition is concerned-with the role of class.

antagonisms in thé development of commiunities” and social_institutions, it

.- suggests an explanation for the frequent connection bet@eenjminority-status

i
\

- and membership in the.working class. . . _//

The reason for preferrlng this approach to an American quantltatlve

1

model is that the quant|tat|ve approach usualIy assumes that class structure

“is an emp|r|cal given rather than an evolvung reJatlon. Canonized in socno-

logical stud|es of ‘New England townships, such approaches treat socnal

!
‘structure as a configuration of features of occupation, |ncome,-and educa- - /

tion. It is an approach used in large-scale studfes of language use ‘and . /

‘social stratification’ (Labov, 1966) ; it permits empirical rigor; and it is

useful for mapping short -term language changes. But as crltlcs have noted,

it-gives a statlc, fragmented picture of society which impairs understandlng
-both of socnal structure (Mills, 1961; Thompson, [963) and of patterns of /
Tanguage use (Gumperz, 1976). Additfonally,,as Labov ardued nearly a /
decade’ ago, when studying the educatlonal problems of mlnorvtles, -there is /

{

no need to make dellcate dlstlnctlons between the socioeconomic status of /

-3“ ;
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the workin§ class and the lower class. Rather; the tundamental issue {s
the confrontatuon between children from both h|gh and low strata of the
,worklng class and- the educatlonal |nst1tut|ons of our socnety (Labov,
1972-c). | B
| As numerous social historians have shown, the development of an
industrial order‘is always accompanied_by politicai struggles“betueen elites , Ik
and masses. The combination of political struggle and economic transforma-
tion produces an allenatlon between, social classes which may or may not

parallel ethnic divisions within a society. Although in Brltaln, for

example, the priﬁery sociai division has been along class rather than
ethnic lines, in the United States the pfcture7has been more complex. The =

-

_ - _formation of social classes has been influenced by successive waves of

T

immigration, with each immigrant group facing discrimination and segregatién
of varying fntensfty and ouration. The fact that. most of these groups,
along with racnally oppressed mlnorlty groups, often fell into the lowest
strata of the industrial order,has further confused class structure andi
ethnic group membership (0gbu, 1978; Wj]sqn,‘l979)x ‘

: ',  The development of distinct comnunities along class and ethnic lines

, Follows upon urbanization and industrialization. Complex divisions of
. : & ’ : T

.

labor create social and economic'segregatfon. Segregation, ‘in turn, serues
" as a-spur to the development oflnetworks of social‘re}ations--of work,
kinshfp, ffiendship, reiigious'observation, and polftical«mobilization

(cf. Nasaw, 1979, p. §8, for a.description of the process in.nineteenth;.
pcentury American-lrish communities). Such networks are'imbedded:in fnsti-

tutions which are themselves shaped by class antagonisms. For example, -

American Blacks in the post-Reconstruction'South, Americén Indians after
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the hars’of the West, and the English worklng class |n‘the earlybnineteenth
century were subJected to an oppressed subordlnate status after maJor cnvnl
conflicts. Reactlon to thlsvsubJectlon-catalyzed_the.development of
.institutions foriself-ptotection and political ‘response. , ) s
'For example, in both Black and Native American communlties extended
;famllles are’ commonly found ﬂhatever the cultural,orlgln of this klnship‘

