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For Maya. Colin and Qasim —

While vou are with us,
vou belong not to us,
For vour souls dwell in a
place of tomorrow
Which we cannor visic.

not even in our dreams.

CINFLUENCED BY KA GIBRAN'S The Propha
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SceNEg |

arolyn is a young Irish-American kindergarten teacher
who has been teaching for five years. The school at
which she has taught has béen a predominantly whirte,
middle-class school in a quiet neighborhood in New England.
However, because of recent redisericting, the school popula-
S tion now includes children from a housing project not far
SR away. These children are almost exclusively poor and black.
" Thus, Carolyn and the other teachers in the school are newly
faced with a population of children with whom they are com-
pletely unfamiliar.

L am working on a research project with Carolyn. She has
asked me to observe a lictle boy named Anthony, a five-year-
old black child from “the projects,” whom she has defined as a
child with behavioral, learning, and language problems. She
wants to use the results of my observations to “get him help.”

In my obscrvations of Anthony in the classroom, I have
noticed that he gets almost no positive feedback during che
course of a day, and instead receives a tremendous number of
negative comments. [ have taken Anchony out into the hall-
way several times to talk and play privately so as to geta bet-
ter assessment of his actual abilities. The following dialogue s
taken from a transcript of my conference with Carolyn about
my observations. I am attempring to point out some of
Anthony's positive points to Carolyn;

Q i
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: Anthony told me that he liked school and that his favorite
ching in his class was group time.

- That's amazing, since he can'tsitseill in it He juse says
anything somedimes. In the morning he's OK; after nap
he's impossible.

: He's really calking more, it seems!

: He's probably never allowed to tatk at home. He needs
communicative experience. I was thinking of referring him
to a sprech therapist. He probably never even got to use
scissors at home.

: He rold me about his cousin he plays with after school. It
scems he really does have things to talk abouc.

o s unforcunate, but [ don't think he even knows what
family means. Some uf these kids don't know who their
cousins are and who their brothers and sisters are.

Sce~e Il

Charles is a chree-year-old African-American boy who likes a
ficcle white girl in my daugheer's nursery school class. Like
most three-year-olds, his affection is expressed as much wich
hugs as with hits. One morning ! notice that Charles has been
hovering around Kelly, his special friend. He grabs her from

chind and tries to give her a bear hug. When she proceses,
the teacher tells him to stop. A shore cime later he recurns to
her table o ery to kiss her on the cheek. She preceses again and
the teacher pues him in “time-out.” [ comment to the teacher
with a smile that Charles certainly scems to have a licde crush
on Kelly. She trowns and replies chac his behavior is “way out
ot tine,” She continues wich disgust in her voice, “"Sometimes
what he does just looks like Tust.”
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One evening I receive a telephone call from Terrence’s mother,
who is near tears. A singlz parent, she has struggled to puc her
academically talented fourteen-year-old African-American
son 1 a predominantly white private school. As an involved
parenr, she has spoken to each of his teachers several times
during the first few months of school, all of whom assured her
that Terrence was doing “just fine.” When the first quarter's
rcport cards were issued, she observed with dismay a report
filled with Cs and Ds. She immediately went to talk to his
teachers. When asked how chey could have said he was doing
hne when hus grades were so low, each of them gave her some
version of the same answer: “Why are you so upset? For him,
Cs are great. You shouldn't ery to push him so much.”

As Tived through cach of chese scenarios, a familiar sense of
dread dosed in around me: my throat consericted, my eyes
burned, T found it hard to breache. T have faced this fog too
many times in my caceer in educacion. It is a deadly fog
tormed when the cold mist of bias and ignorance meets the
warnn vitad realiey of chitdren of color in many of our schools.
It 1s the result of coming tace-to-face with the teachers, the
psvchologists, the school administrators who look at “other
people’s children™ and see damaged and dangerous caricatures
oi the vulnerable and impressionable beings before them.

But we cannot blame the schools alone. We live in a society
that nurtures and maintains stereatypes: we are all bombarded
daly, tor imstance, with che portrayal of the young black male
as monster. When we see a group of young black men, we lock
our car Jdoors, cross to the other side of the street, or clutch our
handbidgs. We are constanely told of the one out of four black
men who is involved wieh che prison system — but what about
the three out of four who are not? During a major stormn this
past winter, a group of young black men in my neighborhood
spent the day frecing cars that were stuck in the ice. When do
we see ther lives portrayed on che six o'clock news?

So. e resule of living in this socicty, their ceachers make
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big assumptions about Anthony, Charles, and Terrence. They
judge their actions, words, intellects, families, and communi-
ties as inadequate at best, as collections of pathologies at
worst. These stories can be justifiably interpreted as examples
of racism. However vahd that interprecation may be, it is
insutficient, for it gives us no clue as to how to resolve the
problem. Indeed, these views are not limited to white adults.
In my experience in predominantly black school districts, the
middle-class African-American teachers who do not identify
with the poor African-American students they teach may hold
similarly damaging stereotypes. These adults probably are not
bad people. They do not wish to damage children; indeed,
they likely see themselves as wanting to help. Yet they are
totally unable to perceive those different from themselves
except through their own culturally clouded vision. In my
experience, they are not alone.

We all carry worlds in our heads. and those worlds are
decidedly different. We educators set out to teach, but how
can we reach the worlds of others when we don't even know
they exist? Indeed, many of us don't even realize that our own
worlds exist only in our heads and in the cultural institutions
we have buile to support them. Ie is as if we are in the middle
of a great computer-generated virtual reality game, but the
“realities” displayed in various participants’ minds are
cntirely different terrains. When one player moves right and
up & hill, the other player perceives him as moving left and
neo a river.

What are we really doing to better educate poor children and
children of color? Sporadically we hear of “minorities” scoring
higher in basic skills, but on the same newspaper page we're
informed of their dismal showing in higher-order thinking
skills. We hear of the occasional school exemplifying urban
excellence, but we are inundated with stories of inner-city mass
failure, student violence, and soaring drop-out rates. We are
heartened by new attempts at school improvement — better
teacher education, higher standards, revised curricula — even
while teachers of color are disappearing from the workforce and
fiscal cutbacks increase class sizes. decimate critical instruc-
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tional programs, and make it impossible to repair the buildings
that are literally falling down around our children’s heads.

W hat should we be doing? The answers, I believe, lie not in
a proliferation of new reform programs but in some basic
understandings of who we are and how we are connected to
and disconnected from one another. I have come to some of
those understandings through my own attempts to under-
stand my place in this country as an African-American
woman: ] am the offspring of a teacher in a colored high school
in pre-integration Louisiana snd a man who received his GED
diploma in his fortieth year, only to die of kidney failure at the
age of forty-seven because the “colored ward” was not permit-
ted to use the dialysis machine. I am the frightened teenager
who was part of the first wave of black students to integrate
hostile white high schools. I am the college student of the
1970s whose political and ethical perspectives were developed
against the backdrop of the struggle for black liberation and
the war in Vietnam. I am the panicked mother of a five-year-
old soon to enter an urban public school system where I can no
longer buffer her from damaging perspectives. I am the
teacher of many diverse students — from African-American
toddlers to Papua New Guinean preschoolers, and from His-
panic middle-schoolers to European-American college stu-
dents, to Native Alaskan teachers.

The essays included in this book chronicle my journey into
understanding other worlds, journeys that involved learning
to see, albeit dimly, through the haze of my own cultural
lenses. In that blurred view, I have come to understand that
power plays a critical role in our society and in our educational
system. The worldviews of those with privileged positions are
taken as the only reality, while the worldviews of those less
powerful are dismissed as inconsequential. Indeed, in the edu-
cational institutions of this country, the possibilities for poor
people and for people of color to define themselves, to deter-
mine the self each should be, involve a power that lies outside
of the self. I¢ is others who determine how they should act,
how they are to be judged. When one “we” gets to determine
standards for all “wes,” then some “wes " are in trouble!
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*
The book is divided into rhree parts. The first contains two
articles originally published in the Harvurd Educational Revsew
which stirred a great deal of controversy because they chal-
lenged aspects of popular approaches to literacy. “Process
writing” and “whole language™ advocates believed me to be
attacking their "progressive” and "child-centered” methods of
instruction, while I saw myself as struggling to figure out why
some children ot color in classrooms utilizing these method-
" ologies were not learning to read and write, not acquiring the
- “codes of power” necessary for success in this society. These
: articles also questioned why teachers and parents of color were
- so seldom included in the conversations about what was good
tor their children. The third essay in Part 1 describes another
aspect of my thinking, one that has seldom been considered in
critiques of my work: even while teachers provide access to the
“codes of power” represented by acquiring facility in “stan-
dard edited English,” they must also value and make use in
_ the classroom of the language and culture children bring from
home.

Wi

|

Part 2 tries to find the origins of some of these views in my
experiences and research, particularly through my work in
Papua New Guinea and Alaska, where I learned to see the
] world through the eyes of those with very different histories.
It was in those two settings chat I first understood the need to
) step outside of myselt and my beliefs in order to allow the per-
= spectives of others to filter in. This part also includes a
g description of the results of research on the views and atti-
tudes of teachers of color about their teacher education and
i subsequent teaching careers. With the number of students of
color increasing in our public school systems every year, even
as the number of teachers of color drops, [ believe it is essential
= that we go directly to these seldom-asked teachers to identify
: the problems associated with their entering and remaining in
the teaching profession.
Part 3 offers some thoughts on solutions and directions for
our future as educators. I am not immodest enough to believe
that I have the answers to the myriad problems facing educa-
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tion, but I do hope that these essays suggest some avenues for
those working to find solutions. One piece is directed specifi-
cally to teachers on teaching literacy to disenfranchised stu-
dents. Another presents recommendations to policy makers
for making the assessment of teachers more sensitive to issues
of cultural difference. The last part concludes with a more
general essay on multicultural education, given as the Charles
H. Thompson Lecture at Howard University, which 1 hope
will interest people concerned wich the improvement ot edu-
cation for those least well served by the public education sys-
tem in this country.
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Part 1

Controversies Revisited
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Controversies Revisited

The essays in this section weve written for u varviety of purposes.
Tuken together, they reflect my heliefs abont educating children
of color. particularly African-Amervican childven. in what for
them arve often alienating envivonments. The first two were
written while I was in the throes of struggling to adapt to an
alien enviranment myself — at the Unitersity of Alaska. Fair-
banks (UAF). where | was involved in teacher training. 1t w.s
theve that 1 first found myself in a completely white professional
setting. Although there were a few students of color. Native
Alaskan and African-American. 1 was the only African-
American woman faculty member at any of the three campuses of
the University of Alaska. | was confused by the positions artic-
wdated by many of niy colleagues. and 1 found them far removed
from my own beliefs abont education.

On one side there were the conservative traditionalists. These
Jaaculty mentbers were often most cvitical of students who were not
a part of the mainstream. and they frequently questioned these
students' capacity to become teachers. If asked to define their own
role. these academicians would likely define themselves as the
upholders of traditional academic standards. One of these fac-
ulty members told a group of Native Alaskan students who
wanted the university to provide « move cultuvally redecont lu-
cation that it was not the purpose of UAF 1o sevve the neceds of
Natrres - so if they were interested in that kind of education.
they had better stavt theiy own unitersity,

On the other side were the anthropologically oviented Lberals.,
Those foacndty mombors, whe adomfied strongely wath the Natite
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Aaskan students. sane ther vole as creating move opportunitics
Jor Native Alaskans to heconte certified to teach in their own vil-
lage commiunities. Although | cortainly felt more at home with
the politics of these colleagnes, I was tronbled that. in their
attempt to celehrate Natove culture, many of them believed it
annecessary = even damaging — to teach Native students the
skills they world need ty survive in the larger society,

One Native student compleined to me that some of these fuc-
wulty members were teaching Natives only about Native culture
= the only topic in which the professors thonght they needed to be
schaoled in ovder to teach in Native villages. She felt that she
and ber felluwe Native students were not leavning bow to teach
math. veading. or seience. How conld village kids compete if
thoir teachers didn't kne how to teach academic subject mat-
ters Aned, she contined. what about Native teachers who chuse
not to teach in villages bit i town, where their students wonld
be childvon of all ethnicitivsz What were they leavning that
wottld belp then become tyady competent techers inany setting

Uatlso Dadd dotehts abont what we as a fuculty. visitors as we
were to the vegion, knce sebont teaching peaple to teach in their
o n comminition. 1 folt 1had beon cdicated away from how hest
to teach inomy owen commenity by wdl-meaning liboals, and 1
w2t the wniversity s possibly replicating that injustice.

Finding myscdf at adds with colleagues of both pevsuasions. |
was further pevtirhed by what [saw bappening to childven of
clorand teachers of colur in the Faivbanks schools. Just like the
paronts, teachors and childven of coloy in East Coast cities |
vosited for conforences. Native Alaskans had little voice in
detcormining wheat showdd happen to their childven, White con-
sertatives aned libevaly were battling cach other over what was
good for these “other people's children.” while excluding from the
conversation those with the nost tu gain or los by its autcome.

Thos dramet. thowgh played wit in oy educational avenas.
wan ofton enacted i enclaves of teachars who embraced a new
onstrictional methodology ~ namely. writing process approaches
toliteracy. sparked by the work of Donald Graves and others in
N Engloord. Becanscof ney puition ay a litevacy imtrictor at
the wnivovity, L wdloware of the approach. and Fucu
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many of its proponents. The “process approach™ proposed i purs
that teachers showld focns move on the lavger cognitive processes
of writing than solely on corvecting the procducts. Inspived by
writings of Graves and others. groups of teachers all over the
country developed grass-roots ovganizations to advance the con-
cept. By the time these eisays were written. there weve many ity
or state “writing projects” in which teachers took major voles in
shaving their expertise with other teachers. and a weational
organization bad beon fonnded.

L wrote “Skills and Other Dilemnits of « Progressive Black
Educator” initiclly as a letter to a University of Alaska fac-
alty colleague to lay ont my concerns with the writing project
movement and to detail the fristrations many teachers of colwr
felt at heing excluded from educational dialogue - in this cuse,
the dialegue about litcracy instruction.

