DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 295 466 FL 017 407

AUTHOR Watson-Gegeo, Karen Ann; Ulichny, Polly

TITLE Ethnographic Inquiry into Second Language Acquisition
and Instruction.

PUB DATE Mar 88

NOTE 15p.; Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the

Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages
(22nd, Chicago, IL, March 8-13, 1988).

PUB TYPE Reports - Research/Technical (142) --
Speeches/Conference Papers (150)

EDRS PRICE MF01/PC01 Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS *Classroom Communication; College Instruction;
*Educational Research; *English (Second Language);
*Ethnography; Higher Education; *Language Research;
*Research Methodology: Second Language Instruction;
Second Language Learning

IDENTIFIERS Massachusetts (Boston); *Solomon Islands

ABSTRACT

A discussion of ethnographic research methods in
language learning research focuses on what is involved in good
descriptive and analytic ethnographic research and the value of the
approach in the study of English as a second language (ESL). A basic
definition of ethnography is offered, some key research principles
are identified, and the principles are illustrated in two research
projects. The studies are (1) an analysis of the factors that
produce, constrain, shape, and explain discourse patterns in the ESL
classroom, using a university-level ESL classroom in Boston; and (2)
an investigation of children's lan?uage learning and socialization
practices in the Solomon Islands. (MSE)

TRRRARR KRR AR R KRR KRR KRR R AR R KRR AR KRR R R AR KRR R AR R R R A RAR AR R RR R R R AR R R R R RAR

“ Reprodnuctions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made *

* from the original document. *
KEERRRER KRR K IRRRRR AR R R R R IR R R R R R R R R R IR R AR R R R R KRR R RR R AR KRR AR RRK




ED295466 .

"ETHNOGRAPHIC INQUIRY INTO SECOND LANCUAGE ACQUISITION
AND INSTRUCTION"

U 8 DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
“PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE THIS by Karen Bnn Watson-Gegeo Ohceof Eantomonm oo EDUCATION
MATERIAL HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) "

EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES INFORMATION

; Dept. of English as a Second lLanguage CENTER (ERIC)
() University of Hawal’i at Manoa, Honolulu recored o the. borean ~oi0duced 13
\ o :A:rg\::ac:'r:?n:es have been made to mprove
- and reproduction Quanty
8 Points of view Of CPINONS $*ated in this docu
TO THE EDUCATIONA!. PESOURCES Polly Ulichny O R bosmon orsarcy 0 o o

Bilingual/ESL fGraduate Studies Program
University of Massachusetts, Boston
and Harvard Graduate School of Fducation, Cambridge

Presented at the TESOL Convantion, 9 March 1988, Chicago

In the past few years we in ESL have become increasingly
aware of the important role culture and cultural differences play
In communication, learning, and thinking. Yet research methods
traditionally used in our field have been less than successful in
clarifying this role, or in helping us to take account of it in
teaching. Ethnography is potentially a very important tool fer
basic research because it gives us a way to focus on the
Iintersection of language, soclial context, and soclety.

Our purpose in discussing ethnography today Is to clarify
what Is Involved in good ethnographic research both descriptively
and analytically, and to lllustrate the value of an ethnographic
approach to research we do In ESL. First, we will offer a basic
definition of “ethnography.” Next, we will briefly describe
some key principles of ethnographic research. (Ethnography for
ESL Is further discussed in Watson-Gegeo, in press). Then we
will illustrate our points through two examples of research in
which we are individually involved.

Definition_2f Ethnography

Ethnography was originally developed in the discipline of
anthropology to study what Shirley Heath has called people’s
"ways of living®” (1982).

Ethnography may be defined as the study of people’s behavior
In real settings and si{tuations, with a focus on cultural
meaning. By "real settings and situations," we mean those in
which people actually live and work, in contrast to laboratory
settings or testing situailons set up by the researcher. The
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general goal of ethnography is to elucidate what people take to
be shared -- including culture, language, and rules of social
behavior. In the study of second language acquisition,
ethnography is directed towards examining basic questions of
language soclalization and teaching practices, including the
clrcumstances in which children and adults learn second
languages, what kinds of interaction shape language learning and
how they shape it, and what goes on in second language
classroonms.

In tackling these issues, the ethnographer describes
people’s activities and naturally-occurring behavior in a given
setting (such as a classroom or community), the social and
cultural basis for these activities and behavior, and the way
people themselves understand what they are doing (in other words,
the meaning Interactions and activities have for them). To do
so, the ethnographer conducts systematic, intensive, detailed
observations, and carries out in-depth interviews, especlally
with those who are observed. The analysis focuses on how
behavior and interaction are organized in the setting, the social
expectations and constraints affecting people’s behavior, the
cultural values underlying it, and the outcome of behavior and
activities for participants.