pattern, it serves as an efflcient means of pooling scarce resources and

providing ”soc|al |nsurance“ for the family dur|ng hardshlp (Aberle, 1969;

~~~~~~~ Hill, l972).-‘Inhnln§£§§33h_century Engllsh worklng-class commun|t|es it'

L m——— e

was common to flnd friendship soc|et|es--t|ghtly knit groups of kln_andm
peers Who ‘came to one another's aid in times of need (Thompson,-f963); More
overtly political institutions are also found. In Black communitles,b

Church and racial advancement organlzatlons have served as the center of .
“recurring struggles for civil rights (ngu, l978). In Native American
communities, pan-tribal pow-woWs, which -combine politicaF;and cultural
_.expression, have flourished since the end of the‘nineteenth century. The
Engllsh’trade union movement , which'was built upon the organizational
' foundations of the friendship societies,'provided'a‘focus forﬁgorking—

class cultural‘tradition aS'well as for making political and economi.c
demands.

| These institutions of mutual aid and political response'result from
. ethnic and class organiaation'and self-awareness,‘ Their existence impliest
social networhs and.through those networks,'access'to various)speech events.

gFor example, in communities where extended famities flourlsh -relations

ja

between ch|ldren ‘and adults are typically di fferent: from the chlld/adult

, relations'of nuclear famllres,’_ln the former case, lateral grouplngs of

s o U

S vmacCtm—g2s
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peers are more prOminehflih the social life of youth; in the latter, role-
differentiateq group?ngé of adults and children are more common. (As we
! f . “ . . .‘ ’ .
. will see below, such differences‘influence preferred structures of
participation.fh As ahother'examp1e consider the traditional English

@ : ¢ .
its stress on-loyalty to peers and kinsmen,

»

workiné;class community_WIth

in dppositibn to the'ethos‘of individué1 self-adyahcement toutéd by th¢ 

contémporary midd}e class; lﬁ recent detadeé; sociologists (Gans, 1962)

and culture h?Zforians (Hoggart, 1962) have‘deécribed the effect.of working-

- - A'WE155§-T6§é1ty;to fagﬂijéhd peers on fami1y'stfﬁctUre'and inquidual
“motivation to attain higher education. Socio]inguists Hgve inVestigated

AT W Mg 3T G s © — pna na b

the n;:;;;;;;‘:;je c{gse?knit,netWOrksfof fémily.and friends'play in
preserving non-StandaEd, local 'dialects (Milroy é Méygrain,.l98d).
vTaken together the foregéing'studies.b;opide a'brief“sketch of the'

relevant soéial‘dyﬁamics of'workfng~class,and minorify.communitiegz

h ,/élternéfiQe political, cﬁlfural;iand fami]ial inétitutiqns;“tight-knig

- groups of peers, with~primarY'lqy$lt9 to family ahdf;ommuni;y. .Thgi

) sigﬁificancg of these dynamics is that long-term hetworks of éssdciation
lead to theiformation of shared discoﬁfse conventions. .These cbhvehtions 
index communicative goalé, plans, and a;tivitieé,'creating a presuppoéifional_
frameWork within which spgech~signal§ are interprg'ted.j éﬁ@ard Sapir.aptly‘
/characteriied the ;rade-off,béthgnfsdcfal relations, liﬁguistié form, -

“and éommunicated neaning with his femark that "'A sihgle wora'pésséd betweén

: meﬁbérs/of an int{héte group,. in spite of ifs aﬁparen; ambiguity, méy

[

_-constitute a far more precise communication than volumes of carefully

P

e __. prepared correspondence interchanged between governments' (1931-b, p. 106). -

Bearing in mind this connection between institutions, networks, and forms .

IToxt Provided by ERI
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of speaking, ft can”be seen tnat the foregoing studies bolcter the clain'
that sngnlflcant discontinuities exist betWéen the ways of organnznng talk .
and conduct in the school,‘and tné ways typlcal of worklng class and
mlnorlty communltles and homes. The dJS;OﬂtInUItIeS exist, and centrally
afféct educational performance, because the School ore;upposes different
social rclotions‘than_the.minority'Eommunity and;”through those~relations,.
different ways of orgénizfng discoursc.‘ As is noted above and dlscussed
more fully below"(uhder‘“titeracy and Situated interpretatlon“), the crucial
issue is not just that discontinuities exist, but rather tnat they trigger '
~implicit evaluations'and thus form the basis for grouping'students into |
ability-tracks, a process which becomes self-validating. But tirst let 'us
turn to some recent studies of Ianguage use which havé provided“documentation.

on the forms home/school.discontinuities ‘take.

Language Use in the CommUnity and Classroom
. A first type of’discontinuitY involves oreFerredcorganizat?on of group:
activities. In an early study of c!assroom organization,»Philips (1972)
., compared patterns of classioom participation among lndian‘and non-lndian
~children. She‘introduced.the‘concept of "participant structures" to
characterize therconfiguration of norms, motual rights,‘and obligations
that snape social relations‘and influence learning.. Brictly,'shevfound v
that lndfan children participatéd'noré cffectively {n“classroom activities'
which minimized the need'for individual display and‘teacner control. The
childrenfs preference for these kinds of activities reflected the kinds of
relations which they'were accustoméd to: On the reservationvnctworks-of

children were more |mportant than hierarchical networks of adults and

chlldren. Other studies have corroborated Phlllps' flndlngs. ‘Failure to

- , ‘_,34 : ‘ ' \
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learn has been attrlbuted to d|scont|nu1t|es between the partncnpant struc-
tures-.of the communlty and those of the school for other Native Amerxcans
(Cazden & John, 1969; Erlckson & Mohatt, 1981), for Amerlcan Blacks
(Kochman, 1972), for\Hawannan-Amerlcans (Au, 1980; Boggs,.1972), and for
- k : worknng-class British (Bernstein, 1975) | | ~
One part of the argument about discontinuity is as follows ‘Ciassroom : . :
act|V|t|es which emphasnze |nd|V|dual display of knowledge “and teacher o |
control of rewards and error-correction predominate in most schoolrooms
It is in these activities, organized jnto role-differentiated networks of
‘adults and. children, that middle-class children participate enthusfastita]ly

and effectively, while minority and working-class“chfldren‘tend to exclude T

-

themselves.

i

| N .
has to do with the relation of speaker/audience collaboration to the kind"

A second type of discontinuity, less well documented than the first,

of dfscourse obtained..‘Many stUdies haVe commented on the inexplicit
quality of the speech of Black (e.g., Labov, Cohen, & Roberts,>1969) and
Native American students (e.g., Dumont, 1972). A major charactertstlc of .
this referentlally |nexpl|C|t style: of discourse is the |mportance asS|gned
to overt and contunuous valldatlon of the speaker via feedback mechanisms.:
Speakers Openly seek valldatlon, audiences offer overt‘evaluatlons of speech;
the role of speaker and audlence is fluid, with frequent speaker- turnAmn

" changes (Koohman, 1972). The. style evokes a dlalogue because the message
is eohstruéted in.the'pr0cess of speaker-audlence exchanges S|m|lar.
remarks about the relatlon of explncnrness to speaker/audlence exchanges

. have been made concernlng Native Amerlcan students (Cooley, 1979; Phl]lps

1972)  and working-class Brltlsh youth (Bernstein, l962-b).
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Studles of speech events in m|nor|ty commun|t|es suggest a source of
: th|s style of discourse. Much research has emphaslzed that effectlve
part|c|pat|on in work|ng class Black commun|t|es requnres skllls in verbal

.|nteract|on " These skills are developed in d|alogue-l|ke events, with i .

i1
1

constant audlence validation of the speaker s performance The events - o oy

include ch|ldrer s and adult's s|gn|fy|n and rapplr, (Kochman, l972

Mitchell4Kernan, 1921); adults' oral narrat|ves (L,pov, 1972~ b), and gospel
preaching (Gumperz, 1978). For many years l|ngu|%t|c and folklorlstic e,
studies have drawn attention to the dramaturglcalaqgalitv of‘many Natlve ;
American oral narrativesr Rather .than static.recitations, these speech - S