Wher that shart picce was later piblished as an article in the
Harvard Educational Review 71 1986, 1 wes wunprefrered
fur the intense interest and controvasy it generatad. Writing
project niembers acvoss the country were mconsed. Despite nry
attenipts to say that we miest ot abandon the very good fdeas of
the process approach. hut must be open to moclification besed on
the voices of parents and educators of color, they percaived e s
wnequivocally attacking they work, My African-Americans,
un the other hand. told me 1 bad made public belicts the
1/’///&(/1[ wa ane olse shaved. [ raceived letters _/'i'lllll all over the
country. African-Anerican teachers thanked me for writing
dhout therr experience. and some w hite teachers wrote that the
article helped thom identify problems o their owen classromm;
Yet nany questioned ney Brotivation Dr attacking o wdt-mening
program that had the best imtevests of all childven at heart.

As o vosalt of the controversy. L icas asked ta grre o kcynole
speech at the Uidversity of Pennsylvania's Ethnography Con-
forence in 1987, The second avticle in this pavt. “The Stlenced
Dialoguc: Power and Pedagogy in Educating Othor Peoplc's
Children ™ is a version of that speech. That it wonld stir cen
niore contyarersy than ity predecosur might have bean furaean by
the reactin o the andicnce to the \pecch. Amidvt an awndercir-
roud of whispered disapproval. onc e wmn vos to sy that
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1 was lying to suggest that black teachers weven't happy: 1 was
Just trying to stiv up tvouble where none existed. Several of the
African-American teachers in the andience londly and passion-
ately challenged ber position. When the session was ended due to
scheduling constvaints. the passion continued. 1 found the
woman who had challenged me sobhing in the bathroom. sur-
rounded by a group of consoling white women. According to pro-
fessors I encaunter at national confevences who use the article in
their classes. student response is often as volutile.

These tiwo articles. often considered a set. ave among the
tuwenty articles that have received the most requests for reprints
in the history of the Harvard Educational Review. Even
though they were published in 1986 and 1988. the controver-
siex surronnding them continge. In a conversation on a computer
netiwork browght to my attention by a graduate student. one
venawned white libeval literacy expert vecently accused me of
Joining the clucational far vight with what be perceived as nry
critiques of his educational agende. Other computer conversa-
tions hate icluded defenses of my position by sone white schol-
ars, particularly those with a great deal of experience in
communities of color. and by African-American graduate stu-
dents who seerr to find it liberating to see in print positions they
held prior to graduate school but for which they found little or
na support from most of their professors.

Most gratifying to me bave been those letters from teachers,
white and black. who have struggled to find more effective ways
to teach childven of color bt discoveved current popudar educa-
tion practices to be inadequate. When they questioned the effi-
cacy of the new progyams in wniversity classrooms, in in-service
cessions. or in the teacher’s lounge. they found their voices
stlanced. One African-American teacher. Opal Davis Dawson.
wrate that in her university class she was able to use sone of the
words in the ar e to furce hey white colleagues imnto a contersa-
tion albout culture that they had formerly vefused to hold. She
L role,

As vou satd 1 vour artice, they always feel they know what's
best tor evervone Well T oust say I put sorething on thewr

mindy For an entre semester, they lad soubbed me and
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thoughe they were the uldimate. T muse admit noc maay
spoke ro me ateer thae nghe, bue chen they never really spoke
betore. As tor my grade. | received an A [ tele that vou

needed to know thae story because vou were mv inspiration.

Anuther graduate student at the time. Margaret McCasland.
wrote several very thought-provoking letters that were vipreson-
tative of other letters from white teachers. She detailed her
plight as i wbite student from i low=income family who also
hoad a worldview inconsistent with ber university's takc on
what 15 the best instyuction for poor students. She found these
articles supported bev eftorts to clarify ber positions and make
them Enoen.

At it reading. these two articles may appear at vdds with
the 1udeas cxpressed i the thivd piece in this scction. " Language
Diversity wnd Learning.” which was oviginally published i
1990 in . National Cowncil of Teachers of English volume that
focused en fangiage in the classraom. Explicitly stated in hoth
corlicr arveicles i the cateat that ncithor pusition - ucither skills
noy procss, Libeval ner conservative — Is sufficient in and of itsdf.
s meany cducators insist on dichotomizing my ideas. meking me
of propunent oy o detvactor of wneor anothor perspective.

U onclucde this thivd certicl hore to make xplicit the balaned
actially acdvocate Udo not demand. as one white academe said,
that childven of colur give up what they wre to hecome something
oIse. Norddo 1 s be contind., “refect the concept that libevation
Jor poor Eids and Longuistic minortie starts with accepting
therr colture and Language and bodping thom to build on it.”
Indeed. that i what o advocate.
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Skills and
Other Dilemmas of a

Progressive
Black Educator

hy do the refrains of progressive educational move-

ments seem lacking in the diverse harmonies, the

variegated rhythms, and the shades of tone
expected in a truly heterogeneous chorus? Why do we hear so
little representation from the mulcicultural voices which
comnprise the present-day American educational scene?

These questions have surfaced anew as I begin my third
yvear of university “professoring” after having graduated from
a prestigious university known for its progressive school of
education. My family back in Louisiana is very proud about all
of that, but still they find me rather tedious. They say things
like, "She just got here and she’s locked up in that room with a
bunch of papers talking about she's gotta finish some article.
don’t know why she bothers to come home.” Or, “I didn’t ask
vou about what any research said, what do yox think?!”

I once shared my family's skepticism of academia. | rernem -
ber asking myself in the first few months of my graduate school
career, “Why is it these theories never seem to be talking about
me?” But by graduation time many of my fellow minority stu-
dents and I had become well trained: we had learned alternate
ways of viewing the world, coaxed memories of life in our com-
murities into forms which fit into the categories created by
academic rescarchers and theoreticians, and internalized belief
systems that often belied our ow: experiences.

I'learned a lot in graduate schoo!. For one thing I learned
that people acquire a new dialect most effectively through
interaction with speakers of chae dialect, not through being

f)"
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constantly corrected. Of course, when I was growing up, my
mother and my teachers in the pre-integration, poor black
Catholic school that 1 attended corrected every other word 1
uttered in their effort to coerce my Black English into some-
times hypercorrect Standard English forms acceprable to
black nuns in Catholic schools. Yet, I learned to speak and
write in Standard English.

I also learned in graduate school that people learn to write
not by being taught “skills” and grammar, but by “writing in
meaningful contexts.” In elementary school I diagrammed
thousands of sentences, filled in tens of thousands of blanks,
and never wrote any téxt longer than two sentences until I was
in the tenth grade of high school. I have been told by my pro-
fessors that I am a good writer. (One, when told about my
poor community and segregated, skill-based schooling, even
went so far as to say, “How did you erer learn how to wrice?”)
By chat time [ had begun to wonder myself. Never mind that
I had learned — and learned well — despitc my professors’
scathing retroactive assessment of my early educarion.

But I cannot blame graduate school for all the new beliefs I
learned to espouse. I also learned a lot during my progressive
undergraduate teacher training. There, as one of the few bl..ck
education students, I learned that the open classroom was the
most “humanizing” of learning environments, that children
should be in control of their own learning, and that all chil-
dren would read when they were ready. Determined to use all
that 1 had learned to benefit black children, I abandoned the
cornfields of Ohio, and relocated to an alternacive inner-city
school in Philadelphia to student-teach.

Located on the border between two communities, our
“open-classroom” school deliberately maintained a popula-
tion of 6o percent poor black kids from “South Philly,” and 40
percent well-to-do white kids from “Society Hill.” The black
kids went to school there because it was their only neighbor-
hood school. The white kids went to school there because
their parents had learned the same kinds of things T had
learned about education. As a matter of fact, there was a wait-
ing list of white children to get into the school. This was
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unigne in Philadelphia — a predominantly black school with a
waiting list of white children. There was no such waiting list
of black children. N

I apprenticed under a gifted young kindergarten teacher.
She had tearned the same things that 1 had learned, so our
parring was most opportune. When I finished my student
teaching, the principal asked me to stay on in a full-time
posttion.

‘The ethos of that school was fascinating. [ was one of only a
tew black teachets, and the ocher black teachers were mostly
older und mostly "traditional.” They had not learned the
kinds ot things 1 had learned, and the young white teachers
somerimes expressed in subtle ways that they thought these
teachers were - how to say it — somewhat “repressive.” At the
very lease they were “not structuring learning environments
in ways that allowed the children’s intellect to flourish™: they
tocused on “skills,” they made students sit down at desks, they
muade students practice handwriting, they corrected oral and
written grammar. The subtle, unstated message was, “They
just don't realize how smart these kids are.”

Fwas an exception o the other black teachers. T socialized
with the voung white teachers and planned shared classroom
experiences with them. Talso taught as they did. Many people
told me 1 was a good teacher: I had an open classroom; I had
lecarning stacions: I had children write books and stories to
share; T provided games and used weaving to teach math and
fine motor skills. T threw out all the desks and added carpeted
open learning areas. [ was doing what 1 had learned, and it
worked. Well at least it worked for some of the children.

My white students zoomed ahead. They worked hard at the
tearning stations. They did amazing things with books and
writing. My black students played the games; they learned
how to weave: and they threw the books around the learning
stations. They practiced karate moves on the new carpets.
Some of them even learned how to read, but none of chem as
quickly as my white students. I was doing the same thing for
alt my kids — what was the problem?

I raught in Philadelphia tor six years. Each year my teach-
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ing became less like my young white friends” and more like
the other black women's who taught at the school. My stu-
dents practiced handwriting; I wrote on the board: I got some
tables to replace some of the thrown-out desks. Each year my
teaching moved farther away from what I had learned, even
though in many ways I still identificd myself as an open-
classroom teacher. As my classroom became more “traditional,”
however, it scemed that my black students steadily improved
in their reading and writing. But they still lagged behind. 1t
hurt that I was moving away trom what I had learned. It hurt
even more that although my colleagues called me a good
teacher, 1 still fele chat I had failed in the task that was most
important to me — teaching black children and teaching them
well. 1 could nor ratk about my failure then. It is ditficult even
now. At least [ did not tall into the trap of alking abourt the
parents” failures. 1 just did not talk about any ot 'it.

In 1977 1 lefr Philadelphia and managed to torget about
my quandary tor six and a half years — the one and a half years
that I spent working in an adminiserative job in Louisiana and
the five years | spent in graduate school. Te was casy to forgee
tailure there. My professors told me that everything I had
done in Philadelphia was right; thar I was right to shun
basals: that T was right to think in terms of learner-driven and
holistic cducation; that, indeed. 1 had been a success in
Philadelphia. Of course, it was easy to forget, too, because |
could develop new focal points. I could even maintain my
political and moral integrity while doing so — graduate school
introduced me to all sorts of oppressed peoples who needed
assistance in the educational realm. There were bilingual
speakers of any number of languages; there were new immi-
grants. And it one were truly creative, there were even whole
countries in need of assistance — welcome to the Third World!
I could tackle someone else’s failures and torger my own.

[0 graduace school 1 learned about many more elements of
progressive cducation. T was great, Iearned new “holistic”
teaching rechniques — integrating reading and writing, focus-
ing on meaning rather than form. One of the most popular
clements - and one, I should add, which | readily and heartily
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embraced — was the writing process approach to literacy. |
spent a loc of time with writing process people. I learned che
lingo. 1 focused energy on "Huency” and not on “correctness.”
: I learned chat a focus on "skills” would stifle my scudents’
writing. I learned about “fast-writes™ and "golden lines” and
S group process. [ wene out into the world as a professor of liter-
acy armed wich the very latest, rescarch-based and neld-tesced
— teaching methods.
) All wene well in my universicy literacy classes, My student
- teachers followed my lead and shunned limited “traditional”
methods of teaching. They, too, embraced holistic processes
o and learned to approach writing wich an emphasis on fluency
- and creative expression.
' Bue then 1 returned co Philadelphia for a conterence. |
looked up one of my old friends, another black woman who
was also a teacher, Cachy had been teaching for years in an
= alrernative high school. Most of the students in her school,
i and by chis time in che entire Philadelphia system, were
black. Cachy and 1 had never taughc cogether but had worked
= together on many political commiteees and for many radical
causes. We shared a lot of history, wnd a lot of philosophies. In
- fact, 1 thought we were probably in agreement on just about
everyching, especially everyching having to do wich educa-
rion. I was astounded to discover our differences.

Cachy invited me to dinner. I talked about my new home,
abouc my research in the Souch Pacific, and aboue being a uni-
versity professor. She brought me up ro dace on all the gossip
- about radicals in Philly and on the new committees working
against aparcheid. Eventually the conversation turned to
teaching, as it often does with teachers.

‘ Cachy began talking about che local writing project based,
- like those in many other areas, on che process approach to
writing made popular by the Bay Area Writing Project. She
adamantly insisced cthat it was doing a monumental disservice
to black children. T was stunned. 1 scarted to defend the pro-
= gram, but then choughe better of i, and asked her why she fele
- so negative aboue what she had seen.

' She had a lot to say. She was particularly adamant about the
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notion that black children had to learn to be "Huent” in writ-
ing — had to feel comfortable about putting pen to paper ~
betore they could be expected to conform to any conventional
standards. "These people keep pushing this luency thing,”
said Cathy. "What do they think? Our children have no flu-
ency? If they think that, they ought to read some of the rap
songs my students write all the time. They might not be writ-
ing their school assignments but they sure are writing. Our
kids are fluent. What they need are the skills that will get
them into college. I've got a kid right now — brilliant. But he
can't get a score on the SAT that will even get him considered
by any halfway decent college. He needs skifls, not fluency. This
is just another one of those racist ploys to keep our kids out.
White kids learn how to write a decent sentence. Even if they
don’t teach them in school, their parents make sure they get
what they need. But what about our kids? They don't get it at
home and they spend all their time in school learning to be

fluent. I'm sick of this liberal nonsense.”

I returned to my temporary abode, but found that I had so
much to think about that I could not sleep. Cathy had stirred
that part of my past I had long avaided. Could her tirade be
related to the reasons for my teelings of past tailures? Could 1
have been a pawn, somehow, in some kind of perverse plot
against black success? What did those black nuns from my
childhood and those black teachers from the school in which 1
taught unde.stand that my "education™ had hidden from me?
Had I abrogated my responsibility to teach all of the “skills”
my black students were unlikely to get at home or in a more
“unstructured” eavironment? These were painful choughts.

The next day «t the conference I made it my business to talk
to some ot the people trom around the country who were
involved in writing process projects. I asked the awkward
question about the extent of minority teacher involvement in
these endeavors. The most positive answer | received was that
writing process projects initially actracted a few black or
minority teachers, but they soon drepped out of the program.
None came back a second year. One thoughetul woman told
me she had calked to some of the black teachers abourt their
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noninvolvement. She was pained about their response and
still could not understand it. They said the whole thing was
racist, that the meetings were racist, and that the method
itself was racist. They were not able to be specific, she added,
but just felt they, and their ideas, were excluded.