Keeping in mind the definition of ethnography we’ve just
offered, we want to emphasize the following key »orinciples of
ethnographic research.

1. Flirst, ethnographic research involves both description
and :2xplanation of behavior, not just description.

2. Secorndly, an adequate ethnographic analysis Is holistic.
Simply put, the analysis must account for both the behavior and
the context in which the behavior occurred. By “"context,”
however, we mean more than just the immediate circumstances iIn
which an activity or interaction occurred.

We use the metaphor of "horizontal®” and “"vertical® to

distinguish among levels of context. Other analysts have
referred to this distinction in terms of conrcentric spheres,
or peeling off the layers of an onion.

By "horizontal," we mean behavior, interactions, and events
as they unfold in time, together with the immedliate circumstances
affecting them. The latter Include where and when the
Interactions or events took place, who was Involved, what the
Interactants were saying and doing, how the situation and
behavior were defined by participants in it, and so on. Most
research which claims to take context into account, or be what
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the Psychologists call 'ecologlcally valid, " is referring to what
we are calling *horizontal® context.

By °vertical® levels of context, we mean institutional
constraints and Influences from the larger culture ang society
that may appear to be outside the immediate context, but which
can shape behavior In profound vays. For instance, what
Participants themselves bring to an Interaction from their
Previous experiences and learning has been shaped by the
society’s socialization practices, whether at home, at school, or
in the community, Similarly, teaching interactions in the
classroom are strongly influenced by the characteristics of
schools as social Institutions, Including societal expectations
for what schools shculd accomplish, the hierarchical nature of
authority and decision-making in schools, the reward structure
for teachers, the need to prepare students to Pass standardized
tests, and so on. Therefore, despite the fact that vertical
levels of context are not directly observable, and may be poorly
understood or even unknown to lnteractants, they are very
important for explaining behavior. (For an example of
ethnographic work Which includes both horizontal and vertical
levels, see Ulichny and Watson-Gegeo, in pPress.)

3. Third, and related to holism, an adequate ethnographic
ana'ysis involves “thick explanation.*

Processes of making sense of interactions ang event: -- all

descriptions.

We argue that one can have thick description, Yet still have
a thin explanatijon. Ihigx_g;glgggglgg means taking into account
all relevant contextual Influences on the Interaction, including
those we are metaphorically calling “vertical.*

language to students who need to perform well in English for
school and employment purposes, and therefore represent basic
research towards understanding and Improving what we do Iin second
language classroonms.
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First, Polly’s example illustrates how to set up a
on discourse patterns In a second language

levels of contextual information are taken into
account, and thick description can be integrated into thick
explanation.

my example will
narrative that results

AsS an example of ethnographic research which focuses on
second language social Interaction, I will briefly describe a :
el ESL reading class. I
tives. First,
lgation In order to
in an attempt to explain the
Second, I will glve some
that are emerging from an analysis and
ous layers. The research I will describe
it second

1ogy, and
ng practices?
ns I found it helpful to focus ny

at produces, constrains, shapes and
patterns that are observable in an ES[

Interviews and student interviews. The analysis involves
understanding each of the sets independently and understanding
how they Interrelate or mutually inform each other. It is at the
level of lntegratlng the five levels of context, which emerge
from the data Sets, that the research pProvides a "thick
explanation® of the Interaction in this particular classroonm.

Let me be more speciflc. In order to Investigate what shapes
classroom Interaction, I observed and tape recorded 20 class
sSessions of a one Semester, non-credi:, ESL reading class for n
first data set. I subsequently carried Out & micro-analysis of
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segments of classroom interaction using techniques from discourse
analysis, symbolic Interactionism, and grounded theory.