events are performances in which audience feed ack is crucial in shaping
the form of the narrative (Hymes, 196§§-Jacobs, 1959; Scollon & Scollon,
1979, 1981; Toelkan, 1969) . | o

Thfslway of organizing discourse contnasts with the organiZation ofv

i .

talk found in most classrooms. ln classrooms a preferred-format'ls for

|nd|V|duals to display knowledge verballylln situations where speaker turns -
are allocated by the teacher and aud|ence feedback or’“|nterrupt|ons,“ are
discouraged (Philips, 1972; MOhan, l979, Sinclair & Coulthard, l975). In-

add|t|on, lexucally and syntactlcally preC|se language is favored messages .

are to be expl|c|t requnrlng l|ttle context to be understood (Bernsteln,

1975, postscript; Cole & Scribner,’ 1973)

The similarity between th|s way of organ|2|ng talk and adult, mlddle-
class speech has often been noted. Studies of the speech of middle-class
‘adults in Britain have dlscussed the predominance of egofcentric speaker-
evaluation_and the context-independent quality of that speech (Bernstein,

1964~b). Studies of the narratives of middle-class adults in the‘United
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States have described'thefpfevalence of speaker-evaluaffon and lexically'

» O : . o
and syntactically explik?t language (Chafe, 1981; Labov, 1972-b). In both

”caseS'the speaker'; elf-consclous commentlng on the message is h|ghl|ghted
and;lexical and sy actic elaboration is normal. This way of - speaklng
.evokes'a'nonologue because the speaker both constructs and comments upon
the nessage.,-There are feedbaclk mechafisms, of course,.but overt audience
-par;icioation“ié~downplayed.

The studies of participation structures discussed above demonstrate
that the typical organizatfon of classroom activities clashes w?'.hﬁhe modes
of coopefation and communication learned in the c%mmunity and preferred'by ’

working-class and minorify”youth. The result is that one class of.ﬁtudentg

o ' ,
confronts an organlzatlon of classroom communlcatlon at odds with those

mlnorlty and worklng-c!ass students. In short, these studies report a basic

congruence between “mlddle class" wayF of displaying and acquiring knowledge .

v

[}
s

through language and the ways of dlsp‘ayang and acquiring knowle%fe

typlcally found in |nst|tut|onsbof formal education. - L .
AlthOughiit is presumed'thatvour public,educat.on«s?scem provides‘

equal opporfunic}esAto all students, inequa]ity persfets because”access to

H

learning opportunities is. restricted both by structures of participation

and by evaluations of .ability which are sensitive to differences in

»

discourse style. (ln addftjon to the references in the preceding sectifn,

the interested reaoer»should consult the many articles collected by Karabel
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anq‘Halsey,'l977, especially pp. 167-307 and 473-544, anthyhes, 1981,

pp. 126-160). \ ‘o ' 3

, o Literacy and Situated Interpretation \

‘ : - B o \ .
In order to better understand this issue, it is necessafy to examine

the ways in which soéide;ltural differences in the organigetion of discourse
- interact with the maJor instltutlonal goals qf education. ‘Sehooling in
modern society can be charécterlzed as a spectal set of lnstitutlonal

\

"activities which center on the acquisition of general purpose skills, the

most importent of which is literacy. As the primary goal of formal educa-
tion, concern wnth literacy and \li\terate behavior |nfluences both face-to-
face classroom interaction and thecumulative. evaluatloné\of\\blllty

_ represented by grade records and 'standardized-test scores’A Given thls

state of affeirs it is fmportant to-ask (a) what, if;enything, constitutes

A

a valid comparison of oral and written language, and (b) what situetfons

~within the school provide, or deny, access to the kinds of instruction and

pract}ce that result ih étu@ents learning the ékiils of literacy.

This section‘will proyﬁde a brief review of some of the received
attitudes coheerning the relation between language use and ifteracy. |
will then discuss in more detail studies comparing spoken and written

language and examining'the‘naturejof access to literacy training in typical"

classrooms.

i

Received Views on Language Use and Literacyv‘

"'Half a century ago Leonard Bloomfield made a number of insightful
 observations about the relations between‘fqrmal education, language use, and

training in literacy skills. He pointed out that the school is where
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society deals with its linguistic probléems, The\attempted solutions usually
involve the suppression of vernacular speech, whether the vernaculars are

soc|al and regional dlaiects or distinct languages CriticiZing~the

\

\

school%, Bloomfield argued that through the enforcement of prescr|pt|ve

.grammatical doctrine the,schooi tried to transform speakers of vernaculars -

into speakers of the standard language. The chief aims of this linguistic
authoritarianism was iiteracy‘ Prescrnptnvnsm was seen as the route to

i|teracy because notions about spoken language were mi xed up with knowledge

of written language.. !t was assumed that speech which came closest to the

\
4

nornsrfor the spoken standard wouidvpose fewest problems. of transiatiOni
into the norms for the literary standard (Bloomfield 1927, 1933)

. ‘Aithoughiprogress has been made since Bioomfleld s cr|t|que, in many
educational circles it is still assumed that inability to speak Standard
Engilsh will h|nder a student's ability to work with written materials. The
confusion of Standard {s Vernacuiar with acqunsntlon of llteracy has been_
incorporated into a fifty-year controversy over the proper form reading

instruction should take. One side of the debate has insisted that drill

in learning the orthography of English must come first in the instruction

- e

— (RN S

process. Adherents of this view Rave shown a con5|stent tendency to confuse
standard pronunciation withfmaster§\of phono-graphene correspondences

(cf. Bloomfieid, 1933, for the opening critique; Sledd, 1972,-for an

update). The d?HE} éi%e has insisted that comprehension and lnterpretation
practice should precede the teachlng f letter-sound correspondences Adams-
(1977), Brown (1968), and Gibson and Levun (1975) provide cogent arguments
for the middie'position: the need to inciude all leveis of linguistic |

strycture in the training of young readérs. (The remarks of these latter

lalects. )

researchers have nothing to do with social:;

&D

e
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There is an element of truth to the claim that vernacular speeéh.is X
furEhef'%PQm the nor~= for written language than is the spoken standard.’
! But tﬂe,éffégt of ‘divergence betwéen a vernacular dialect aﬁd a literary
standard on E%@digg and ‘writing remafns an open qUesiion. ‘ln‘the United
3¥~iState;iih;\Uifférence usually is treated in terms of correspondences.between
the phonology ahé syntax of spoken language and the phonology 3pd éy tax of'

written language. As was discussed earlier, experimental attempts t

ove the interference of features of BEV on comprehension of materials
4

written in SE have been inconclusive (Gibson & Levin, 1975; Simohs: 1979) .

Comparing Oral and Written Language . ~

It would seem that what is needed is a model of oral and written

language which accurately portrays what péoplé do when they speakvandb
write. But the usefulness of simple bipartite models is questionable.
In a recent review, Akinnaso (1982) compares research on spoken/writtgg

’ : .
di fferences in Western and non-Western societies. He concludes that the

distinction between;époyen and written discbursé ﬁg’overly broad. Focusing'
on thg formal linquistic consequences of the two modalities, hé argues

that the commﬁnicatiVe tasks of speakers and writers and#tHe larger com-
municative’évents within which the spoken or wrftten message occurs have
more telling consequences for language fo;m thén does modality EEt:ig-"|n

a similaf vein, Gﬁmperz,‘Kalﬁmaq and 0'Connor (1982) have argued that
researcﬁ comparing oral and,ﬁritten discour;e has failed to discover valid ,