I have spent the last few months trying to understand all
that I learned in Philadelphia. How could people Iso deeply
respect hold such completely different views? T could not
believe that all the people from whom [ had learned could
possibly have sinister intentions towards black children. On
the other hand, all of those black teachers could not be com-
pletely wrong. What was going on?

When I asked another black teacher in another city what
she thought of her state’s writing project, she replied in a huff,
"Oh, you mean the white folks’ project.” She went on to tell
me a tale I have now heard so many times. She had gone toa
meeting to learn about a "new” approach to literacy. The
group leaders began talking about the need for developing
fluency, for first getting anything down on paper, but as soon
as this teacher asked when children were to be taughe the
technical skills of writing standard prose, leaders of the group
began to lecture her on the danger of a skills orientation in
teaching literacy. She never went back.

In puzzling over these issues, it has begun to dawn on me
that many of the teachers of black children have their roots in
other communities and do not often have the opportunity to
hear the full range of their students” voices. T wonder how
many of Philadelphia’s teachers know that their black stu-
dents are prolific and "fluent” writers of rap songs. I wonder
how many teachers realize the verbal creativity and fuency
black kids express every day on the playgrounds of America as
they devise new insults, new rope-jumping ciants and new
cheers. Even if chey did hear them, would they relate them to
language fluency?

Maybe, just maybe, these writing process teachers are so
adamant about developing fluency because they have not
really had the opportunity to realize the fluency the kids
alrcady possess. They hear only silence, they see only immo-
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bile pencils. And maybe the black teachers are so adamant
against what they understand to be the writing process
approach because they hear their students’ voices and see their
fluency clearly. They are anxious to move to the next step, the
step vital to success in America — the appropriation of the oral
and written forms demanded by the mainstream. And they
want it to happen quickly. They see no time to waste develop-
ing the “fluency” they believe their children already possess.
Yes, they are cager to teach “skills.”

Of course, there is nothing inherent in the writing process
approach itself which mitigates against students’ acquiring
standard literacy skitls; many supporters of the approach do
indeed concern themselves with the technicalities of writing
in their own classrooms. However, writing process advocates
often give the impression that they view the direct teaching of
skills to be restrictive to the writing process at best, and at
worst, politically repressive to students already oppressed by a
racist educational system. Black teachers, on the other hand,
sec the teaching of skills to be essential-to their students’ sur-
vival. It seems as if leaders of the writing process movement
find it difficult to develop the vocabulary to discuss the issues
in ways in which teachers with differing perspectives can hear
them and participate in the dialogue. Progressive white
teachers seem to say to their black students, “Let me help you
find your voice. 1 promise not to criticize one note as you
search for your own song.” But the black teachers say, “I've
heard your song loud and clear. Now, I want to teach vou to
harmonuze with the rest of the world.” Their insistence on
skills is not a negation of their students’ intellect, as is often
suggested by progressive forces, but an acknowledgment of it
“You know a lot; you can learn more. Do [t Now!”

I run a great risk in writing this - the risk that my purpose
witl be misunderstood; the risk that those who subject black
and other minority children to day after day of isolated, mean-
ingless, drilled "subskills™ will chink themselves vindicated.
That is not the point. Were this another paper I would explain
what [ mean by “skills” - useful and usable knowledge which
contributes to a student’s ability to communicace cttectively
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in standard, generaliy acceptable literary forms. And I would
explain that I believe that skills are best taught through
meaningful communication, best learned in meaningful con-
texts. I would furcher explain that skills are a necessary but
insuthicient aspect of black and minority students’ education.
Students need technical skills to open doors, but they need to
be able to think critically and creatively to participate in
meaningful and potentially liberating work inside those
doors. Let there be no doubt: a “skilled™ minority person who
is not also capable of critical analysis becomes the trainable,
low-level functionary of the dominant society, simply the
grease that keeps the institutions which orchestrace his or her
oppression running smoothly. On the other hand, a critical
thinker who lacks the "skills™ demanded by employers and
institutions of higher learning can aspire to financial and
social status only within the disenfranchised underworld. Yes,
if minority people are to effect the change which will allow
them to truly progress we must insist on “skills™ within the con-
rext of critical and creative thinking.

Bur that is for another paper. The purpose of this one is to
defend my fellow minority educators at the same time [ seek
to reestablish my own place in the progressive educational
arena. Too often minority reachers’ voices have been hushed: a
certain paternalism creeps into the speech of some of our lib-
cral colleagues as cthey explain that our children must be
“given voice.” Asdifhcultas it is for our colleagues to hear our
children’s existing voices, it is often equally dithcult tor them
to hear our own. The consequence is that all too often minor-
ity teachers retreat from these “progressive” seteings grum-
bling among themselves, "There they go again.” It is vitally
important that non-minority educators realize that there 1s
another voice, another reality; that many of the teachers
whom they seck to reach have been able to conquer the educa-
tional svstem becamse they received the kind of instruction that
their white progressive colleagues are denouncing,

What am [ suggesting here? 1eertainly do not suggese that
the writing process approach to lireracy development is
wrong or thar a completely skills-oriented program is right. |




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

20 Controversies Revisited

suggest. instead, that there is much to be gained from the
interaction of the two orientations and that advocates of both
approaches have something to say to each other. [ further sug-
gest thae it is the responsibility of the dominant group mem-
bers to attempt to hear the other side of the issue; and after
hearing, to speak in a moditied voice that does not exclude the
concerns of their minority colleagues.

It is time to look closely at elements of our educational sys-
tem, particularly those elements we consider progressive;
time to see whether there is minority involvement and sup-
port, and if not, to ask why; time to reassess what we are doing
in public schools and universities to include other voices,
other experiences; time to seek the diversity in our educa-
tional movements that we talk about seeking in our class-
rooms. | would advocate that university researchers, school
districts, and teachers try to understand the views of their
minority colleagues and constituents, and that programs,
including the country’s many writing projects, target them-
sclves for study. Perhaps ethnographies of various writing
projects, with particular attention given to minority partic-
ipation and nonparticipation, would prove valuable. The key
is to understand the variety of meanings available for any
human interaction, and not to assume that the voices of the
majority speak for all.

[ have come to believe that the “open-classroom move-
ment,” despite its progressive intentions, faded in large part
because it was not able to come to terms with the concerns of
poor and minority communities. | truly hope that those who
advocate other potentially important programs will do a bet-
ter job.
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The Silenced Dialogue:
Power and Pedagogy
in Educating

Other People’s Children

black male graduate student who is also a special edu-

cation teacher in a predominantly black community is

talking about his experiences in predominantly white
university classes:

There comes a moment in every class where we have to discuss “The
Black Issue™ and what's appropriate education for black <hildren. 1
tell you, I'm tired of arguing with those white people, because they
won't listen. Well, [ don't know if they really don't listen or if they
just don't believe you. It seems like if you can’t quote Vygotsky or
something, then vou don’t have any validity to speak about your oun
kids. Anyway, I'm not bothering with it anymore, now I'm justn it
for a grade.

A black woman teacher in a multicultural urban elemen-
tary school is talking about her experiences in discussions
with her predominantly white fellow teachers about how they
should organize reading instruction to best serve students of
color:

When you're talking to white people they still want it to be therr
way. You can try to talk to them and give them examples, but
they re so headstrong, they rhink they know what's bese for erery -
body. for ereryhodh s Children. They won't Listen; white folks are going
to do what they want to do winy .

It's really hard. They just don't listen well. No, they listen, bue
they don'theer vou know how your mama used to say you listen to
the radio, but you Aesr your mother? Well they don’t Acar me.

So 1 just try to shut them out so | can hold my temper. You can
only beat your head against a brick wall for so long hefore vou draw




22 Controversies Revisited

blood. If I try to stop arguing with them I can’t help myself from
getting angry. Then I end up walking around praying all day
“Please Loed, remove the bile I feel for these people so 1 can sleep
tonight.” It’s funny, but it can become a cancer, a sore.

So, I shut them out. I go back to my own little cubby, my class-
room, and I try to teach the way § know will work, no matter what
those folk say. And when I get black kids, I just try to undo the dam-
age they did.

I'm not going to let uny man, woman, or child drive me crazy -
white folks will try to do that to you it you let them. You just have
to stop talking to them, that's what I do. I just keep smiling, but |
won't talk to them.

A soft-spoken Native Alaskan woman in her forties is a stu-
dent in the Education Department of the University of
Alaska. One day she storms into a black professor’s ofhice and
very uncharacteristically slams the door. She plops down in a
chair and, still fuming, says, "Please tell those people, just
don’t help us anymore! [ give up. [ wonttalk to them again!”

And finally, a black woman principal who is also a doctoral
student at a well-known university on the West Coast is talk-
ing about her university experiences, particularly about when
a professor lectures on issues concerning educating black
children:

[fyou try to suggest that's not quite the way it is, they get defensive,
then you get detensive, then they I start reciting research,

Ltey to give them my experiences, to explain, They just look and
nod. The more ey to explain, they just look and nod, yust keep
fooking and nodding. They don’t really hear me.

Then, when ics tme for class to be over, the protessor tells me to
come to lus office to talk more. So T go. He asks for more examples of
whar I'm catking about, and he looks and nods while | give them.

Thert he says that that's just #zy experience. Te doesn’t really apply to

most black people.
Tt becomes tutile because they think they know everyehing about
everybady. What you have to say about yvour hife, vour children,

docsn't mean anything. They don’t really want to hear what you
have tosay. They wear blinders and carplugs. They only want to go
on research they've read thac other white people have written

It just doesn't make any sense to keep talking to them
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Thus was the first half of the title of this text born: "The
Silenced Dialogue.” One of the tragedies in this field of educa-
tion is that scenarios such as these are enacted daily around the
country. The saddest element is that the individuals chat the
black and Native Alaskan educators speak-cf in these state-
ments are seldom aware that the dialogue has been silenced.
Most likely the white educators believe that their colleagues
of color did, in the end, agree with their logic. After all, they
stopped disagreeing, didn't they?

I have collected these statements since completing a
recently published article, a somewhat autobiographical
account entitled “Skiils and Other Dilemmas of a Progressive
Black Educator,” in which I discuss my perspective as a prod-
uce of a skills-oriented approach to writing and as a teacher of
process-oriented approaches.' I described the estrangement
that | and many teachers of color feel from the progressive
movement when writing process advocates dismiss us as too
“skills oriented.” I ended the article suggesting that it was
incumbent upon writing process advocates, or indeed, advo-
cates of any progressive movement, to enter into dialogue
with teachers of color, who may not share their enthusiasm
about so-called new, liberal, or progressive ideas.

In response to this article, which presented no research data
and did not even cite a reference, I received numerous calls
and letters from teachers, professors, and even state school
personnel from around the country, both black and white. All
of the white respondents, except one. have wished to talk
more about the question of skills versus process approaches —
to support or reject what they perceive to be my position. On
the other hand, «// of the nonwhite respondents have spoken
passionately on being left out of the dizlogue about how best
to educate children of color.

How can such complete communication blocks exist when
both parcies truly believe they have the same aims? How can
the bitterness and resentment expressed by the educators of
color be drained so that the sores can heal? What can be done?

I believe the answer to these questions lies in ethrographic
analysis, that is, in identifying and giving voice to alternative
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worldviews. Thus, I will attempt to address the concerns
raised by white and black respondents ro my article “Skills
and Other Dilemmas.” My charge here is not to determine the
best instructional methodology; I believe that the actual prac-
tice of good teachers of all colors typically incorporates a range
of pedagogical orientations. Rather, I suggest that the difter-
ing perspectives on the debate over “skills” versus “process”
approaches can lead to an understanding of the alienation and
miscommunication, and thereby to an understanding of the
“silenced dialogue.”

In thinking through these issues, I have found what I
believe to be a connecting and complex theme: what I have
come to call “the culture of power.” There are five aspects of
power 1 would like to propose as given for this presentation:

1. Issues of power are enacted in classrooms.

2. There are codes or rules for participating in power; that is, there
15 4 “culture of power.”

3. The rules of the culture of power are a reflection of the rules of the
culture of those who have power.

4. It you are not already a participant in the cuiture of power, being
told explicitly che rules of that culture makes acquiring power
casier.

s. Those with power are frequently least aware of - or least willing
to acknowledge — its existence. Those with less power dre often
most aware of its existence.

The first three are by now busic tenets in the literature of
the sociology of education, but the last two have seldom been
addressed. The tollowing discussion will explicate these
aspects of power and their relevance to the schism between
liberal educational movements and that of non-white, non-
middle-class teachers and communities.”

1. Dsswes of putcer ave cnacted i classvooms.

These issues include: the power ot the teacher over the stu-
dents: the power of the publishers of textbooks and of the
developers of the curriculum to determine the view of the
world presented: the power of the state in enforcing compul-
sory schooling: and the power of an individual or group to
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determine another's intelligence or “normalcy.” Finally, it
schooling prepares people for jobs, and the kind of job a per-
son has determines her or his economic status and, therefore,
power, then schooling is intimately related to that power.

2. There ave codes or viles for participating in power: that is. there is
d “culture of power.”

The codes or rules I'm speaking of relate to linguistic
forms, communicative strategies, and presentation of self;
that is, ways of talking, ways of writing, ways of dressing, and
ways of interacting.

3. The vules of the culture of powcer ase a veflection of the yules of the
culture of those who hate power.

This means that success in institutions — schools, work-
places, and so on — is predicated upon acquisition of the cul-
ture of those who are in power. Children trom middle-class
homes tend to do better in school than those from non-
middle-class Lomes because the culeure of the school is based
on the culture of the upper and middle classes — of those in
power. The upper and middle classes send their children to
school with all the accoutrements of che culture of power:
children from other kinds of families operate within perfectly
wonderful and viable cultures but not culeures that carry the
codes or rules of power.

4o 1] you ave not alveady a pavticipant in the cultuve of power, being
told explicitly the viiles of that culture makes acquiring power caster.
In my work within and between diverse cultures, T have
come to conclude that members of any culture transmit intor-
mation implicitly to co-members. However, when implicit
codes are attempted across cultures, communication tre-
quently breaks down. Each cultural group is lefr saying,
"Why don’t those people say what they mean?™ as well as,
"What's wrong with them, why don’t they understand?”
Anyone who has had to enter new cultures, especially to
accomplish a specific rask, will know of what 1 speak. When 1
lived in several Papua New Guinea villages tor extended peri-
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ods to collect data, and when I go to Alaskan villages for work

with Native Alaskan communities, I have found it ungues-
tionably easier, psychologically and pragmatically, when some
kind soul has directly informed me about such matters as
appropriate dress, interactional styles, embedded meanings,
and taboo words or actions. I contend that it is much the same
for anyone seeking to learn the rules of the culture of power.
Unless one has the leisure of a lifetime of “immersion™ to learn
them, explicit presentation makes learning immeasurably
easier.