My second data set consists of 15 hours of Interviews with
the teacher of the class, whose real name Is Wendy. These
Interviews were also carried out over the course of the semester,
Involved some stimulated recall activities--such as playing the
classroom tapes and having Wendy comment on them--as well as more
general sessions about her personal history, her philosophy of
teaching and learning, and her dilemmas and desires regarding her
role as an educator of non-native speakers of English. This
aspect of the project has proved to be essential for creating a
thick explanation. By taking the perspective of the teacher as
th Kkey into the classroom interaction, a story of options,
dilemmas, constraints, and trade-offs emerges as she pursues her
multiple goals for this particular class. If I had only looked at
the ciassroom Interaction, without the benefit of her reflections
and explanations, I would be limited in my ability to explain the
discourse patterns of the classroom. I would still have been able
to describe the types of patterns that recur In this classroon,
as well as the variations In the idealized types of interaction--
what Fred Erickson (1985) has called “improvisation on a theme."*
But I would have had to surmise about other contexts--for
example, that of individual students, the thoughts of the
teacher, the role o¢ the Institution, etc.--in order to explain
why patterns and t.elr varfations occur. The outcome would have
been thick description, perhaps, but thin explanation.

In addition, the enlistment of the teacher as 2 co-
Investigator of her own practice has had a number of unintended
benefits in the research: first, the fact that we met to talk
about the class on a weekly basis meant that our relationship
went through a transformation from researcher and subject, to co-
investigators of classroom meanings, to close friends. I don’t
mean to underestimate the personal dimension, but for the
purposes of the research the fact that we deepened oir
understanding of each other as people in terms of shared
knowledge provided a very rich interpretive framework from which
to view the classroom data. Second, the collaboration over time
turned the Invasiveness of the research method into an Action
Research paradigm. By that we mean that the teacher discovered
new things about the class through listening to the tapes, she
experimented with new procedures as a result of it, and she
gained insight and confirmation about her practice from our
Intensive dialogre. In other words, the information flowed (is
still flowing) in both directions~-from the teacher into my
research question; and from our conversations into her practice.

The third data set consists of interviews with the students
of the class. These were one-time interviews which are be ing
content-analyzed to provide a description of who the students
are, what thelir expectations are concerning the class and its
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aftermath, and what they find most helpful and most difficult
about the lessons. This is the most superficial data set, because
it was not collected over time and therefore no depth in the
information emerges. Nevertheless, it is important for providing
triangulating data concerning the dynamics of the classroom that
the teacher perceives and that emerge from my independent
analysis. One of the key assumptions of an ethnographic proj:ct
is that soclal or cultural meanings exist in the relationships
among actors in their environments. Collecting data that
articulate the actors’ perspectives is therefore an essential
Ingredient. While the researcher may wish to highlight some of
the actor’s perceptions more than others in order to tell a
particular story, it is nevertheless necessary, we believe, to
pursue multiple perspectives in order to tell a story of thick
explanation.

I have so far explained the various parts that inform my
answer to my research question. But the answer, or the story that
emerges, is in the interconnection of the parts. The helistic
account of classroom processes requires an Integration of various
levels of context that are needed to explain individual classroonm
events. Very briefly, what is ererging from my investigation is
that an interrelation of the following five levels produces the
predominant structures as well as the numerous variations of
Iinteraction patterns in this classroonm:

The first level of context” that explains classroom
Interaction patterns is Wendy’s long term goals for the class,
her short range plans, and her on-line modifications in the plan
based on her sensitivity to student needs and classroon dynamics.
At this level we see a set of options she must choose from to
best prepare ESL students for undergraduate, academic work.
Should she present them with a simplified curriculum and ask them
to perform as-if it were a "real” college class? Or should she
present them with more difficult, realistic material and help
them understand it by simplifying the comprehension tasks the
students are required to do? Wendy struggles with these tradeoffs
but sees her main goal as helping students cope with authentic
material. Her concern with this option, however, Is that by
displaying the information and the kind of comprehension
necessary for college ccursework, she may be doing too much of
their work for them and providing them with a nurturing academic
environment that they will not find in "real® university classes.

Related to the first level of context, but at a conceptually
different level, is Wendy’s personality, her life history and her
career history. As a result of her political beliefs, her
philosophy ot respecting differences and sharing authority in the
knowledge exchange in the classroom, and her significant high and
low points in her 8 year teaching career, she interacts with
students In a non-authoritarian mode. On one occasion, for
example, when the students could not perform thelir group work

"y
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because they had not done the assligned reading, it was Wendy who
apologized for setting a task they were obviously incapable of
Completing. However, this does not mean that she relinquishes
control of the curriculum or the performance of tasks to the
Students. In a very supportive, on-their-side way, Wendy
carefully crchestrates the 50 minutes of classroom activity.