differences in formal patterns because investiéators have not isolated
comparable communic%tive tasks in speaking and writing. Arguments similar
to those of Akiﬁnasé and Gumperz et al. have also been made by Rubin (1980)

LA

and Tannen (1981).

ERIC S v
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Comprehendfqg'discourse‘requireovthat the listener or reader perceive
howqone utterance, or sfrotch of text,'relates to what wént before. Ohg
geooral 'task' whith‘speakers énd writers intuitively seem to share is'thot
of signalliog and maintaining oohesion in their discourse. But cohesion is
a cootroyersial notfon. A matter of much .theoretical dispute is what sorts
of linguistic, social, and psychological knowledge are involved in pefcoiving,
or inferring, cohesive ties; At a minimym, tH; study of cohesion must
avoid the two major drawbacks of text-semaotic theories of cohesion. First,
these’theories tend to jgnore the social activity which encompasses any
text. Second, they tend to impose non-patent structures (ouch as story-
grammars) on discoufse, wifhout attending to the interplay of referenco and
intention which const}tutés the inherent structure of any discourse (Collios,
1981; Halliday & Hasan, 1976; Morgan & Zellner; }980;.van'Dijk, 1981).

A study of cohesion in discourse‘thch,seeks to avoid'thesé:drawoacks
must encompass at least:'two levels of information. On the one hand, it
must address the conceptuallzatlons of . socnal actlon, formulated varlously —
as actsV|ty frames,LEevTﬁgooj//981) and SOC|al -action- plans (Bruce, 1980),
which participants employ in-interpreting discourse. On the other hand, |
it must attend to the “local“ probiem of deterhining how reference is
ostabllshed,and malntalned (Mars!en W|lson, et al., 1981). .Although
““ana1yt1talry—separabTe—the‘two revefs-are—of—cour5e—re+ated—rn—aﬁy—attuai—
process of discourse comprehension.

One heuristic for intégratiﬁg the two aspects when stuoying spegoh
and toxt has been propooed bf’&umperz, Kaltman and O‘Connor (1982) with the

concept of thematic cohesion. The concept concerns the processes by which

‘.3a spoken utterance or written text is tied together, including the devices.

43
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and strategies by which pebple signal éctivity; chunk info;mation S0 as,fo
hiéhlight certain‘parts~and background others, signal tppic shifts, éndl
establish and maintain perspective within a'topic. There are a léast two 3
levels at which thematic cohgsion must be s?gnalled. The first,-which is
concerned with higher-level stru;ture, breaks down into two’pérf :  (a) what
is thé Epeech.activity currently und%rway (for example,‘pefsonal letters,
sets o%_instructions, memorandum vs. casual chat, intenv}ew, formal disfv
cussion); and (b) what are the structures of knowledge of tHe'worldr-
schemata, frames, and plans--which intersect theSe‘speech activities. The
second is concerned with lower-level processes:‘ how are topics introduced 
and maintained; and how is old aﬁd new information distinguished.

lﬁ what follows two. studies will be discussed which explore the ways
in_whfch subcultural differéhces in conventions for signa]lfng cohesive ties
influenc; educational processes. The first study is concerned with how
mismatches in ways of signalling cohééive;ties led to minority students
receiving Iesé oral preparation for literacy. The second is concerned with

how communicative mismatches, ability categories, and teaching techniques

affected the process of reading in reading groups.

Thematic Cohesion in Oral and Written Narratives

The question of how thematic cohesion is signalled by young children

in both oral and written language was investigated by this writer gnd

S. Michaels (fér full discussion,;é;.xgollins & Michaeis, 1980). The

sfﬁdy comparea the orél and written narratives of black children from
working-class backgrounds and white children from professiénal middle-class
backgrounds."'fhe goal of the ana]ysis was to isolate those agpecps of

middle-class narratives which sounded intuitively "literate" to the casual

. 42 )
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listener by analyZ|ng how ‘thematic cohesion was. malntalned in the narra-

tives of both sets of children. We felt that there were aspects of the
.black‘children's‘oral-dlscourse styles which might make their acquisitlon

of-literacy skllls more diff}thltr’ But more important, we knew, on the ' e i
‘basis of one researcher s‘?hlchaels) year of partncnpant observatlon, that -
the teacher of both groups of students responded negat|vely to the narra- |
tive style of the black studehts ‘We hypothesized;that the hegative'response

was due, at least |ﬁ part to a lack of shared conventions for signalling
cohesive ties in discourse. "The teacher was of the opinion that the black
chlldren "just rambled“ when given an opportunit¥~to narrate. These

children, in turn, felt that_the teacher cut them short in an dnfair and
arbitrary fashion:(cf.'Michaels'& Collins, 1982, in press). )

| Much research has shown that in learning to become literate ln school = .7
a child has to learn to shift from his or her home-based conversatiohal |
strategles to the more written-like strategies of discursive prose. To the
extent‘that the language of the home(differs from that of the school, the
transition to literacy is made'morewdlfficult: In this study six oral
narratives froﬁ young school children were_examined for evidence of this ‘ [>
process-of transition. rFour narrati;es were from first graders, two‘from,. “

‘‘‘‘‘

fourth graders. Although the narratives were elicited, the study could be oLk

—seen—as a naturalistic c}perlluun‘ﬁ_because ft—occurred as part of a year-long
ethnographlc study of speech evehts in the classroom and home setting. ‘Thef
task, researther, and setting were familiar'to the subjects.

We showed the chlldren‘a six-minute film made by_W. Chafe in cOnjunotloh
with a narrative discourse project (Chafe, 1980) and shortly thereafter‘asked

theh to tell the researcher about the fllm;‘the researcher said she,had not’

-
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seen it. Our goal in asking the children to organize a/monologue recounting
. {

[

the events in the film was to pose -an exercise which/would place few |

h
[

restrictions on narrative strategy, but would give’ us some - control- over what

J

was belng reported. Since the/flrst graders we/e not yet fluent wrlters,
/ .

we also |ncluded two fourth graders in- the stﬁdy, from whom we could get

both oral and wrltten nahfatlves on the same topic. . The deS|gn perm“tted us'

I
|

|

narratlves--and the same children performlng dlfferent tasks--g:vung‘oral;

to compare different chjldren performung the same task--g;vung oral,

and written narratives. - o ’ | .
We were particulerlyvintereeted in the functions served by pro#ody in
, o ) T . 2l ,
the oral narratives, in part because prosodic features. are hot avai#able in
written discourse, in part‘because_we_knew from analysis oflciaSSroém speech

events that the Bléck students used prosody differently'than theit %hite ’
counterparts (Hichaels & Cook=-Gumperz, 1979). |

In analyzing the four firstjgrade nartatives.we fdund'that the middle-
class narrators used a variety of lexical and syntactic'deVices to signal
ageht-focus and co-reference relations. Working-class narraters were'mofe
likely to rely on prosod}c cues to signal similet relations and distinctions.

The white and black fourth-graders' narratives were more fluent and complex,

but reflected the style contrast seen in the younger children's narratives.

’

More interesting, the same stylistic dichotomy showed up in their Written
versions of the same narrative. Let us examine these matters in more detail.

When we compared the narratives simply for rfumber and-type of nominal

~and verbal complements, no conclusive pattern emerged (agreeing with the

findings of Edwards, 1976;a, in England). But when we looked at' the deploy-

-ment, of complements within and across clause boundaries with regard to the




'rwork they did to provide ties between events in the narrative;-we did: find ar