And now, to the fifth and last premise:

5. Thase with power are frequently least aware of - or least willing
to acknowledge — its existence. Those with less puicer arc often most
acare of ity existence.

For many who consider themselves members of liberal or
radical camps, acknowledging personal power and admircting
participation in the culture of power is distinctly uncomtfort-
able. On the other hand, those who are less powerful in any
situation are most likely to recognize the power variable most
acutely. My guess is that the white colleagues and instructors
of those previously quoted did not perceive themselves to have
power over the nonwhite speakers. However, either by virtue
of their position, their numbers, or their access to that partic-
ular code of power of calling upon rescarch to vahidate one's
position, the white educators had the auchority to establish
what was to be considered “truth” regardless of the opinions of
the people of color, and the latter were well aware of chat fact.

A related phenomenon is that Liberals (and here Tam asing
the term “liberal ™ to refer to those whose beliefs include seriv-
ing for a society based upon maximum individual freedom
and autonomy) seem to act under the assumption cthat to make
any rules or expectations explicit is to act against liberal prin-
ciples, to limit the freedom ind autonomy of those subjected
to the explicitness.

I thank Fred Erickson for a comment that led me to took
again at a tape by John Gumperz on culeural dissonance in
cross-cultural interactions.” One of che episodes showed an
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Fast Indian interviewing for a job with an all-white commit-
tee. The interview was a complete failure, even though several
of the interviewers appeared to really want to help the appli-
cant. As the interview rolled steadily downhill, chese
“helpers”™ became more and more indirect in their question-
ing. which exacerbated the problems the applicanc had in per-
forming appropriately. Operating from a different culeural
perspective, he got fewer and fewer clear clues as to what was
expected of him, which ultimately resulted in his failare to
secure the posicion. '

[ contend that as the applicant showed less and less apti-
tude for haadling che interview, the power differential became
cver more evident to the interviewers. The “helpful™ inter-
viewers, unwilling to acknowledge themselves as having
power over the applicant, became more and more uncomfore-
able. Therr indireceness was an attempt to iessen the power
ditterential and cheir discomtore by lessening cthe power-
revcaling explicitness of their questions and comments.

When acknowledging and expressing power, one tends
rowards explicieness (as in yelling ac your ten-year-old, "Turn
that radio down!™). When deemphasizing power, there s a
move toward indircce communication. Thercfore, in che
mterview sereing, those who soughe to help, to express their
cealitarianism wich the East Indian applicant, became more
and more indircer - and less and less helpful — in cheir ques-
tons and comments.

In hiteracy instruction, explicieness might be equaced with
direct instruction. Perhaps ehe ultimate expression of explic-
tness and direct anstruction in the primary classroom is Dis-
car. Vs reading program is based on a behaviorise model in
which rcading is taught chrough the direct instruction of
phonics generalizations and blending. The teacher's role ts to
matntain the full atrention of the group by continuous ques-
Goning, eve contact, finger snaps. hand claps, and other ges-
cures and by chiciting choral responses and inttiating some
sort of award system.

W hen the program was introduced, icarrived with a flurry
ot rescarch data that “proved™ thac all children — even those
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who were “culturally deprived” — could learn to read using
this method. Soon there was a strong response, first from acad-
emics and later from many classroom teachers, stating that
the program was terrible. What ! find particularly interest-
ing, however, is that the primary issue of the conflict over Dis-
tar has not been over its instructional efficacy — usually the
students did learn to read — but the expression of explicit
power in the classroom. The liberal educators opposed che
methods — the direct instruction, the explicit control exhib-
ited by the teacher. As a matter of fact, it was not unusual
(even now) to hear of the program spoken of as “fascist.”

I am not an advocate of Distar, but I will return to some of
the issues that the program, and direct instruction in general,
raises in understanding the ditferences between progressive
white educators and educators of color.

To explore those ditferences, I would like to present several
statements typical of those made with the best of intentions
by middle-class liberal educators. To the surprise of the speak-
ers, it is not unusual for such content to be met by vocal oppo-
sition or stony silence from people of color. My ateempt here is
to examine the underlying assumptions of both camps.

“Laant the same thing for everyone clse’s chitdven s Iicant for mine.”

To provide schooling for everyone’s children thac refleces
tiberal, middle-class values and aspirations is to ensure the
maintenance of the status quo, to ensure that power, the cul-
ture of power, remains in the hands of those who already have
it. Some children come to school with more accoutrements of
the culture of power already in place = “cutrural capital,” as
some critical theorists refer to it — some with less. Many lib-
eral educators hold that the primary goal for education is for
children to become autonomous, to develop fully who they are
tn the classroom setting without having arbicrary, outside
standards torced upon them. This is a very reasonable goal for
people whose children are already participants in the culeure
of power and who have already internalized its codes.

But parents who don't tunction within that culeure often
want something else. It's not that they disagree with the
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former aim, it’s just that they want something more. They
want to ensure that the school provides their children wich
discourse patterns, interactional styles, and spoken and
written language codes that will allow them success in the
larger socicty.

It was the lack of attention to this concern that created
such a negative outcry in the black community when well-
intentioned white liberal educators introduced “dialect read-
ers.” These were scen as a plot to prevent the schools from
teaching the linguistic aspects of the culture of power, thus
dooming black children to a permanent outsider caste. As one
parcat demanded, "My kids know how to be black — you all
teach them how to be successful in che white man’s world.”

Several black teachers have said to me recently that as much
as they d like to believe otherwise, they cannot help but con-
clude that many of the “progressive” educational serategies
imposcd by tiberals upon black and poor children could only
be based on a desire to ensure that the liberals” children get
sole access to the dwindling pool of American jobs. Some have
added that the liberal educators believe themselves to be oper-
ating with good intentions, but that these good intentions arc
only conscious delusions about their unconscious true
motives. One of the black anthropologist John Gwaleney's
informants in Drylongso reflects this perspective with her
tongue-in-cheek observation that the biggese difference
between black folks and white folks is that black tolks érouw
when they're lying!

Let me try to clarify how this mighe work in literacy
instruction. A few years ago | worked on an analysis of two
popular reading programs, Distar and a progressive program
chat focused on higher-level critical thinking skills. In onc of
the first lessons of the progressive program, the children are
introduced to the names of the letters mand ¢ In the same les-
son they are then taught the sound made by cach of the leteers,
how to write cach of the lecters, and that when the twoare
blended together they produce the word .

As an experienced firse-grade teacher, Lam convineed thata
child needs to be tamiliar wich a significant number of these
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concepts to be able to assimilate so much new knowledge in
one sitting. By contrast, Distar presents the same information
in about forty lessons.

I would not argue for the pace of Distar lessons — such a
slow pace would only bore most kids — but what happened in
the other lesson is that it merely provided an opportunity for
those who already knew the content to exhibit that they knew
it, or at most perhaps to build one new concept onto what was
already known. This meant that the child who did not come
to school already primed with what was to be presented would
be labeled as needing "remedial” instruction from day one;
indeed, this determination would be made before he or she
was ever taught. In fact, Distar was "successful” because it
actually raught new information to children who had not
already acquired it at home. Although the more progressive
system was ideal for some children, for others it was a disaster.

I do not advocate a simplistic “basic skills™ approach for
children outside ot the culture of power. It would be (and has
been) tragic to operate as if these children were incapable of
critical and higher-order thinking and reasoning. Racher, 1
suggest that schools must provide these children the content

that other families from a ditferent culcural orientation pro-
vide at home. This does not mean separating children accord-
ing to family background, but instead, ensuring that each
classroom incorporate strategies appropriate for all the chil-
dren in its confines,

And I do not advocate that it is the school's job to attempt
to change the homes of poor and nonwhite children to match
the homes of those in the culture of power, That may indeed
be a torm of cultural genocide. I have frequently heard schools
call poor parents “uncaring” when parents respond to the
school’s urging, say ing, "But that's the school’s job.” What
the school personnel fail to understand is thae if che parents
were members of the culture of power and lived by its rules
and codes, then they would transmic those codes to their chil-
dren. Infact, they transmitanocher culture chat children muse
learn at home in order to survive in their communitices,
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“Child-centered. whole langnage. and process approaches arve needed
in order to allow a democratic state of free. autonomous. empowered
adnlts. and because vesearch bhas shown that children learn best
throngh these methods.”

People of color are, in general, skeptical of research as a
determiner of our fates. Academic research has, after all, found
us genetically inferior, culturally deprived. and verbally defi-
cient. But beyond that general caveat, and despite my or others’
personal preferences, there is litcle research data supporting
the major tenets of process approaches over other forms of lit-
eracy instruction, and virtually no evidence that such
approaches are more efficacious for children of color.”

Although the problem is not necessarily inherent in the
method, in some instances adherents of process approaches to
writing create situations in which students ultimately find
themselves held accountable for knowing a set of rules about
which no one has ever directly informed them. Teachers do
students no service to suggest, even implicitly, that "product”
is not important. In this country, students will be judged on
their product regardless of the process they utilized to achieve

it. And that product, based as it is on the specific codes ofa
sarticular culture, is more readily produced when the direc-
tives of how to produce it are made explicit.

If such explicitness is not provided to students, what it feels
like to people who are old enough to judge is that chere are
secrets being kepe, that time is being wasted, that the teacher
is abdicating his or her duty to teach. A doctoral student of
my acquaintance was assigned to a writing class to hone his
writing skills. The student was placed in the section led by a
white professor who urilized a process approach, consisting
primarily of having the students write essays and then assem-
ble into groups to edit each other’s papers. That procedure
infuriated this parcicular student. He had many angry
encounters with the teacher about what she was doing. In his
words:

L hdn't feel she was teaching us anvthing. She wanted us to correct

cach other's papers and we were there ro learn from her. She didn’e

teach anvthing, absolutely nothing.
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Muaybe theyre trving to learn what black folks knew all che time.
We understand how to improvise, how to express ourselves cre-
atively. When I'm in a classroom, I'm not looking for that, I'm look-
ing for structure, the more formal language.

Now my buddy was in {a] black teacher’s class. And that lady was
very good. She went through and explained and defined each pare of
the structure. This {white] teacher didnt get along with that black
teacher. She said that she didn't agree with her methods. But 7 don't
think that white teacher Aad any methods.

When I told this gentleman that what the teacher was
doing was called a process method of teaching writing, his
response was, “Well, at least now I know that she thonght she
was doing something. 1 thought she was just a fool who couldn't
teach and didn't wane to try.”

This sense of being cheated can be so scrong that the stu-
dent may be completely turned off to the educational system,
Amanda Branscombe, an accomplished white teacher,
recently wrote a letter discussing her work with working-c lass
black and white students at a community college in Alabama.
She had given these students my “Skills and Qcher Dilem-
mas” article to read and discuss, and wrote that her students

really understood and identified with what I was saying. To
quote her leteer:

One young man said that he had dropped out of high school because
he fatled the exit exam. He noted that he had then passed the GED
without a problem after three weeks of prep. He said chat his high
school English teacher claimed to use a process approach, but what
she really did was hide behind fancy words to give herself permis-
ston to do nothing 1n the classroom,

The students T have spoken of seem to be saying that the
teacher has denied them access to herself as the source of
knowledge necessary to learn the forms they need to succeed.,
Again, I tentatively ateribute the problem to teachers’ resis-
tance to exhibiting power in the classroom. Somehow, to
exhibit one’s personal power as expert source is viewed as dis-
empowering one's students.

Two qualifiers are necessary, however, The teacher cannot
be the only expert in the classroom. To deny students their
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own expert knowledge /s to disempower them. Amanda
Branscombe, when she was working with black high school
students classified as “slow learners,” had the students analyze
rap songs to discover their underlying patterns. The students
became the experts in explaining to the teacher the rules tor
creating a new rap song. The teacher then used rhe patterns
the students identified as a base to begin an explanation of the
srructure of grammar, and then of Shakepeare’s plays. Both
student and teacher are expert at whart they know best.

The second qualifier is that merely adopting direct instruc-
tion is not the answer. Actual writing for real audiences and
real purposes is a vital clement in helping students to under-
srand that they have an important voice in their own learning
processes. E. V. Siddle examines the resules of various kinds of
interventions in a primarily process-oriented writing class for
black students.” Based on readers’ blind assessments, she
found that the intervention that produced the most positive
changes in the students” writing was a “mini-lesson” consist-
ing of direct instruction about some standard writing conven-
tion. But what produced the scand highest number of positive
changes was a subsequent student-centered conterence with
the teacher. (Peer conferencing in chis group of black students
who were not members of the culture of power produced the
feast number of changes in students” writing. However, the
classroom teacher maintained - and econcur - chac such activ-
ities are necessary to introduce the clements of “real audience”
into the task. along with more teacher-directed strates ».

A5 veally o sham but she (that black teacher npstaivs) soms o o
anthorttiricon. o focised on skills aod so techer divete? ™ v poor
ko netor eom to be allowccd to readly express theiy creativity. (And
Do cren vy at thon)”

This statement directly concerns the display of power and
authority in the cassroom. One way to understand che differ-
ence in perspective between black teachers and cheir progres-
sive colleagues on this issuc is to explore cutcevlly influenced
oral titeractions.

I oy wrth Wardy, Sharley Brice Hearh guotes the verbal
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directives given by the middle-class “townspeople” teachers:”
—“Is this where the scissors belong?”
- "You want to do your best work today.”

By contrast, many black teachers are more likely to say:

- "“Put those scissors on that shelf.”

— "Put your name on the papers and make sure to get the
right answer for each question.”

Is one oral style more authoritarian than another?

Other researchers have identified differences in middle-
class and working-class speech to children. Snow and others,
for example, report that working-class mothers use more
directives to their children than do middle- and upper-class
parents.” Middle-class parents are likely to give the directive
to a child to take his bath as, "Isn't it time for your bath?”
Even though the utterance is couched as a question, both
child and adult understand it as a directive. The child may
respond with “Aw, Mom, can't I wait until...,” but whether or
not negotiation is attempted, both conversants understand
the intent of the utterance.