Another layer of context that creates classroom interaction
patterns is the diversity of the students. The 18 students in the
class come rrom 12 different countries. Thelir levels of schooling
range from a completed Ph.D., or in the case of two others,
several years of university in their native culture, to students
from Cambodia ang Vietnam who have completed an American high
school in a bilingual program, but who may have had as much as a
7 year interruption in schooling during their childhood. One
would expect different cultura) patterns of schooling to play a
role in this diverse classroom, but we can also see different
levels of literacy preparation in these students, especially when
It comes to relating text Information in interpretive frameworks
that require selecting relevant details, synthesizing,
organizing, and Inferring Information from the texts. Add to this
a considerable range in English language abilities and ve see a
very disparate set of needs that Wendy must address to prepare
these students for college level work.

The next level of context which is Immediately visible in
the classrooa Patterns of discourse relates to the variation In
th task underway in terms of both soclal dynamics and cognitive
complexity. For example, the patterns of allowable contributions
from students and teacher differ if the task Is organized for
Peer work or if it s a teacher-fronted activity. In addition, we
find variation in allowable contributions if the topic of the
talk requires an opinion or, conversely, some text related
Information which has to be extracted and reorganized into
recognizable ang culturelly acceptable “literate® schenma. By this
I mean activities outlined by Shirley Brice Heath (1985), such as

and event casts, as well as requests for Interpretation of
flgurative language, and Inferential Interpretation of literal
language, as in the case of satire. At this level we again see a
System of trade-offs -perating. When the students exchange
Information from their own interpretiva frameworks in opinion-
based discussions, they participate richly in the discourse. They
Initiate topics, agree and disagree with each other and the
teacher, negotiate meaning, and jointly construct contributions.
However, when the students are asked to Interpret the text to
answer a question about plot, or main points, or the construction
of an author’s argument, the task must be broken down by the
teacher, allowing them simple fill-in opt’'ons, to construct the
text-based or “literate" activities. In addition, given the

dif ferences among students I described above, it should be clear
that students differ not only across task and soclal contexts but
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differ among each other in thelir abilities to perform any of the
tasks. Going back to teacher goals, since this is a course in
reading and not conversation, the teacher is faced with the
problem of controlling the discourse to insure that the content
Is modelled for the students. This runs against her other goals
of encouraging a varlety and complexity of classroom oral
Interaction around the material and distributing the authority
and voice in the classroom. The picture that emerges of classroom
participation is therefore one of a constant flow from controlled
discourse to more open participation, from presenting students
with specific tasks to following their leads in the performance
of class activities--in other words, a system of economies and
tradeoffs in discourse patterns.

The final level that needs to be integrated in thic story to
explain the data and some of the teacher’s options and choices is
the level of institutional constraints and pressures which
reflect larger societal patterns and ideologies. At this level we
can describe the interpersonal relations and treir effects on the
discourse patterns in the classroom as a product of the marginal
status accorded both students and teacher in this non-credit,
pre-college ESL course. They tend to find themselves set off from
the rest of the university, sustaining each other in this non-
real-world environment of ESL preparatory courses. What appears
in the classroom discourse as a reflection of this is a
nurturing, language soclalization atmosphere similar to what we
see in caretaker--child interactions in early childhood. The
teacher models, scaffolds, fills out the basic interpretive
framework for the students and encouraces them to participate at
any level they can manage without sanctions for wr.ng answers or
incomplete frameworXs. She is on their side, which Is the outside
of the mainstream, and her personal advocacy and hand-holding is
what will get them through this course and, jerhaps, through
others. But will the "real” world be as tolerant and nurturing as
she 1s? Does the rest of the institution want to deal with this
population in their progress towards academic competence in the
U.8. or do they reinforce the comfortable, out-of~-the-way status
accorded to ESL students? We can see an answer to this question
In the professional status of ESL college instructors--generally
consisting of more work (in terms of teaching hours and advising)
and less pay (as a result of non-real faculty status), as a
reflection of how this work is regarded bv the administration.
The noun-credit status of this course also reflects the value
placed on the work of these students and teachers. We would
rather not acknowledge it fully, keep It on the margins, and
encourage a self-sustaining support system until these students
can blend in with the mainstrean.

From this brief description of the factors that Influence a
teacher’s practice it should be clear that the story of classroom
interaction in terms of the explanation of what shapes and
constralins it Is a very complex story which Integrates several

S



layers of context-~-from the more
audible) to the

deducible).

data tell;

What should a at ethnographic research of
this type allo cription~--what the camera eye
at Classroom interaction
beyond the question of what
orrelate with or allow what kinds of student
participation. It provides a less tidy picture, one of
Interrelations rather than linear Causality, but a picture which
shows the complexity of elements that inform an ESL teacher’s

Practice and that make classroonm interactions 1ook the way they
do.