, character referred to as “thns boy "
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_clear-differences. ‘In the working-class children's narratives, complements

tended to be verbal complements, that is,,they_added information:about- -~ - - - - -

(1) and the peachés.. fell out on the ground R . .:.,“t:.idft y

|

|
actions, states, and events. For example: S I ' o L
The phrase ''out on the gr0und“ adds addltlonal tnformatnon about the verb

“fell " In_the muddle-class narrat|ves, in contrast, complements tended to .

be nomlnal complements, which added |nformat|on about key ch-racters in the

,narrative. For example:d

(2) ?hia;boy on this bike came along"
In this case the phraSe Pon this bfke” adds additiona1'fnformation,about the
These patterns of us:ng\complements were part of more |nclu5|ve strate-i
gles for maintaining thematrc\cohe5|on It turned out on. closer |nspect|on.
that the two croups dlfferediln the—way in wh:ch they ldentlfned a character
in the film and ]ater're-introduced that character into the narratlve,' The
white middle-claés'narratora used ccmplek nominal syntax When introducing ;a
new character. " Then, in referring back to this character, after other
eVehta or characters had been talked abobt, the children used embedded | (

complements, as well as lexical»and grammatical paralleliSm,'tche~establi§h

“reference. The black working- class narrators were more likely to use
appositional structures when_lntroduclng a character. Nhen referring back

re-establishing the character in the narrative, they used a special proSodic

cue--vowel.elongation with aihigh rise-fall intonation. Let us contrast

two examples. A mjddle4classdchi1d begins: : -
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(3a) . l . there was a‘man/"

o that was . ... pickinglsome'. .. pears'
)Duenty four lines later she mentlons the character again,MSEYing:
(3p) . . . they . . . walked by the man/

' who gave/ . . . wh-who was;picking thé‘pears o

Note the use of relatlve clauses to establlsh and malntaln reference to
, Hthe man.” A worklng class child beglns.
(ha) .-, ", it was about/ . . ; this man/ o .

he was um/ . ... um . . . takes some . . .

beach[ .. . some . . . pea-;ré off‘the tree/ .
‘ TWenty-Five lines later‘he mentions the character again},saYIng:
b)) . . . Qhen he passed/ by EHEE.EET;EZW
| .l. . the man . . . the ma;*n came out the tree/
Note the use of vowe ) elongatxon (V--) and .a hlgh rise- fall lntonatlon :
:contour (AN) to |nd|cate def|n|teness when the character is re-establushed

/ . N .
in-the narrative. . _ o o e

-

One style of narrator uses relative clauses to pack information around

a nominal indicating-a major character, using that-inFormation whep re-
introducing theAcharacter. The other style intfoduces charaeters with

apposnt:onal constructlons, relylng on a specual:zed prosodlc cue to sngnal

”defunnteness“ in Tater mentions. Both styles are communlcatlvely effective, ”
but they make different interpretational demands on—the'listener. The‘first .
strategy requnres general knowledge of English lexicon and syntax. The

second requnres, in addltlon, knowledge that vowel elongatlon and COntoured

. intonation sngnals def|n1teness.

——lt
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/ Furtheymdre, this stylisficldifferéﬁcé‘is‘fquqd“}n the foufth-grade‘
narrétives. The bjaék fourth-gréder'Feliesvmdre on‘pro;o&ic cues fhan his
'WhiteAcéu;terpart. Although'é good writer in many other'réspect§: he has
difficulty in his written narrative just af phqsg;boints where, in his
--oral n;rﬁatfve, he uses prosodfc cu¢s t6idjstin§uish major.chafacfefsJT'it(A_,
is when the;man picking pears fs-re-iptfoduced‘into thé-étory théf this
foUrth;grader‘fafTs to‘make;the necéssary‘Iéxicélléyntactic distinctigns.v
Consequehtly;.hfs %ekt?fs ambiguous. . The middlé-class fburth-gfadef uses

relatival complements to distinguish major characters in both his oral and

brittén narratives; his written versioh”is unamb i guous.

These Findings.aréstentafivé because the sampfe is small. réut an
analysis df similar narrétfves cblleétedvfrom”otherfchfidren'ih;thg same
ciassr&om showed avclear black WOrking-claés/whitegmiddle;claSs difference

i

on this use of 5trafegfes to introduce aﬁd're-éStaélfsh reférénée to major
characteré (HérBVSimons, personal communication). ;Addftionally, there'is_ A
indirecf support from other soﬁrces; Smith (I969)Lhas discussed the uéé .

of appositional con;tructions rather fhén rélafiVe clauses in BEV. And )
we have encountered the use of'thisfpr6SOdic strategy in the nérfat}Ve

styles -of adult women from the same Eommunity (cf. Mitchelinernan, 1971,

for the only substantive empirical study of language use in this community);/_

| have touched on the educational implications of tﬁese stYIe differ-
ences in‘diécussing the fourth-grader Qhose writing was ambiguous -at those
points where in oral narrative Hé'used a prosodic cbnventionvto evokexa,
presupposed\“contex£.“ In ]ea?ﬁing tHe strategies of discursive'prdse this;

student, and others like him, will have to learn a new convention for

".signalling cohesive ties between successive mentions of a character.

s

a7 x
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iAdd|t|onally, as Mlchaels (l981) has argued thia use ef prosodyvtogmaintain

_ thematic cohe5|on has 1mpl|cat|ons for classroom |nteract:on. In the class-

room studled, the teacher was not sensntlve to this way of S|gnall|ng

presupposntlons, she was - frequently baffled by the . narratlves of students

“: who used this cue. The result was dlsharmonlous, unproductlve exchanges

during “sharing'tlhe” sessions. These SeSSions, sometimeS‘called ”show and

’

tell " were opportunltles for students to learn a partlcular style of class-

room d|5¢0ur5e. ‘Michaels dubbed them "an oral preparatlon for ltteracy»‘
because certain modes of topical elaboration were implicitly developed, in

~dialogue with the teacher, during the students' turns at telling_narratlvés.

But one group of students had far fewer opportunities to learn these modes. -. ..

Language Use.and Access to Literacy Practice

Mlchaels' flndlngs suggested that it mlght be profltable to explore
lnnks between the dlfferenceP in strategles used for S|gnall|ng thematlc
cohe5|on in narrat|Ves and the quest|on of how language use affects access
to learn:ng opportunltles. A study by the'wrlter lfor»fuller dlscu55|on,
'cf; Collins; to appear), as part of ' the same.ethnographlc project as the
' reaearch juat summarlzed, looked ihto the issue of access to classroom .

reading instruction. It examined the interaction of teaching techniques .

s
g
S
/

and communicative styles in first-grade reading groups. The primary
research question was to what extent the learning opportUnities‘students
were exposed to were.lnfluenced’by two variablesi (a) the ability groups
into which students were placed; and (b) cdmmunicative backgroUndsjas
.gauged by;sociocultural background and ahalysis of oral narratives:

The study built ona long line of research which has established the

existence of differential treatment at allfleVelé"Bf“the~school engirghmegt‘

45




Perspectives

L6

o

(Leacock, 1969; McDermott, 1976; Piestrup, 1972+ Rist, 1970, 1977). ‘In
particular, it built on the studies of Piestrup and McDermott. Piestrup

showed the influence of teachers' attitudes to dialect on teaching

. techniques and reading achievement outcomes."McDermott_clarified a number

of impertant aspects of uie reading‘instruction.proceésﬁaﬁH'ShOWed how it

- differs across ability groups. Firs't, he showed that much less time was
given to the actuel:task of reading with low-ranked-groups ' (one-third of the

time spent by the high-ranked group). Second, he was among the first_to see

that'the_instructional process is collaborative: Teachers and étudents
build upon one another's -verbal and kinesic‘Signals. ~The collaborative

process unconsciously creatés a pattern of interaction which is either

‘,herhonious\and directed at reading or disharmonious and filled with inter-

ruptions. In our study we concentfated'on.language use in reading group