By contrast, a black mother, in whose house I was recently a
guest, said to her eight-year-old son, "Boy, get your rusty
behind in that bathtub.” Now, I happen to know thar this
woman loves her son as much as any mocher, but she would
never have posed the directive to her son to take a bath in the
form of a question. Were she to ask “Would you like to take
your bath now?” she would not ha e been issuing a directive
but offering a true alternative. C nsequently, as Heath sug-
gests, upon entering school the ¢t ild from such a family may
not understand the indirect sta ement of the teacher as a
direct command. Both white and black working-class chil-
dren in the communities Heath studied “had difficulty inter-
preting these indirect requests for adherence to an unstated
set of rules.™

But those veiled commands are commands nonetheless,
representing cru- power, and with true consequences for dis-
obedience. 1f veiled commands are ignored, the child will be
labeled a behavior problem and possibly officially classified
as behavior disordered. In other words, the atcempt by
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the teacher to reduce an exhibition of power by expressing
herself in indirect terms may remove the very explicitness
that the child needs to understand the rules of the new
classroom culeure,

A black elementary school principal in Fairbanks, Alaska,
reported to me that she has a lot of difficulty with black
children who are placed in some white teachers’ classrooms.
The teachers often send the children to the office for dis-
obeying teacher directives. Their parents are frequently called
in for conferences. The parents’ response to the teacher is
usually the same. “They do what I say; if you just re// them
what to do, they'll do it. I tell them at home that they have
to listen to what you say.” And so, does not the power still
exist? Ies veiled nature only makes it more difficule for some
children to respond appropriately, but that in no way miti-
gates its existence.

I don't mean to imply, however, that the only time the
black child disobeys the teacher is when he or she misunder-
stands the request for certain behavior. There are other factors
that may produce such behavior. Black children expect an
authority figure to act wich authority. When the teacher
instead acts as a “chum,” the message sent is that this adule
has no authority, and the children react accordingly. One
reason that is so, is that black people often view issues of
power and authority differently than people from mainstream
middle-class backgrounds.' Many people ot color expect
authority to be earned by personal efforts and exhibited by
personal characteristics. In other words, “the authoritative
person gets to be a teacher because she is authoritative.” Some
members of middle-class culeures, by contrase, expect one to
achieve authority by the acquisition of an authoriracive role.
That is. “the teacher is the authority because she is the teacher.”

In the first instance, because authority is carned, the teacher
must consistently prove che characteristics that give her
authority. These characeeristics may vary across cultures, but

in the black community chey tend to cluster around several
abitities. The authoritative teacher can control the class
chrough exhibition of personal power: establishes meaningful
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interpersonal relationships cthat garner student respect;
exhibits a strong belief that all students can learn; establishes
a standard of achievement and “pushes” the students to
achieve that standard; and holds the attention of the students
_ by incorporating interactional features of black communica-
= tive style in his or her teaching.

- By contrast, the teacher whose authority is vested in the
-t role has muny more options of behavior at her disposal. For
_ instance, she does not need to express any sense of personal
power because her authority does not come from anything she
herselt does or says. Hence, the power she actually holds may
_ be veiled in such questions/icommands as “Would you like to
= sit down now?” It the children in her class understand author-
b ity as she does, it is mutually agreed upon that chey are to obey
~ her no matcer how indirect, soft-spoken, or unassuming she
' may be. Her indirectness and soft-spokenness may indeed be,
as Isuggested earlier, an attempe to reduce the implication of
overt power in order to establish a more egalitarian and
— ' nonauthoritarian classroom atmosphere.

. It the children operate under another notion of authority.
however, then there is trouble. The black child may perceive
the middle-class teacher as weak, ineffectual, and incapable of
- taking on the role of being the teacher; therefore, there is no
k need to follow her directives. In her dissertation, Michelle
Foster quotes one voung black man describing such a teacher:

- She s boring, boring. She could do something creative. Instead she

just stands chere. She can’ control the dlass, docsn 't know how to

EA control the dlass. She asked me what she was domg wrong. 1 eold her

she st stands there Like she's meartatimg 1oold her she could be
meditating tor all Tknow. She savs that we're supposed to know

what to do. T rold her Tdon't know nothin® unless she tells me. She

st aan’t control the class Thepe we don't lave her nexe semeseer.

Burt of course the teacher may not view the problem as resid-
iy in herself bue in che scudent, and the child may once
again berome the behavior-disordered black boy in special
vducation.

What characterisoies do black scudenes aceribuee to the
cood teacher? Again, Foster's dissertation provides a quota-
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tion that supports my experience with black students. A
young black man is discussing a former teacher with a group
of friends:
We had fun in her class. but she was mean. can remember she used
to say, “Tell me what's in the story, Wayne.” She pushed, she used to
get on me and push me to know. She made us learn. We had to get in
the books. There was this tall guy and he tried to take her on. but
she was in charge of that class and she didn’t let anyone run her. |
still have chis book we used i her class. It has a bunch of stories in
it. 1 just read one on Coca-Cola again the other day. ™

To clarify, this student was proud of the teacher’s “meanness,”
an ateribute he seemed to describe as the ability to run the
class and pushing and expecting students to learn. Now, does
the liberal perspective of the negatively authoritarian black
teacher really hold up? I suggest that although <1 “explicit”
black teachers are not also good teachers, there are different
attitudes in different culeural groups about which characteris-
tics make for a good teacher. Thus, it is impossible to creace a
model for the good teacher without taking issues of culture
and community context into account.
And now to the final comment I present for examination:

“Children have the vight to their owen langnage. theiv own cdture.
We must fight cultural hegemony and fight the systent by insisting
that children be allowed to express themselves in their owen language
style. 1t is not they. the childven, who must change. but the schools. To
push children to du amything else is vpressive and veactionary,”

A statement such as this originally inspired me to write the
“Skills and Other Dilemmas™ article. It was first written as a
letter to a colleague in response to a situation that had devel-
oped in our deparement. [ was teaching a senior-level teacher
education course. Students were asked ro prepare a written
autobiographical document for the class that would also be
shared with their placement school prior ta their student
teaching.

One student, a talented voung Native American woman,
submitted a paper in which the ideas were lost because of
technical problems - from spelhing to sentence seructure to
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paragraph structure. Removing her name, I duplicated the
paper for a discussion with some faculty members. I had
hoped to initiate a discussion about what we could do to
ensure that our students did not reach the senior level without
getting assistance in technical writing skills when they
needed them.

I was amazed at the response. Some faculty implied that the
student should never have been allowed into the teacher edu-
cation program. Others, some of the more progressive
minded, suggested that I was attempting to function as gate-
keeper by raising the issue, and had internalized repressive
and disempowering forces of the power elite to suggest that
something was wrong with a Native American student just
because she had another style of writing. With few exceprions,
I found myself alone in arguing against both camps.

No, this student should not have been denied entry to the
program. To deny her entry under the notion of upholding
standards is to blame the victim for the crime. We cannot jus-
tifiably enlist exclusionary standards when the reason this stu-
dent lacked the skills demanded was poor teaching at best and
institutionalized racism at worst.

However, to bring this student into the program and pass
her through without attending to obvious deficits in the codes
needed for her to function effectively as a teacher is equally
criminal — for though we may assuage our own consciences {or
not participating in victim blaming. she will surely be
accused and convicted as soon as she leaves the university. As
Native Alaskans were quick to tell me, and as I understood
through my own experience in the black community, not only
would she not be hired as a teacher, but those who did not hire
her would make the (false) assumption that the university was
putting out only incompetent Natives and that they should
stop looking seriously at any Native applicants. A white
applicant who exhibits problems is an individual with prob-
lems. A person of color who exhibits problems immediately
becomes a representarive of her cultural grouy.

No. cither stance is criminal. The answer i$ to accept stu-
dents but also to take responsibility to fech them. Fdecided to
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talk to the student and found out she had recognized thart she
needed some assistance in the technical aspects of writing
soon after she entered the university as a freshman. She had
gone to various members of the education faculty and received
the same two kinds of responses I met wich four years later:
taculty members told her either that she should not even
attempt to be a teacher, or that it didn't matter and that she
shouldn’t worry about such trivial issues. In her desperation,
she had found a helpful professor in the English Department,
but he left the university when she was in her sophomore year.

We sat down together, worked out a plan for actending to
specific areas of writing competence, and set up regular meet-
ings. I stressed to her the need to use her own learning process
as insight into how best to teach her future students those
“skills” that her own schooling had failed to teach her. I gave
her some explicit rules to follow in some areas; for others, we
devised various kinds of journals that, along with readings
about the structure of the language, allowed her to find her
own insights into how the language worked. All that hap-
pened two years ago, and the young woman is now success-
tully teaching. What the experience led me to understand is
that pretending that gatekeeping points don't exist is to
ensure that many students will not pass through them.

Now you may have inferred that I believe that because
there is a culture of power, everyone should learn the codes to
participate in it, and that is how the world should be. Actu-
ally, nothing could be turther from the truth. I believe in a
diversity of style, and 1 believe the world will be diminished if
cultural diversity is ever obliterated. Further, 1 believe
strongly, as do my liberal colleagues, that each cultural group
should have the right to maineain its own language style.
When Ispeak, theretore, of the culture of power, 1 don't speak
ot how 1 wish things to be but of how they are.

I further believe that to act as if power does not exist is to
ensure that the power status quo remains the same. To imply
to children or adults (but of course the adults won't believe
you anyway) that it doesn’t matter how you calk or how you
write is to ensure their ultimace failure. T prefer to be honest

oD
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with my students. | tell them that their language and culeura!
style is unique and wonderful but that cthere is a political
power game that is also being played. and if they want to be in
on that game there are certain games that they too must play.

But don't think that I let the onus of change rest entirely
with the studonts, 1 am also involved in political work both
inside and outside of the educational system, and chat politi-
cal work demands that I place myself to influence as many
gatckeeping points as possible. And it is there thae [ agitate
for change, pushing gatekeepers to open their doors to a vari-
cty of styles and codes. What I'm saying, however, is that T do
not believe that political change toward diversity can be
effected from the bottom up, as do some of my colleagues.
They scem to believe that if we accept and encourage diversity
wichin classrooms of children, then diversity will automati-
cally be accepted at gatekeeping points.

| believe that will never happen. What will happen is that
the students who reach the gatekeeping points — like Amanda
Branscombe's student who dropped out of high school
because he failed his exit exam — will understand that they
have been lied to and will react accordingly. No, I am certain
that if we are truly to effect societal change, we cannot do so
from the bottom up, but we must push and agitate from che
top down. And 1n the meantime, we must take the responsi-
bility to twah. to provide for students who do not already pos-
sess them, the additional codes of power. '

But I also do not believe that we should teach students to
passively adopt an alternate code. They must be encouraged to
understand the value of the code they already possess as well as
to understand the power realities in this country, Otherwise
they will be unable to work to change these realities, And how
docs one do that?

Martha Demientiett, a masterful Native Alaskan teacher of
Athabaskan Indian srudents, tells me thae her students, who
hve in a small. isolated, rural village of less than two hundred
people, are not aware that there are difterent codes in English.
She takes their writing and analy zes it for features of what has
been reterred to by Alaskan hinguists as "Village English,” and
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then covers halta bulterin board with words or phrases from
the students” writing, which she labels "Our Heritage Lan-
ruage.” On the ocher halt ot che bullecin board she pues the
cquivalentstatements in “Standard Eaglish.” which she labels
“Formal Englhish.”

Sheand che students spend a long time on the "Hericage
Enghsh™ section, savoring the words, discussing the nuances.
She telts the students, "That's the way we sav chings. Doesn'e
1t teel good s Isn't it the absoluce bese way of geccing chac idea
acrosss” Then she turns to the ocher side of che board. She eells
the students that cthereare people, not like those in che vitlage,
w ho judge others by the way they tatk or wrice.

W Bisten tathe way people talk, not to judge them, bat o tell
whae pare of the river they come trome These other people are not
bkethat They think evervbody needs to talk hke chem. Unhke us,
they huve whard nme hearmg what people savat they don't tatk
osactlv hike them Ther way of wiking and wnong s called
Formmal Lnghsh

W have toteel a hittle sorry for them because they bave only one
wan to talh Were gomg to learn owo ways to sav chings. Tsn cthat
hotrees One wan will be our Hertage way. The othor will be Formual
Fachish Then when we go to getjobs,we'll be able to talk Tike
these preople who only know and can ondy really hiseen to pne way,
Mavheatror we get the obs we can hedp them ta learn how i fecls 1o
it another Linguagc, ke ours, chat reels so good. Wee'll alk hke

than whon we have tocbuewe'H always know one way s best

Marcha then does all sores of activicies wich the notions
of Formal and Hertage or informal Englich She cells the
stndents,

Feohe vdlec s overvone spoahs mtormally maose of the tme unfoss
thore sapothach arsomethmg You don't taok abouc i, vou dotn
werny aboutollow e iy rules - s sortof ke how vou cat food i
Ao nobads pavs atcenoonio whether vou ase vour fingers or a
ok and o tedds v gaod Now, Formal Poghishos more hke a tormuad
Gimner Phao e tales to tollow aboue where the kofe and tank
Fo e cabom Shore poople sitsaboat how vou cat Thae can I

reodliv e taos hocanse 1o nice to dress up sometines

T he stadenes thea prepare a tormal dinnere i che class, for
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which they dress up and set a big table with fancy tablecloths,
hina, silverware. They speak only Formal English at this
meal. Then they prepare a picnic where only informal English
is allowed.

She also contrasts the “wordy™ academic way of saying
things with the metaphoric style of Athabaskan. The students
discuss how book language always uses more words, but in
Heritage language, the shorter way of saying something is
always better, Students then write papers in the academic way,
discussing with Martha and with each other whether they
belicve they've said enough to sound like a book. Finally, stu-
dents further reduce the message to a “saying” brief enough to
go on the front of a T-shirt, and the sayings are puc on licele
paper T-shirts that the students cut out and hang throughout
the room. Sometimes the students reduce other authors’
wordy texes to their essential meanings as well.

The tollowing transcripe provides another example. Tt is
from a conversation beeween a black teacher and a Southern
black high school student named Jocy, who is a speaker of
Black English. The teacher believes it very important to dis-
cuss openly and honestly the issues of language diversity and
power. She has begun the discussion by giving the studenta
children’s book writeen in Black English to read. g

Trac HERr: What do you think about that book#

Jory: Fthmkids mee,

Tractn r: Why?