Karen will now discuss her research involving pPrimary
education in English in a Thirgd World country. Although the
social context she is investigating is radically different fronm
the ESL classroom I described, the fundamental relationships
among levels of context are very similar.

EXAMPL

As an anthropologist in ESL, I am particularly concerned
with two issues: First, problens faced by children who attend
schools where the medium of instruction is a language vunfamiliar
to them; and second, the need to develop culturally congruent
education for minority and third world children. These are
important educational issues for language minorities in the
United States. They are also important in developing countries
such as the Solomon Islands, where some 85 languages are spoken,
and the language of instruction in school is English.

The Solomon I independent nation in the
Southwest Pacific. native speaker of
Kwara’ae, number of speakers in the
Solomons. i conducting educational
8, focussing on Kwara’ae district.

Rural Kwara’ae children have a very high failure and drop-~

out rate in primary school Before starting school, they
sh or to literacy
only two to three
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Many studlies of minority or Third World children have
suggested that prior to schooling, children like the rural
Kwara’ae lack experience with so-called decontextualized
language, or lack metalinguistic skills necessary for acquiring
literacy in school. So an important question for me to pursue
was:

What kind of teaching and learning go on in the
homes of Kwara’ae children? This includes, how children
acquire communicative competence in L1; the language repertoire
they enter school with; the cognitive skills they have developed
in thelir pre-school years, and the kinds of teaching/learning
strategies with which they are familiar.

Other studies have suggested a cultural mismatch hypothesis
for why minority and Third World children fail in schools whose
classroom organization and teaching strategies differ in
importar.t ways from the children’s home cultures. So a second
Important question for me has been:

Can we develop culturally appropriate teaching
strategies for S.I. classroows that would serve as a bridge
be tween home and school far ‘hese children, and which would
make it possible to build on the knowledge and language skills
they already have?

The model I have in mind is the talk-story reading lesson
developed by the Kamehameha Schools in Hawail, from talk-story
speech events in the Hawaiian community (see Boggs 1985).

In terms of methodology, I conducted a longitudinal study of
13 focal children from birth to age 9 years, in 9 families, over
four fleld periods during alternate summers since 1981. My focus
has been on children’s language learning and socializatlion.

I found that contrary to my expectatlions, Kwara’ae language
soclalization practices emphasize direct, verbally- mediated
teaching (that is, teaching through the medium of language) of
many intellectual and cultural skills. In fact, Kwara’ae
caregivers use strategies very similar to those that American
white middle~class parents use, and which are thought to be
important for developing metalinguistic awareness and other
school-related skills.

From 6 months of age, young children are taught how to speak
and behave through a set of routines which structure interaction,
control the child’s behavior, teach information and attitudes,
and scaffold the child’s developing linguistic sk'1ls. The over-
all goal of these routines is to push the child to adult levels
of competence and performance as quickly as possible. This is
Important in a society where children start productive work in
the household and gardens by 3 years of age. It is at this age,

il
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for instance, that children are gliven thelr flrst sharpened bush
knife. Three-year-olds are expert at cutting the grass, planting
and harvesting, washing dishes, pPeeling potatues, cooking,and
tending babies. They are also skilled at using the vocabulary and
discourse that go with these activities.

But there is also a special kind of teaching that begirs
when a child is as young as 18 months. This teaching is the
traditional iiwara’ae equivalent of formal schooling, and ijs
cialled fa'amanata’gggg, which literally means “shaping the

mind." Eg:gmgggggigggg is a general ternm for “teaching.” In a
harrower sense, however, it refers to a Speech event marked by
seriousness, in which teaching is undertaken in high rhetoric,

the fo.'mal discourse register in Kwara’ae.

Eg;gmggggg;gggg Speech events involve abstract discussion,
and the teaching of reasoning skills through question/ansver
Pairs, rhetorical questions, tightly argued sequences of ideas
and premises, comparison-contrast, and cause and effect. These
sessions emphasize comprehension, inferencing, and creative uses

of metaphor and examples to develop points ang illustrate them.

I have tape-recorded more than 25 such sessions between
Parents and children. These tapes show that children as young as
3 years can follow and Participate appropriately in the complex
reasoning cf these sessions.

Eg:gmggggg;gggg is the "key event” T was looking for, which

could be adapted for use In school to make classroon lessons more
Culturally appropriate. And I Plan to foliow Uup on this idea.