ihstructioﬁe;~loeking at the proeess as a verbal analogue to the kinds of
non-verbal structuring of the classroom environment which McDermott had
studied. By looking at language, we expected to be able to show how the

kinds .of interaction patterns he observed were linked to communicative

background and interactional history.

N . . S . . ) .
Recent work in the analysis of natural conversation has shown that

nearly all successful communication is a protess-of-exchangeé in which con-

versants build upon the contributions of a previous speaker or_speakers;
In our attempt to study the influence of commﬁnity-based discourse styles
on classroom interaction and reading ihétruction, we assumed that learning

is an interactive process requiring similar sorts of collaboration between

students and teachers (a perspective supported by.recent research on
. o : ' .

language learning, Snow & Ferguson, 1977; pre-sehoolfng, DowIey-McNamee,'

49
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1979;'and classroom learning, Mehan, 1979; Wells, 1981). If this were so,

it followed that the collaborative learning Rrocess couid be'studied
profitabiy by using concepts and techniques developed for the analysis of

\shown that inferencing

processes are crucial in language comprehension, and especially crucial in

conversation we relied upon a notion of conversatighai inference. This

concept refers to the situated process of |nterpretat|dp by which partici-
pants in a conversatlon asses% other partncnpants' |ntent:ons and respond

on the basis of ‘that aSsessment (Gumperz,_1982-a). As with the notion of
thematlc cohesuon, conversatlonai inference.refers to two levels of
commuhicative |ntention (a) ‘the oerception of activity; and (b) chdnking o

of information into units and the signalling of given vs. new information.

. Because it refers to activities as well as utterance-level signalling of

intention,'the'conCept‘offers‘some purchase'on the issue of how differing
interpretetions(arise and how they in turn contribute to patterns of
differential interaotion. ' )

From classroom observation'we knew that the reading groups of the
first~grade class had been subjected to differing sorts of ipnstruction fFom /

the very beginning of the school year. The low group received much more

instruction in phonics drill' than other groups. The relation of instruction

difference to apparent ability was not clear. An initial anaiysis oft

. selected reading iessons showed thac the d|fferent|ai emphasns |n |nstruc-

tlon noticed by the classroom researcher contlnued throughout the year.

:fComparlson of the groups revealed a two-tiered structure of differential

treatment. On one ievei, the more generai one of amount of time spent at

various types of instructional activities, low-group readers were given

5¢
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extensive phqno-grapheme drill, with little attention paid to tHewmeaning-
fulness of,;he reading .task; coaversely, their high-group cohnterparts wefé
given. much more exercise in passage-reading and the answering of queétiéns.
about the material being read from. On thé other.level, that of specific

instructional procedures, correction of low-group reading errors focused

_»on_phono-grapheme-correspdndences and word-recognition; conversely,
“correction ofihigh~grbup errors.focused on the semantics and pragmatics of

- text comprehension.

- This analysis of a two-tiered structure of differential treatment was
exploratory; as with the preceding study, it was based on a small sample

(eighteen lessons). Further research is needed, with more careful

comparisons of classroq@s, reading tasks, and teaching styles. But there

are several reasons for suspecting that sugp differences are symptomatic of
more general patterns found in éarly'readiﬁg instruction, First, where
efhnographic studies have taken notice of ability groﬁps in reading
inétruction,.similaf findings are reported. Gumpefzyand Hernandez (1972)
have described anvidenticalbemphasis on decoding vs. meaniﬁg in the
instruction gtven high-ranked vs. low-ranked feaders in ethnically‘comp]ex
c]assrooms; McDermott has described a similar state of affairs (1978).

!

Second, systematic‘comparatiy;\studies corroborate the ethnographic reports.

'ln‘Leacock's (1969) comparativé ethnography of city schools,_;he found that

in inner-city schools there was -an emphasis on control behavior in reading
groups, rather than an emphasis on: communication and lgarning; Allington
(1981) conducted a study focusing on reading groups and instruction

strategies. Using audio-recordings from twenty classrooms, in sixteen

different school distrkgtsxﬂn New York state, he found that low-ranked

" 5i
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reader; are corrected more quick}y and conéiste tly than;their higﬁ-ranked
counterbartg,'for ali types of erroré.. Addition,lly,\lhe correction cues !
are different. Cues given low-ranked readers uEQélly CQﬁqern~graphd--’

phonzme correspondences, while those given high-ranked.readers usually

concern larger Iangpage units of syntax and semantics {cf. the studies

reviewed in Allington, 1982).

We had evfdence of significanf differenéés fn amount of time spent on
vario;s reading tasks and of di%feriné correttibn‘strategieg uéed for - o
similar or identics] miscues. One plausible. hypothesis, which we were not.
able to test in fhis study, was that the distinct_”schematé,pf ﬁead}ng”
_reﬁorted in the literafure on children's concegtibns bf the purpose of
reading (cf. Carney & Winograd, 1979, for a review) resulted from the dif-
ferent emphaseé found in our material and documented elsewhere;

Our main concern, recall, was with the:mutual influences of communica-
tive styles and learning opportunities. We narrowed this by concentrating
on the relationship of reading aloud sfyle and correction strategieé. We
treated phe two as mutually reinforcing cues Fér convergétion inferencing
Asrocesses: the children's reading aloud styles influencing the teacher's

‘!éonception of their reading abilities; the teacher's correctioné, in turn,
© influencing the students' conception of the task, their Uschemata for
SR - reading'! (Carhey & Winogréd; 1979). In order to examfné“thTs"réTétionsHTp T
we selected passages in which the same téacher workedrwith high-group and

low-group readers as tHey read from texts of equal compléxity.f Theftexts
'werextranscribed“with,a detéiled prosodic notation, which enabled ué to

analyge how different readers,divided the text into "information units'

e ’
(Halliday, 1968),) that is, how they segmented the text into breath groups

5%
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and signalled intonational prominence within groups. Because of our concern’
with the place of conversational inference in classroom interaction, we’
'Y .

analyzed the placement of tone group (i.e., breath group)-boundaries and

)

* tonal contours for their predictlve value. That is to say, analysis soughQ

[

to éstablish the language units being demarcated by tone groupings and

nuclei placement. This goal required simultaneous attention to two discourse

levels, both (a) the phrasal and sentential.gonstituencies of'tﬁe,text.being
read and (b) ghe teacher-student exéhanges occurring during a.turn at |
reading.

The analysis revealed that members of the two groups had different
reading styles or prosodic strategies For handling a text. One strategy
seemed to tfeat wofds as independent elements, placing tone Qroups and
contours in such a\vay as to make it difficult to ascertain sentence
constituencies. Théxothef strategy placed tone groups and contours in such
a way as,to make conggituency identification relatively easy: it used
falling contours in utterance-final position, emphasizing sentence

. °

boundaries. The different strétegies seemed to reflect different views

of the purpose of reading, one viewing reading merely as word pfonunciatioﬁ,

"the other viewing it as a search for meaningful structure (at least to the

level of sentence). Teachers' correction strategies seemed to tacitly