Jory: Ldon't know. 1o just told abour a black family, that's all.
T aci k: Was icdithoule to read

Jory: No.

T Aac HER: Wi the text ditterent from whar vou have seenin
acher hooks?

e =Jory Yeah Thewnomg was,

T .\\( pit i How-

Jon W\ 1t ase more ot a southern-hke accentin this book.

N~ . - .
It act k: Uhm-bhmm. Do you think that’s good or bad#

Tory Well uly Fdon't dunk s goad tor people down this-
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a-way, cause that's che way they grow up talking anyway.
They ought to get the right way to tatk.
TeAaCHER: Oh. So you think it’s wrong to talk like that?
Jouy: Well.. .{Laughs)
TrAcHER: Hard question, huh?

Joty: Uhm-hmm, that's a hard question. Bue 1 think they
shouldn’t make books like that.

TEACHER: Why!

JoEy: Because they are not using che right way to talk and in
school they take off for that, and 1i'l chirren grow up talk-
ing like that and reading like that so they mighe think
that’s right, and all che time they getting bad grades in
school, talking like that and writing like that.

TeAaCHER: Do you think they should be getting bad grades
for talking like chac?

JOEY: {Pumses. anvicers vesy simely} No. . no.

TracHtr: So you don't chink that it matcers whether you
talk one way or another?

Jory: No, not long as you understood.

TeacHEr: Uhm-hmm. Well, that’s a hard question for me to
answer, too. It's, ah, that’s a question that’s come up ina lot of
schools now as to whether they should correce children who
speak the way we speak all che time. Cause when we're talk-
g to cach other we talk Hike chat even though we might not
talk like than when we get into ocher situations, and who's to
say whether its -

Jovy: {luterrapring Right or wrong.

TracHER: Yeah.

Jory: Maybe chey ought to come up with another kind
of .. .maybe Black English or something. A course in Black
Enghsh. Mavbe Black folks would be good in thac cause
people talk, [ mean black people talk like that, so.. .but |
guess there's waight wayand wrong way to talk, you know,
not regarding what race. Tdon't know.

Tracuir: But who decided what's right or wrong?

Jory: Well thad’s true. .. T guess white people did,

{Lacnghtcr. End of tape )
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Notice how throughout the conversation Joey's conscious-
ness has been raised by thinking about codes of language. This
teacher further advocates having students interview various
personnel officers in actual workplaces about their attitudes
toward divergent styles in oral and written language. Stu-
dents begin to understand how arbitrary language standards
are, but also how politically charged they are. They compare
various pieces written in different styles, discuss the impact of
different styles on the message by making translations and
back translations across styles, and discuss the history, appar-
ent purpose, and contextual appropriateness of each of the
technical writing rules presented by their teacher. And they
practice writing different forms to different audiences based
on rules appropriate for each audience. Such a program not
only “teaches™ standard linguistic forms, but also expleres
aspects of power as exhibited through linguistic forms.

Tony Burgess, in a study of secondary writing in England
by Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, and Rosen, suggests
that we should not teach “iron conventions...imposed wich-
out rationale or grounding in communicative intent,” but
“critical and ultimately culeural awareness. ™ ' Courtney Caz-
den calls for a ewo-pronged approach:

1. Conunuous opportunices for WHers 1o particpate m some
authence bitof the unending conversadon ... chereby becoming
part ot a vital community of tatkers and writers i aparticalar

domuain, and
2. Penodic, temporany focus on conventiens ot form, tieghtas cul-

cural conventions expected ina particalar cominunity.”

Just so that there is no contusion about what Cazden means
by a focus on conventions of form, or about what I mean by
“okills,” let me stress that nerther of us s speakingof page
after page of “skill sheets” creating compound words or iden-
tifying nouns and adverbs, but rather about helping students
gain a useful knowledge of the conventions of print while
engaging in real and useful communicative activities. Kay
Rowe Grubis, a junior high school teacher sn o muldiculeural
oChool, makes tises of certain technical rules for her cigheh
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graders’ review and then gives them papers from a third grade
to “correct.” The students not only have to correct other stu-
dents’ work, but also tell them why they have changed or
questioned aspects of the writing,

A village teacher, Howard Cloud. teaches his high school
students the conventions of formal letter writing and che
tormulation of careful questions in the context of issues sur-
rounding the amendment of the Alaska Land Claims Settle-
ment Act. Native Alaskan leaders hold ditfering views on this
issue, critical to the future of local sovereigney and land
rights. The scudents compose letters to leaders who reside in
difterent areas of the state seeking their perspectives, set up
audioconference calis for interview/debate sessions, and,
finally, develop a videotape to present the differing views.

To summarize, I suggest that students must be tvnght the
codes needed to participate fully in the mainstream of Ameri-
can lite, not by being forced to attend to hollow, inane, de-
contextualized subskills, but rather within the context of
meaningful communicative endeavors: that they must be
allowed the resource of the teacher's expert knowledge, while
being helped to acknowledge their own “expertness™ as well:
and that even while students are assisted in learning the cul-
ture of power, they must also be helped to tearn aboure the
arbitrariness of those codes and about the power relationships
they represent.

Fam also suggesting that appropriate education tor poor
children and children of color can only be devised in consulta-
tion with adules who share their cutture, Black parents, teach-
ers of color, and members of poor communities must be
allowed to participate fully in che discussion of what kind of
instruction is in their children’s best interese. Good liberal
intentions are not enough. Inaninsightul 1975 study entitled
"Racism without Racists: Insticutional Racism in Urban
Schoots,” Massey, Scote, and Dornbusch tound chat under the
pressures of teaching, and with all intevrions of “being nice,”
teachers had essentially stopped atctcmpting ro teach black
children.™ In their words: “We have shown that oppression
canarise out of warmeh, friendliness, and concern. Paternal-
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RIC,

ism and a lack of challenging standards are creating a dis-
torted system of evaluation in the schools.” Educators must
open themselves to, and allow themselves to be affected by,
thesc alternative voices.

In conclusion. I am proposing a resolution tor the
ski'*- process debate. In shore, the debate is fallacious; the
dichotomy is false. The issue is really an illusion created ini-
tially not by teachers but by academics whose wozldview
demands the creation of categorical divisions — not for the
purpose of better teaching, but for the goal of easier analysis.
As I have been reminded by many teachers since the publica-
tion of my article, those who are most skillful at educating
black and poor children do not allow themselves to be placed
in “skills” or “process” boxes. They understand the necd for
both approaches, the need to help students establish theirown
voices, and to coach those voices to produce notes that will be
heard clearly in the larger society.

The dilemma is not really in the debate over instructional
methodology, but rather in communicating across cultures
and in addressing the more fundamental issuc of power, of
whose voice gets to be heard in determining what is best for
poor children and children of color. Will black teachers and
parents continue to be silenced by the very forces that claim to
“give voice” to our children? Such an outcome would be
tragic, for both groups truly have something to say to one
another. As a result of careful listening to alternative points of
view, I have myself come to a viable synthesis of perspectives.
But both sides do need to be able to listen, and T contend thae
it is those with the most power, those in the majority, who
must take the greater responsibility for initiating the process.

To do so takes a very special kind of listening, listening thar
requires not only open ¢y s and cars, but open hearts and
minds. We do not really see through our eyes or hear through
our cars, but through our belicfs. To put our beliefs on hold s
1o cease to exist as ourselves for a moment - and that is not
casy. It is painful as well. because 1t means turning yourself
tnside out, giving up your own sense of who you are, and
bemg willing to see vourselt in the untlattering light of
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another’s angry gaze. It is not easy, buc it is the only way to
learn what it might feel like to be someone else and the only
way to start the dialogue.

There are several guidelines. We must keep the perspective
that people are experts on their own lives. There are certainly
aspects of the outside world of which they may not be aware,
burt they can be the only authentic chroniclers of their own
experience. We must not be too quick to deny their interpre-
tations, or accuse them of "false consciousness.” We must
believe that people are rational beings, and theretore always
act rationally. We may not understand cheir rationales, but
that in no way militates against the existence of these ratio-
nales or reduces our responsibility to attempt to apprehend
them. And finally, we must learn to be vulnerable enough to
allow our world to turn upside down in order to allow the
realitios of others to edge themselves into our consciousness.
In other words, we must become ethnographers in che true
sense.

Teuchers are inan ideal position to play this role, to attempe
to get all of che issues on the table in order to initiate true dia-
logue. This can only be done however, by secking out those
whose perspectives may ditfer most, by learning to give their
words complete attention, by understanding one’s own power,
even if that power stems merely from being in the majority, by
being unatraid to raise questions about discrimination and
voicelessness with people ot color, and to listen, no, to hear
what they say. I suggese that the resules of such interactions
may be the most powertul and empowering coalescence yet
scen in the educational realm - for o/ teachers and tor o// the
students they teach.




Language Diversity
and Learning

brand-new black reacher is delivering her first reading

lesson to a group of first-grade students in inner-city

Philadelphia. She has almost memorized the entire
basal-previded lesson dialogue while practicing in front of a
mirror the night before.

“CGood morning, boys and girls. Today we're going to read a story
about where we live, in the city.”

A small brown hand rises.

“Yes, Mara.”

Marti and this teacher are special triends, for she was a kinder-
gartner in the dassroom where her new teacher student-taughe.

“Teacher, how come vou talkin® hike ¢ white person” You talkin’
just like my momma talk when she get on the phone!”

I was that first-year teacher many years ago, und Marti was
amonyg the first to teach me the role of language diversity in
the classroom. Marti let me know that children, even young
children, are often aware of the ditterent codes we all use in
our everyday hives. They may not vet have learned how to pro-
duce those codes or what social purposes they serve, bue chil-
dren often have a remarkable ability to discern and identity
differene codes in different settings. [t is chis sensitiviey to
language and its appropriate use upon which we must build to
ensure the suceess of children from diverse backgrounds.

Onc aspect of language diversity in the classroom — form
(the code of a language, its phonology, grammar, inflections,
sentence structure, and written symbols) - has usually received
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the most attention from educators, as manifested in their con-
cern about the “nonstandardness” of the code their students
speak. While form is important, particularly in the context of
social success, it is considerably less important when concern
is lodged instead in the area of cognitive development. This
area is related to that aspect of language diversity reflected in
Marti’s statement — language #se — the socially and cognitively
based linguistic determinations speakers make about style,
register, vocabulary, and so forth, when they attempt to inter-
act with or achieve particulur goals within their envi-
ronments. It is the purpose of this paper to address a broad
conception of language diversity as it affects the learning
environments of linguistically diverse students; it focuses on
che development of the range of linguistic alternatives that
students have at their disposal for use in varying sectings.

ACQUIRING ONE LANGUAGE VARIETY
AND LEARNING ANOTHER

The acquisition and development of one’s native language is a
wondrous process, drawing upon all of the cognitive and
affective capacities that make us human. By contrast, the suc-
cesstul acquisition of a second form of a language is essentially
a rote-learning process brought to automaricicy. It is, how-
ever, a process in which success is heavily influenced by highly
charged affective factors. Because of the frequency with which
schools focus unsuccessfully on changing language form, a
careful discussion of the topic and its attendant affective
aspects is in order.

The Affective Filter i Langnage Learning

Learning to orally produce an alternate form is not principally
a funcrion of cognitive analysis, thereby not ideally learned
from protracted rule-based instruction and correction.
Rather, it comes with exposure, comtort level, motivation,
tamiliarity, and practice in real communicative contexts.
Those who have enjoved a pleasant interlude inan arca where
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another dialect of English is spoken may have noticed &
change in their own speech. Almost unconsciously, their
speech has approached that of those native to the area. The
evidence suggests that had these learners been corrected or
drilled in the rules of the new dialect, they probably would
not have acquired it as readily.

Stephen Krashen, in his work on second-language acquisi-
tion, distinguishes the processes of conscious lewrning (rule-
based instruction leading to the monitoring of verbal output)
from unconscious acquisition (“picking up” a language through
internalizing the linguistic input-derived immersion in a new
context — what happens, say, when the North American
enjoys a visit to the Caribbean)." Krashen found unconscious
acquisition to be much more effective. In further studies,
however, he found that in some cases people did not easily
“acquire” the new language. This finding led him to postulate
the existence of what he called the “affective filter.” The tilter
operates “when aftective conditions are not optimal, when the
student is not motivated, does not identify with the speakers
of the second language, or is overanxious about his perfor-
mance,...[causing}a mental block. ... [which}will prevent the
input from reaching those parts of the brain responsible tor
language acquisition.”™ Although the process of learning a
new dialect cannot be completely equated with learning a new
language, some processes seem to be similar. In chis case, it
seems that the less stress attached to the process, the more eas-
ily it is accomplished.

The so-called affective filter is likely to be raised when che
learner is exposed to constant correction. Such correction
increases cognitive monitoring of speech, thereby making
talking difhcule. To illustrate with an experiment anyone can
try, I have frequently taught a relatively simple new “dialect”
in my work with preservice teachers. In this dialect, the pho-
netic element "iz” is added atter the first consonant or consonant
cluster in cach syllable of a word. (Tewcher becomes tiz-ca-
chiz-erand apple. iz-ap-piz-le.y After a bicof drill and practice,
the students are asked o tedl a partner why chey decided to
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become teachers. Most only haltingly attempt a few words
before lapsing into eicher silence or into “Standard English,”
usually to complain about my circling the room to insist that
all words they utter be in the new dialect. During a follow-up
discussion, all students invariably speak of the impossibility
of attemgting to apply rules while trying to formulate and
express a thought. Forcing speakers to monitor their language
for rules while speaking, typically produces silence.

Correction may also affect students’ atcitudes toward their
teachers. In a recent research project, middle-school, inner-
city students were interviewed about their attitudes toward
their teachers and school. One young woman complained bit-
terly, “Mrs. ———— always be interrupting to make you 'talk
correct” and stuff. She be butting into your conversations
when you not even talking to her! She need to mind her own
business.”

In another example from a Mississippi preschool, a teacher
had been drilling her three- and four-year-old charges on
responding to the greeting, “Good morning, how are yeu?”
with “I'm fine, thank you.” Posting herself near the door one
morning, she greeted a four-year-old black boy in an inter-
change that went something like this:

TracHER: Good moring, Tony, how are you?

Toxny: Ibe's ine.

Tracter: Tony, |said, How wre you?

ToxNy: (with raised voice) 1 be’s fine.

TracHER: No, Tony, [ said bote wrc yon s

Toxy: angrity) Tdone cold you [ hcs e and Tain'c tetling
vou no more!