Why aren’t these children doing superior work in the
classroom? Why do they apparently seem unable to transfer the
reasoning skills they learn at rspe to school-related activities,

To answer this, I observed and tape-recorded first-grade
reading in the local school, and interviewed a sample of parents,
headmasters, teachers, and officials in the ministry of
education.

In the typical reading lesson at first grade, the children
are given isolated sentences that are decontextualized, that is,
they are not used to communicate in the immediate situation, but
to demonstrate abstract notions of grammar ang vocabulary. One
such lesson I recorded involved 5§ sentences, three of which
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represent cultural scenarlos unfamiliar to or problematic for the
children:

Anna is making a cup of tea for her mother. (u.familiar
to the children)

Ken is playing with ice cream. (unfamiliar to the
children and to me as a natlive speaker)

He’s only a little boy and he can’t help his father.

The third 3entence stands In marked contrast to the local
cultural emphasis on family Interdependence and adult-like work
behavior from age 3 years.

The teacher’s pedagogical strategy in such lessons is of
whole=-group drill and practice with individual oral recitation =--
a strategy which does little to develop children’s cognitive and
linguistic skills in English. Even the intonation conftours the
teachers use In group recitation are far from communicative in
English (for further analysis of this example reading lesson Is
found in Watson-Gegeo 1988). Add to this that the children are
being taught in a language they do not know, and we could make
the case for the problem being simply one of poor teaching. But
why i1s teaching In these schools so puor?

To answer this question, it Is necessary to examine the less
obvious relationships between these rural classrooms and larger
institutional constraints == the vertical level of context.

Among the important factors affecting schoolling at the
Institutional level are the following. Flirst, the rapid
expansion of primary education to meet development goals, and the
replacement of expatriate teachers with local teachers, have both
been significant In the decline of quality instruction in the
Solomons since the late 1960s. As of 1987, school leavers witn
the equivalent of a 10th grade education were still belng posted
as teachers to rural primary schools without any teacher
tralning. The school where I observed typlflies many of the
problems in rural schools: the province rotates teachers every
year and sometimes mid-term; the teachers have less than
secondary education themselves; there are few materials available
at the school; and the outdated booklets used to teach reading
are culturally biased in format and content.

Secondly, the theory of schooling held by educators :n the
Solomons reflects McNeil’s description of how Western~-style
schools “reward the splitting of the knowlege we have of our
world from the officlal knowledge of schools."” That schooling
involves “"small bits of unrelated, sequenced information® is the
model held by S.I. administrators and teachers, who are only
repeating their own schooling experience in a system in which
decontextualized, fragmented lessons are regarded as what school
knowledge (s about.
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A third factor related to the second is the esamination
System. Teachers’ primary résponsibility is that of Preparing
children to Pass the exams which control entrance into secondary
school. This increases the tendency to focuy-r on small bits of
information in formats similar to what will be expc:ted on the
exanm,

Finally, an important factor in schooling is one which
schools themselves have helped to create is a growing class
division among islanders, and a growing inequity between urbkan
and rural areas. The poor quality of teaching and lack of
resources in most rural schools guarantee that few children will
Pass the examinations for admission into secondary school.
Children of the urban elites, however, have a much better chance
to go to academic secondary schools, thereby guaranteeing that
the elite group will perpetuate itself in the next generation.

The plight of the rural schools is not entirely accidental,
theresfore.

All of these factors aad up to a situation in which rural
Kwara’ae children @S a group do not succeed In gaining mastery of
English language and literacy skills. Their problem is not that
they come to school lacking cognitive skills which would make it
easy for them to learn literacy skills in English. The cognitive
skills that they bring to school from their home eXperiences are
universal reasoning skills. Rather, school lessons require less
from the chiidren cognitively than they already know how to do.
To fully understangd the complexity of why this is the case means
examining all of the levels or dimensions of context that I have
outlined in this brief présentation. And I would argue that
intervention must also take all of these factors into account.

Whether because of our current paradigm for scientific
research, or the process of schooling identified by McNeil, or
the practice of literacy itself, as some Ccommentators claim, a
strong cultural theme in our society is that understanding comes
through isolating and éxamining information in small bits. Polly
and I do not discount the Importance of this strategy, and our
own forms of discourse analysis in fact require it.

It is also important, however, to look at wholes, and to
examine them as systems and sub~systems interacting at many
levels and in many ways. Researchers need to move beyond 1linear
assumptions which can lead to simplistic notions of how second
language teaching_learning Interactions are shaped, and their
outcomes. Qual ty ethnographic work can make an important
contribution to understanding the complexity of factors affecting
second language interaction.
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