assume the different Eahceptions of purpose and}respohd accordingly.‘

But there were suggéstive similarities between the readiné styles and
what we considered to be community-based discourse stylés. An analysis of
oral harrétives, of which the re;éarcﬁ summarized above was a paft, provided

evidence that the use of prosody in reading was related to other aspects

of oral discourse. |In particular, high-ranked readers tended to place

o3
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“\ ’ .
torial nuclei at the ends of clauses, near tone group boundaries. Low-ranked

readers, .on the other hand, tended to place tonal nuclei in the midqle of
claus;s, away from boundaries. While both ways of Organizing'narrativej
discourse are communicatively effective, they sound different. The'highF :
group membérs talked in such a. way ﬁ%at sentence boundéries were more
easily discerned by the casual adultkﬁistener. Additionally,ltheir habit
of.placing tonal nuclei in clause-final positionAtranslatea more_gésily into f d
the strategy of using fallingnintonation on sentence-final vords when .
_reading,aloﬁd« It;s&unded profjcienth even when the rezdling performancg!
was broken and halting, because it was easier fo hear, the sentencé
boundarieé.‘;Conversely, the Iow-ranked.readers' habifrof placing nuclei
mid-clause translated less easily into a strategy of using falling .
. v,intoﬁation on sentence-final words when reading aloud. It sounded less

proficient -because it was difficult to hear the sentence boundaries in the !

text being read aloud. | | —

Given the exploratory nature of the research and the novelty of the

hypotheses, it is difficult to say whether the placement of nuclei in

clause-final position is a formulaic habit of language learned in the home

and community or a result of advanced text comprehension. Similarly, it is
difficult to say Whether“the placement of nuclei in mid-clause is an oral
discourse'éonvention (that is, a community-ﬁased habit)‘or an index of

inferior text comprehension. We do have initial evidence that community-
& . '

background and réading stylé are related, but more controlled study of oral

s N

narratives/and passage reading is needed,; comparing brosodic strategies in

tasks of differential complexity. Nevertheless, although causes of
’ 4 , ' '

performance are complex, our evidence suggests that there is an interaction
. i : & ' Lt
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of communicative background and pedagogy which, through a process of cyclic

reinforcement, helps produce one or the other reading style.
When we. looked at the correction strategies used with one or the other

grouB, it appeared that theAteacher was socialized to the differing reading

strategies. She responded to the different prosodic chunking of texts by

T ﬁéﬁHTTﬁ@“éﬁﬁIVéTent'éfFBFE"Tn VéFV‘JTFFé?éﬁf“WéyETM“Nﬁﬁéféﬁéméiampleé”fékén
from the eﬁtire corpus of eighteen lessons had shown that identigal‘mistues
prompted either decoding-focused grlcomprehension-focu5ed corrections., The
fbur lessons used for controlled'éOmpérison confirmed thfs picture. With
the low group corrections concentrated on low-level linguistic inst}uétiog
about phono-grapheme corregpondences and lexical-level composition of texts.
But with the high group correction }eferred to a.broad range of text elements
and processes. Instruction was provided about orthography and lexical
”?fems, as with the'lbw gron, but information about clauses, sgntences;
expreséivé intonation, énd textual inference was also Lrought into play.
These different teaching styles provided very different contexté for the

-

-° business of learﬁing to read. Thus different styles of prosodically
chunking texts ﬁeemed to evoke different teaching techniques which cyclically
r . reinforced the styles.- The result was either (a) a style with clear
sentence-level phrasing of intonation and reading group interaction fdtused
on extraction of meaningful content (even while decoding), or (é) a style

" ‘ -
without clear sentence-level phrasing and reading group interaction focused

1

*} » words and phono-graphemes in isolation. ' As ‘low-ranked students read wfth,
o ‘ , "~

‘a prosodic style which made it difficult for larger units to be discerned,

a the teacher responded with a pedagogical strategy which focused on small tgxt

.
et 5

units and seemed to compound any tendency to fragmented text-processing

o on the part of the students. - " A = e
. . ‘ -
J.

(91
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In the study we investigated the interaction of oral discourse styles
and teaching techniqyes in early literacy training. ‘The findings were

based on materials gathered during a pilot ethnographfc study, but were

corroborated in ethnographic and cgﬁbarative literature: W%fWQIe édﬁcérned

Pt

with different reading styles and argued that they resulted from both oral

-discourse style and instructional emphasis. Several general conclusions can ’ *

—

be drawn.

First, teachinéﬂéﬁd leafning are collaborative procésses in which the
use of language provides various long-term interactive options on the part’
of participants. Teachers appear to have implicit models of what literate
behavior sounds like (as do most people brought up or educated within the-

kuropean bourgéois tradition, Bloomfield, 1933; Kress, 1978). Related to

' this, they appear to have differing expectations about students' readiness

or ability to assimilate the skills necessary for literacy. Alihough non-
Iinguistic criteria, such as social class (Rist, 1970) are also used inf‘
settfng‘Up ability groups, interactional -history is an important confirming
influence. We sought thevbeginnings of thfs'histdry in the earlybreading'“
lessons and closely related classroom activifies, like ''sharing time"
episodes. In the early leésons the teachers' expgctations helped to pro-
ducg,“and were in turn re-inforced by, the students' conceptions of the
task of reading. | - |
Secohd,\hn apparent manifestation of studeni;s‘l conceptions of .reading

-«
are prosodic strategies used for text-processing. These strategies, by

treating either single words or phrases and sentences as primary, influenced

the interactional options which teachers took. But the strategies were not ~

so1ely due to task conception, for they shared features with oral narrative
% . . {

i
.

styles.
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Third, methods of conversational'anélysis can be useful tools for

\\

studying educational prOCEESes. Analysis of processes of conversational

inference provided insights into the ways in which communicative mismatches

reinforce thé effects of institutional categorization of ability: they
feed into students' and teachers' perception of their interlocutors
communicafiVe intent and of the task at hand, that isj‘reading. This
research supports the findings of the preceding study of oral narrative
style and earlier related work by Michaels and Cook-Gumperz (1979): where

children's community-based discourse habits do not jibe with teachers'

notions of narrative schemata and their use of prosodic cues, then learning

"opportunities are reduced both in quantity and quality.

Evaluation in Language Use and Comprehension

In Both of the‘preceding studjes, the' focus was on community-based
ways of speaking and the acquisitioh‘of the skills of literacy. The
analysis of narrative and of face-to-face interactioﬁ both investigated the
role of interpretivé pfocesses in signélling and assessing thematic
cohesion and in conversational infer¢;c§. This concern with situaged
ihterpretationrshould b; seen as part o%xa broader tradition wHich
emphasiies the centrality of evaluative pe;cgptioh in all linguistic
performance. |

The tradition has relevaﬁte’for_educationai psychology and the
psycho}ogy of Iahguage. As a majbr proponent of_diﬁference exblénations
argued ngarlynnggEEge ago, unless reSearchers have ;émg grip on'setting,
topic, and parficipants' interpretations of task, they ag\not control

the basic determinants of speech. Compazifons of instances\of language

behavior are suspect, as are speculations about cognitive processes or