Tonv must have questioned his teacher's intelligence, if not
sanity. In any evene, neither of the students discussed above
would be predisposed, as Krashen says, to identify wich their
teachers and thereby increase the possibility of unconsciously
acquiring the latcter's language form.

C‘\
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Ethnic Ldentity and Language Performance

Issues ot group identity may also atfect students’ oral produc-
tion of a different dialect. Nelson-Barber, in a study of phono-
logic aspects of Pima Indian language found that, in grades
1—-3, the children’s English most approximated the standard
dialect of their teachers.® But surprisingly, by fourth grade,
when one might assume growing competence in standard
forms, their language moved significantly toward the local
dialect. These fourth graders had the comperence to express
themselves in a more standard form, but chose, consciously or
unconsciously, to use the language of those in their local envi-
ronments. The researcher believes thar, by ages 8-9, these
children became aware of their group membcrship and its
importance to their well-being, and this realization was
reflected in their language. They may also have become
increasingly aware of the school’s negative attitude toward
their community and found it necessary — through choice of
linguistic torm — to decide with which camp to identity.

A similar exainple of linguistic perform.ance (what one does
with language) belving linguistic competence (what one is capa-
ble of doing) comes tfrom researcher Gerald Mohatt (personal
communication), who was at the time teaching on a Sioux
reservation. It was considered axiomatic among the reserva-
tion statf chat the reason these students failed to become com-
petent readers was that they spoke a nonstandard dialect. One
day Mohatt happened to look, unnoticed, into a classroom
where a group of boys had congregated. Much to his surprise
and amusement, the youngsters were staging a perfect rendi-
tion of his own teaching, complete with stance, walk, ges-
tures, «nd Standard English (including Midwestern accent).
Clearly, the school’s failure to teach these children to read was
based on factors other than their inability to speak and under-
stand Standard English. They could do both; they did not
often choose to do so ina classroom setting, however, possibly
because they chose to identity with their community ratcher
than with the school.
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APPRECIATING LINGUISTIC DIVERSITY
IN THE CLASSROOM

W hat should teachers do about helping students acquire an
additional oral form? First, they should recognize that the lin-
guistic form a student brings to school is intimately con-
nected with loved ones, community, and personal identity. To
suggest that this form is “wrong” or, even worse, ignorant, is
to suggest that something is wrong with the student and his
or her family. On the other hand, it is equally important to
understand that students who do not have access to the politi-
cally popular dialect form in this country, that is, Standard
English, are less likely to succeed economically chan their
peers who do. How can both realities be embraced?

Teachers need to support the languagz that students bring
to school, provide them input from an additional code, and
give them the opportunity to use the new code in a nonthreat-
ening, real communicative context. Some teachers accoraplish
this goal by having groups of students create bidialectal dic-
tionaries of their own language form and Standard English.
Others have had students become involved with standard
forms through various kinds of role-play. For example, memo-
rizing parts for draraa productions will allow students to "get
che teel” of speaking Standard English while not under the
threat of correction. Young students can create puppet shows
or role-play cartoon characters. (Many “superheroes™ speak
almost hypercorrect Standard English!) Playing a role elimi-
nates the possibility of impiying that the chi/d's language is
inadequate, and suggests, instead, that ditterent language
forms are appropriate in different contexts. Some other teach-
ers in New York City have had their students produce a news
show every day for the rest of the school. The students rake on
the persona of some famous newscaster, keeping in character
as they develop and read their news reports. Discussions ensue
about whether Walter Cronkite would have said it that way,
again taking the tocus oft che child’s speech.
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ACTIVITIES FOR PROMOTING
LINGUISTIC PLURALISM

It is possible and desirable to make the actual study of lan-
guage diversity a part of the curriculum for all students. For
younger children, discussions about the differences in the
ways television characters from ditferent cultural groups
speak can provide a starting point. A collection of the many
children’s books written in the dialects of various cultural
groups can also provide a wonderful basis for learning about
linguistic diversity, as can audiotaped stories narrated by indi-
viduals from different culcures.* Mrs. Pat, a teacher chronicled
by Shirley Brice Heath, had her students become language
“detectives,” interviewing a variety of individuals and listen-
ing to the radio and television to discover the differences
and similarities in the ways people talked.> Children can
learn that there are many ways of saying the same thing, and
that certain contexts suggest particular kinds of linguisric
performances.

Inevitably, cach speaker will make his or her own decision
about the appropriate form to use in any context. Neither
teachers nor anyone else will be able to force a choice upon an
individual. All we can do is provide studenis with the expo-
sure to an alternate form, and allow them the opportunity to
practice that form in contexts that ure nonthreatening, have a real
purpose. und ave intrinsically enjoyable. If they have access to
alternative torms, it will be cheir decision later in life to
choose which to use. We can only provide them with the
knowledge base and hope they will make appropriate choices.

ErHNIGC IDENTITY AND STYLES
or Discovrse

Thus tar, we have primarily discuswed difterences in grammar
and syntax. There are other differences in oral language of
which teachers should be aware in a multiculcural contexe,
particularly e discourse sevle and language use. Michacls and
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other researchers identified differences in children’s narratives
at "sharing time.”® They found that there was a tendency .
among young white children to tell “topic-centered” narra-
tives — stories focused on one event — and a tendency among
black youngsters, especially girls, to tell “episodic™ narratives
- stories that include shifting scenes and are typically longer.
W'hile these differences are interesting in themselves, what is
of greater significance is adults’ responses to the differences.
Cazden reports on a subsequent project in which a white adule
was taped reading the oral narratives of black and white first
praders, with all syntax dialectal markers removed.” Adults
were asked to listen to che stories and comment about the
children's likelihood of success in school. The researchers were
surprised by the differential responses given by black and
white adults.

In responding to the retelling of a black child's story, the
white adults were uniformly negative, making such com-
ments as “terrible story, incoherent” and “{n}or a story acall in
the sense of describing something thae happened.™ Asked to
widee this hild's academic competence, all of the white
adules rated her below the children who told “topic-centered”
stories. Most of these adules also predicted dithculties for this
child's furure school career, such as, “This child might have
trouble reading,” chat she exhibited "language problems that
affect schoel achievement,” and that “"family problems™ or
‘emotional problems™ might hamper her academic progress.”

The black adules had very different reactions. They found
this chuld's story "well formed, easy to understand, and inter-
esting, with lots of detail and description.” Even though all
e of these adules mentioned the “shifes™ and “associations”
o1 nonhnear” quality of the story, they did not find these fea-
tures distracting. Three of the black adules selected the story
as the best of the five they had heard, and all but one judged
the child as exceptionatly brighe, highty verbal, and successtul
1 school.”

When ditterences in nairative style produce ditferences in
iterpretation of competence, the pedagogical implications
are evident TEehildren who produce stories based in dittering
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discourse styles are expected to have trouble reading, and
viewed as having language, family, or emotional problems, as
was the case with the informants quoted by Cazden, they are
unlikely to be viewed as ready for the same challenging
instruction awarded students whose language patterns more
closely parallel the teacher’s. It is important to emphasize that
those teachers in the Cazden study who were of the same cul-
tural group as the students recognized the differences in style,
but did not assign a negative valence to those differences.
Thus, it teachers hope to avoid negatively stereotyping the
language patterns of their students, it is important that they
be encouraged to interact with, and willingly learn from,
knowledgeable members of their students’ culcural groups.
This can perhaps best become a reality if teacher education
programs include diverse parents, community members, and
taculty among those who prepare future teachers, and take
seriously the need to develop in those teachers the humilicy
required for learning from the surrounding context when
entering a culturally different setting.

Questioning Sty les

Heath has identitied another aspect of diversity in language
use which affects classroom instruction and learning.® She
tound that questions were used differently in a southeastern
town by young black students and their teachers. The stu-
dents were unaccustomed to responding to the “known-
answer” test questions of the classroom. (The classic example
of such questions is the contrast between the real-life ques-
tioning routine: “What time is it?” “Two o'clock.” “Thanks.”
and the school questioning routine: "What time is it?” “Two
o'clock.” "Right!™") These students would lapse into silence
or contribute very little information when teachers asked
direct factual questions which called for feedback of what had
just been taught. She found that when the types of questions
askd of the children were more in line with the kinds of
questions posed to them in their home settings — questions
probing the students” own analyses and evaluations — these
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children responded very differently. They “talked, actively

and aggressively became involved in the lesson, and offered

useful information about their past experiences.”'* The author

concludes not only that these kinds of questions are appropri-

ate for all children racher chan just for the “high groups” with

which they have typically been used, but that awareness and

use of the kinds of language used in children’s communities

can foster the kind of language and performance and growth-
sought by the school and teachers.

Oral Styles in Community Life

I would be remiss to end this section without remarking upon
the need to draw upon the considerable language strengths of
linguistically diverse populations. Smitherman and many
others have made note of the value placed upon oral expression
in most African-American communities."* The “man (person)
of words,” be he or she preacher, poet. philosopher, huckster,
or rap song creator, receives the highest form of respect in the
black community. The verbal adroitness, the cogent and
quick wit, the brilliant use of metaphorical lunguage, the
facility in rhythm and rhyme, evident in the language of
preacher Martin Luther King, Jr., boxer Muhammad Ali,
comediene Whoopi Goldberg, rapper L. L. Cool J., singer and
songwriter Billie Holiday, and many inner-city black stu-
dents, may all be drawn upon to facilitate school learning.

Other children, as well, come to school with a wealch of
specialized linguistic knowledge. Native American children,
for example, come from communities with very sophisticated
knowledge about storytelling, and a special way of saying a
great deal with a few words. Classroom learning should be
structured so that not only are these children able to acquire
the verbal patterns they lack, but they are also able to
strengthen their proficiencies, and to share chese with class-
mates and teachers. We will then all be enriched.
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THE DEMANDS OF SCHOOL LANGUAGE —
ORALITY AND LITERACY

There is litcle evidence that speaking another dialectal form per
se, negatively affects one’s ability to learn to read.'* For com-
monsensical proot, one need only reflect on nonstandard-
dialect-speaking slaves who not only raught themselves to
read, but did so under threat of severe punishment or death.
But children who speak nonmainstream varieties of English do
have a more difficult time becoming proficient readers. Why?

One explanation is that, where teachers’ assessments of
comperence are influenced by the dialect children speak,
teachers may develop low expectations for certain students
and subsequently teach them less.'® A second explanation,
which lends itself more readily to observation, rests in teach-
ers’ confusing the teaching of reading with the teaching of a
new dialect form.

Cunningham found that teachers across the United States
were more likely to correct reading miscues that were dialect
related ("Here go a table” for “Here is a table™) than those that
were nondialect retated ("Here is the dog” for "There is the
dog™)."® Seventy-eight percent of the dialect miscues were
corrected, compared with only 27 percent of the nondialect
miscues. He concludes that the teachers were acting out of
ignorance, not realizing that "here go” and "here is” represent
the same meaning in some black children’s language.

In my observations of many classrooms, however, I have
come to conclude that even when teachers recognize the simi-
larity of meaning, they are likely to correct dialect-relared
miscues. Consider a typical example:

Trxr: Yesterday I washed my brother’s clothes.

STUDENT'S RENDITION: Yesterday [ wash my bruvver close.

The subsequent exchange between student and teacher
sounds something like this:




PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Language Diversity and Learning 59

T: Wait, let's go back. What's that word again? [Points at
washed.)

S: Wash.

T: No. Look at it again. What letters do you see at the end?

You see “e-d.” Do you remember what we say when we see
those letters on the end of a word?

S ed”

T OK, but in this case we say washed. Can you say that?

S: Washed.

T: Good. Now read it again.

S: Yesterday 1 washed my bruvver. ..

T: Wait a minute, what's that word again? [Points to hrorher.}

S: Bruvver,

T: No. Look at these letters in the middle. [Points to 14.]
Remember to read what you see. Do you remember how

we say that sound? Put your tongue between your teech
and sav fh

The lesson continues in such a fashion, the teacher proceeding
to correct the student’s dialect-influenced pronunciations and
grammar while ignoring the fact that the student had to have
comprehended che sentence in order to translate it into her
own dialect. Such instruction occurs daily and blocks reading
development in a number of ways. First, because children
hecome better readers by having the opportunity to read, the
overcorrection exhibited in this lesson means that this child
will be less likely to become a fluent reader than other chil-
dren who are not interrupted so consistently. Second, a com-
plete focus on code and pronunciation blocks children’s
understanding that reading is essentially a meaning-making
process. This child, who understands the text, is led to believe
that she is doing something wrong. She is encouraged to
think of reading not as something you do to get a message,
but something you pronounce. Third, constant corrections by
the teacher are likely to cause this student and others like her
to resist reading and to resent the veacher.

Robert Berdan reports thae, after observing the kind of
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teaching routine described above in a number of settings, he
incorporated the teacher behaviors into a reading instruction
exercise that he used with students in a college class.'” He put
_ together sundry rules from a number of American social and

regional dialects to create what he called the “language of

Atlantis.” Students were then called upon to read aloud in this
i dialect they did not know. When they made errors he inter-
' rupted them, using some of the same statements/comments
he had heard elementary school teachers routinely make to
their students. He concludes:

The resules were rather shocking. By the time these Ph.D. candi-
dates in English or linguistics had read 10-2¢ words, 1 could make
them sound rotally illiterate, By using the routines that teachers use
of dialectally different students, I could produce all of the behaviors
we observe in children who do ot learn to read successfully. The
first thing that goes is sentence intonation: they sound like they are
reading a list from the telephone book. Comment on their pronun-
ciation a bit more, and they begin to subvocalize, rehearsing pro-
nuncrations for themselves before they dare to say them ourt loud.
They begin to guess at pronunciations.... They switch letters
around for no reason. They scumble; they repeat. In shorr, when |
actack them for their failure to conform to my demands tor Arlantis
- English pronunciations, they sound very much like che worse of the
' second graders in any of the classrooms | have observed.

They also begin to fidget. They wad up their papers, bite their
fingernails, whisper, and some finally refuse to continuz, They doall
the things that children do while they are busily faiting to learn to
read. Emotional erauma can result as well. For instance, once while

conducting this lictle experiment, ina mateer of seconds 1 aceually
B had one of my graduate students in tears."”

o The moral of this story is not to confuse dialect intervention
) with reading instruction. To do so will only confuse the
child, leading her away from those intuitive understandings
. about language that will promote reading development, and
a8 toward a school career of resistance and a lifetime of avoiding
reading. For those who believe that the child has to “say it

e right in order to spell it right,” let me add chae English is not
b : : :
o a phonetically regular language. There is no particular

difference between telling a child, "You may sy ‘bruvver!,

ERI
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but it’s spelled b-r-o-t-h-e-r,” and “You say /com/, but it’s
spelled c-o-m-5."