-
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linguistic abilities (Labov, 1972-c). A numbef-of recent appraisals-of
speech act theory have reinforced the,pdint that evaluative perception’ is
central to linguistic performance. From different theoretical and empirical

perspectives, these studies have criticized the conception of speech acts

inspired by Austin (1975) and Searle (1969) for its idealization of
situation and utterance-bound view of interpretive proqésses.‘ Drawing upon

work in inter-ethnic.cdhmpnicaiion Gumperz (1980) has discussed some of

the factors contributing to the assessment of intention in natural discourse.

He has argued that speecﬁ acts arech;B1ex entitfes in whiéh the relative.
importance of lexical, sYntactic, and prosodic options within a'ceftain
event cannot be assigned by fiat, but remains an urgent empirical quéstioﬁ;‘
A collection of recent studies (Gumperz, 1982-5) provides a variety of
perspectives on this issue. In a compérativé critique.of speech act
tHeories, Silverstein (1979) has pointea to some basic flaws in approaches
which restrict langquage fuﬁdtion to.the level of .sentence-bound inten-
tionality. Using English and Javanese'materials, he shows that when
speakers attribute intentions to linguistic behavior they are éonstrained_
bofh by semiétfé'characteristicg of the speech signal (e.g., segméntability
and referentiality) and by culture-specific ideologies of the purposiveness
of . language. He argues that an adequate account of ifnguistic Behaviar
requi}es an analysis of sftuations, participant roles, and cumulative
interpretations,-a$ well as of overt lexically-encoded intentionality. A
recent essay (1981) explicates this pbsition vis a vis functionél approacﬁes
to thé psYchology of language. 1A gtudy of child langgage by Hall and Cole .

(1979) has shown that a model of sentence-level intentions is inadequate

to account for the variation found in children's speech. They propose the

5
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notion of task toaaccount for the kind and quantity of speech which the

L

subjects produced. As formulated, this notion concerns participants’
assessment of the purpose of ongoing talk. This assessment forms a sort of
scaffolding within which changing configurations of setting, participants,

and utterance-level intentions are evaluated. Dore (1978) and Guthrie

"{1981) provide additional discussions and applications of the concept of
task. | 7

in addirion, as .readers of‘these reports are wel | aware, there is an
accumulating literature.on the impertance of interactive processes in prose
_comprehension. This® iteral ire concerns the rele of readers' background
knowledge in constructing an interpretation of‘wriften te*t. It has been
shown that the structure of such knowledge--formulated as achemata
(Anderson, 1977; Spiro, 1980), plans (Bruce, 1980), and frames (Filfmore,
1977)--is frequent}y more important than Sentence and inter-sentence text
,strucrure in determining the interpretation of written text. As with the
other studies--Labev, Gumperz, Silverstein, and Ha]l and Cole--this work on
schema-reiated processes emphasizes the inextrieable-role of subjeetrve

evaluation in language use and comprehension.

Conclusion
Let me summarize: This review haa been concerned with the ways in
whlch language has been proposed as an explanatlon for educational achieve-
ment. The llngU|st|c deficit hypothesis was shown to be ser|ously marred
hboth by its conceptlon of SOC|al and I|ngU|st|c structure and its use of
linguistic-evidence. | argued however, that the def|C|t hypothesns had

recelved a curious lndlrect suppor.t - from ‘structuralist theorles of . Ianguage

) both from their focus on the referring and predicatlng sentence and from
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their assumption of a simple correspondence between linguistic and social " -

units. An alternative to the structuralist tradition, concerned with speech

communities and linguistic variation, was reviewed at length. | argued

-that the literature of this tradition showed the importance in linguistic

- . . i . . . ' .
behavior of macrosociological variables such as class, race, and gender and

O

ERIC

A e provideaty cric I

microsociological variables such as situation and task. | further suggested

‘that the literature also provides a genera1 support for the hypothesfs of

linguistic and cultural differences. But as was poihted out; the available

evidence is inconclusive concerning the role of linguistic difference=-in

particular, dialect difference--as a source of reading problems.' Lénguage '

attitudes seem to be more important influences on classroom learning, than

structural difference per se.

A brief review of the relevant social history showed why the hypothesis -

of cultural difference as a source of differential classroom learning could
have more explanatory potential. It waé ardued that reaétion to cTass and
racial oppression produces communities'typified'by ways af organizingmu
conduct énd.speech that stand in oppoéition‘to the inétitutions, including'

the school, controlled by ddminant_claSses and cultures. This argument

receives support from numerous studies of participation structures and

dialogué-likeISpeech events ' in working;claés and minority homes and
communities. These structures and events differ from thosé_typicélly,
encountéred iﬁ public schools and are two important aspects of ''cultural
di fference."

[ argﬁed‘thatvthe school's response to culturai difference contributes
to the ways ‘in which social inequality is pérpgtua;ed in our sociéty and

attempted to focus the discussion of cultural difference by relating if‘

 60




Perspectives
© 58

to insfitutionai litefacy fraining-ahd to what is known hi;toriéallxlabqqtﬁ
attitudes to linguistic Variety in public schools.l~These<attitude$‘werev

discusséd under.”received views.ﬂ Briefly; the schools have tradftidnally
equated speaking Sfandard English wi th inculcatihg the skills of literacy.

As was pointed out, this view still holds sway in some circles; Piestrup,

for exéhple, has provided direct evidence that teachers' language attitudes

influence teaching techniques and educational outcomes.

It is difficult to specify the ways in which language attitudes are

reinforced in classroom encounters and the ways in which they influence
) . ,

‘teaching techniques such 'that certain 'groups of students find themselves

"excluded from the'pedagogic message'' (Bourdieu, 1977).. | discussed'twd
studies at length which attempted to get at this issue'from_dffferent

angles. The firéf addrgssed the ways in which one gtyle of discourseAappears
to be (and in pretise if 1imited sense is)'less "written-1ike" than another
style and hotéd the cbnsequences of style differentes for classroom
interaction. ' The second addressed ihe:way fn which ability grouping,
discourse style, and (apparént) language attitudes interact over the course
of a year in such a way that students and teachers negotiaté two distinct
models of reading. One model; sdccessful,yfocused on discourse-level S
chunks of text and the extractiod of meaning; ;He’other, mdch less ——

éuccéssful, focused on words and the pronu. ¢iation of graphemes.

Two basic conceptual guides in these studies were .concern with

-

“cohesion in spoken and written -discourse and with inferential processes in

conversation. ‘| argued that“theSE”perSpeCtiVéS were part of a common
tendency in studies of language use in the past decade to emphasize the

rolg of éituated intérpretation in language production and comprehension.

61
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TH?Ssemphasis is found both in anthropological and psychological studiés

of language use and in studies showihg'the‘importance,of reader/text
iﬁtéraéfion in reading comprehension. The perspectives, and the broader
emphasis, can considerably enrich our understanding of the communicative

nature of sociocultural differences and of the complex communicative events

involved in acquiring the skills of literacy. . | _ : R
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