For this and other reasons, writing may be¢ an arena in
which to address standard forms. Unlike unplanned oral lan-
guage or public reading, writing lends itself to editing. While
conversational talk is spontaneous and must be responsive to
an immediate context, writing is a mediated process which
may be written and rewritten any number of times before
being introduced to public scrutiny. Consequently, writing is
amenable to rule application — one may first write freely to get
one’s thoughts down. and then edit to hone the message and
apply specific spelling, syntactical, or punctuation rules. M\
college students who had such dithiculty talking in the "iz"
dialect, found writing it, wich the rules displaved before
them, a relatively easy task.

Styles of Litesacy

There are other culturally based differences in language use in
writing as well. In a seminal arcicle arguing for che existence
of “cantrastive rhetoric.” Robert Kaplan proposes that differ-
ent languages have different rhetorical norms, representing
different ways of organizing ideas,"”

Such style differences have also been identified in public
school classrooms. Gail Martin, a teacher-researcher in
Wyoming, wrote about her work with Arapaho students:

One of our major concerns was that many of the stories children
wrote didn’t seem to “go anywhere.” The stories just ambled atong
with no definite start or finish, no climaxes or conclusions. T decided
to ask Prus Moss [the school clder} about these stories, since he is a
master Arapaho storyeetler himself. Tearned about adisunctive dit-
ference between Arapaho stories and stories T was accustomed to
hearing. reading, and tetling. Pius Moss explained that Arapaho
stortes are not written down, they're told 1 what we nnght call ser-
tal torm, contioued night atter night. A “good™ story is one that
lasts seven mights. ...

When Tashed Prus Moss why Arapaho stories never seem to have
i ending,” he answered that there s no eading to hite. and stories
are about Arapaho life, so there 1s no need for aconclusion. My col-
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leagues and I calked about what Pius had said, and we decided chae
we would encourage our students to choose whichever tvpe of story
they wished 1o write: we would try o listen and read 1 appropriace
ways.”

Similarly, Native Alaskan teacher Marcha Demiencieff has
discovered thar her scudents find “"book language” batfling. To
help them gain access to this untamiliar use of language, she
contrases the "wordy,” academic way of saying chings wich the
metaphoric style of Athabaskan. The scudencs discuss how
book language always uses more words, but how in Heritage
language, brevity is always best. Students then work in pairs,
groups, or individually to write papers in the academic way,
discussing with Martha and wich each ocher whether chey
believe they have said enough to “sound like a book.” Next
they take those papers and try o reduce the meaning o a few
sentences. Finally, studencs furcher reduce the message co a
“saying” briet enough to go on che fronc of a T-shire, and the
sayings are puc on lictle paper tee shires chac che studencs cut
out and hang throughout the room. Somecimes che scudents
reduce other authors” wordy texts to their essential meanings
as well. Thus, through winding back and forch chrough oralicy
and literacy, the students begin to understand the seylistic dif-
terences between cheir own language and thac of standard texct.

Ennctions of Print

Print mav serve different functions in some communicies than
it does in others. and some children may be unaccustomed co
using print or secing it used in the ways chat schools demand.
Shirley Brice Heach, tor example, found chac the black chil-
dren in the community she calted Trackton engaged wich
princas a group activicy for specihic real-life purposes, such as
reading food labels when shopping, reading fix-it books o
repair or modify toys, reading the names of cars to identify a
wished-tor model, or reading o participate in church. There
was seldom a time anyone in the communicy would read as a
solitary recreacional accivity: indeed, anvone who did so was
thought to be a Little strange.
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The children in Trackton, in short, read to learn things, for
real purposes. When these children arrived in school they
faced another reality. They were required, instead, to "learn to
read,” that is, they were told to focus on the process of reading
with lictle apparent real purposes in mind other than to get
through a basal page or complete a worksheet —and much of
this they were to accomplish in isolation. Needless to say, they
were not successful at the decontextualized, individualized
school reading tasks.

Researchers have identitied other differences in cthe use of
language in print as well. For example, Ron Scollon and
Suzanne Scollon report chat, in the Achabaskan Indian
approach to communicative interaction, each individual is
expected to make his or her own sense of a situation and that
no one can unilaterally enforce one interpretation. Conse-
quently, they were not surprised when, ina story-re<elling
exercise intended to test reading comprehension, Athabaskan
children tended to modify the text of the story in cheir
retellings.** The school, however, would be likely to interpret
these individually constructed retellings as evidence that the
students had not comprehended the seory.

TALK ACROSS THE CURRICULUM

A debate over the role of language diversity in mathematics
and science education was fueled recently by the publication
of a book by Eleanor Wilson Orr titled Twice s Less: Bluck
English and the Performance of Black Students in Mathenatics and
Science.  Orr is a teacher of math and science who, as director
of the clite Hawchorne School, worked out a cooperative
program with the District of Columbia to allow several Wash-
ngeon, D.C.., public high school students to attend the presti-
gious school. Orr and her colleagues were dismayed to find
that despite their faichfully following time-tested teaching
strategies, and despite the black D.C. students’ high motiva-
tion and hard work, the newcomers were failing an alarming
percentage of their mach and science courses.

Noting the difterences in the language the black students

P ey
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used, Orr decided to investigate the possibility that speaking
Black English was preventing these students from excelling
in marh and science. In a detailed argument she contends that -
i the students’ nonstandard langauge is both the cause and the
expression of the real problem — their “nonstandard percep-
i tions.”* She cites student statements such as “So the car travel-
_- ing rwice as faster will take rwice as less hours™ to support her
-t thesis, and suggests that it is the difference between Black
' English and Standard English forms in the use of preposi-
tions, conjunctions, and relative pronouns that is the basis for
the students’ failures.

It is important to critique this position in order chat the
—- failures of those responsible for teaching mathematics and sci-
- ence to poor and black students not be attributed to the stu-
— dents themselves, that is, so that the victims not be blamed.
e There are many problems with the Orr argument. One is her
assumption thac black students, by virtue of speaking Black
English, do not have access to certain concepts needed in
marhematical problem solving. For example, she makes much
. of the lack of the “as — as” comparison, but | have

\l recorded Black English—speaking six- to eleven-year-olds

3 trequently making such statements as, “She big as you™ and "'

’ can too run fast as you.”

—i A second problem is that Orr compares the language g
and performance of low-income, ill-prepared students with '
upper-income students who have had superior scholastic
preparation. I contend that it was not their language which

confused the D.C. students, but mathematics itself! Any scu-

dents wich a similar level of preparation and experience, no

matter what cheir color or language variety, would probably

have had the same difficulties.

L The most basic problem with the Orr argument, however,

) 15 Orr's apparent beliet that somehow mathematics is linked

: to the syntactical constructions of standard English: “[T}he
grammar of standard English provides consistently for what is
trie miathemeatically.”" What about the grammzr of Chinese or
_ Arabic or German? Orr's linguistic naive determinist position
: can only lead to the bizarre conclusion that speakers of other
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languages would be equaily handicapped in mathematics
because they, too, lacked standard English constructions!
Even though Orr asserts that the cause of the problem is the
speaking of Black English, she seems unaware that her pro-
posed solution is aot linked to this conceptualization. She
does nor recommend teaching Standard English, but rather,
teaching math through che use in instruction of irregular
number systems which foree students to carcfully work out
concepts and prevent their dependence on inappropriate rote
memorized patterns. One can surmise that as students and
teachers work through these irregular systems, they create a
shared language, developing for the students whar they cruly

" lack, a knowledge of the content of the language of mathemat-

ics, not the form.

Interviews with black teachers who have enjoyed long-
term success teaching math to black-dialect-speaking stu-
dents suggest that part of the solution also lies in the kind and
quality of talk in the mathematics classroom. One teacher
explained that her black students were much more likely to
learn a new operation successfully when they understood to
what use the operation might be put in daily life. Rather than
teach decontextualized operations, she would typically first
pose a “real-life” problem and challenge the students to find a
solution. For example, she once brought in a part of a broken
wheel. saying that it came from a toy that she wished to fix for
her grandson. To do so. she had to reconstruct the wheel from
this tiny part. After the students tried unsuccessfully to solve
the problem, she introduced a theorem related to construct-
ing a circle given any two poines on an ar¢, which the students
quickly assimilated.

Another black math teacher spoke of putting a problem
into terms relevant to the student’s life. He found thac the
same problem that baftled students when posed in terms of
distances between two unfamiliar places or in terms of num-
bers of milk cans needed by a farmer, were much more readily
solved when familiar locales and the amount of money needed
to buy a leather jacket were substituted. I discovered a similar
phenomenon when my first-grade inner-city students did
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much better on "word problems” on standardized tests when |
merely substituted the names of people in our school for the
names in the problems.

All of these modifications to the language of instruction
speak to Heath's findings in Trackton: some youngsters may
become more engaged in school tasks when the language of
those tasks is posed in real-life contexts than when they are
viewed as merely decontextualized problem completion.
Since our long-term goal is producing young people who are
able to think critically and creatively in real problem-solving
contexts, the instructional — and linguistic — implications
should be evident.

CONCLUSION

One of the most difficult tasks we face as human beings is
communicating meaning across our individual differences. a
task confounded immeasurably when we attempt to commu-
nicate across social lines, racial lines, cultural lines, or lines of
unequal power. Yert, all U.S. demographic data points to a
society becoming increasingly diverse, and that diversity is
nowhere more evident than in our schools. Currently, “minor-
ity” students represent a majority in all but two of our twenty-
five largest cities, and by some estimates, the turn of the
century will find up to 40 percent nonwhite children in
American classrooms. At the same time, the teaching force is
becoming more homogeneously white. African-American,
Astan, Hispanic, and Native American teachers now comprise
only 10 percent of the teaching force, and that percentage is
shrinking rapidly.

What are we educators to do? We must first decide upon a
perspective from which o view the situation. We can con-
tinue to view diversity as a problem, attempting to force all
ditferences into standardized boxes. Or we can recognize that
diversity of thought, language, and worldview in our class-
rooms cannot only provide an exciring educational setting,
but can also prepare our children for the richness of living in
an increasingly diverse national community. (Would any of us
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really want to trade the wonderful variety of American ethnic
restaurants for a standard fare of steak houses and fast-food
hamburgers?)

I am suggesting that we begin with a perspective chat
demands finding means to celebrate, not merely tolerate,
diversity in our classrooms. Not only should teachers and stu-
dents who share group membership delight in their own cul-
tural and linguistic history, but all teachers must revel in the
diversiry of their students and that of the world outside the
classroom community. How can we accomplish these lofry
goals? Certainly, given the reality of the composition of the
teaching force, very few educators can join Marcha Demienti-
eff in taking advantage of her shared background with her
culturally unique students and contrasting “orr Heritage lan-
guage” or “the way we say things” with "Formal English.” But
teachers who do not share the language and culture of their
students, or teachers whose students represent a variety of cul-
tural backgrounds, can also celebrace diversity by making lan-
guage diversity a part of the curriculum. Students can be
asked to "teach” the teacher and other students aspects of their
language variety. They can “translate” songs, poems, and sto-
ries into their own dialect or into "book langaage™ and com-
pare the differences across the cultural groups represented in
the classroom,

Amanda Branscombe, a gitted white teacher who has often
taught black students whom other teachers have given up on,
sometimes has her middle scheol students listen to rap songs
in order to develop a rule base for their creation. The students
would teach her their newly constructed “rules for writing
rap,” and she would in turn use this knowledge as a base to
begin a discussion of the rules Shakespeare used to construct
his plays. or the rules poets used to develop their sonnets.*"

Within our celebration of diversity, we must keep in mind
chat education, at its best, hones and develops the knowledge
and skills each student already possesses, while ar the same
time adding new knowledge and skills to that base. All stu-
dents deserve the right both to develop the linguistic skills
they bring ro the classroom and to add others to their reper-

-
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toires. While linguists have long proclaimed chat no language
variety is intrinsically "better” than another, in a stratified
society such as ours, lunguage choices are not nzutral. The
language associated with the power structure — "Standard
English™ — is the language of economic success, and all
students have the right to schooling that gives them access to
that language.

While it is also true, as this chapter highlights, that no one
can force another to acquire an additional language variety,
there are ways to point out to students both the arbitrariness
of designating one variety over another us “s:tandard,” as well
as the political and economic repercussions for not gaining
access to that socially designated “standard.” Without appear-
g to preach about a future which most students find hard to
envision, one teacher, for example, has higli school students
interview various personnel officers in actual workplaces
about their attitudes toward divergent styles in oral and writ-
ten language and report their findings to the entire class,
Another has students read or listen to a variety of oral and
written language styles and discuss the impact of those styles
on the message and the Likely effect on different audiences.
Students then recreate the texes or talks, using different lan-
guage styles appropriate for different audiences (for example,
a church group, academicians, rap singers, a feminist group,
politicians, and so on). .

Each of us belongs to many communities. Joseph Suina, a
Pucblo Indian scholar, has proposed a schematic representa-
tion of at least three levels of community membership. He
sets up chree concencric circles. The inner circle is labeled
“hometocal communiey,” the middle circle is "national com-
munity,” and the outer circle represents the “global commu-
nity.” In eodey’s world icis vial thac we all learn to become
active citizens in all chree communities, and one requisice
skill tor doing so is an ability to acquire additional linguistic
codes, We can ignore or try to obliterate language diversicy in
the classroom, or we can encourage in our teachers and stu-
dents a "mental see for diversiey.” If we choose the lacter, the
lassroom can become alaboratory for developing linguistic
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diversity. Those who have acquired additional codes because
their local language differs significantly from the language of
the national culture may actually be in a better position to
pain access to the global culture than “mainstream”™ Ameri-
cans who, as Martha says, “only know one way to talk.” Racher
than think of chese diverse students as problems, we can view
them instead as resources who can help all of us learn what 1t
feels like to move between culrures and language varieties,
and thus perhaps better learn how to become citizens of the
global communaity.
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When | consider the ariging of my views. | vealize that my per-
sunal bistory. by necessity. contvibutes considerably to my cur-
rent belief systems. Lwerite from a life lived in many margin.
winally while struggling to approach the center of whichever
page of my life is unfolding at the moment. 1t has becn that
strugele to understand and adapt to varions contexts that has
ledd me on the personal jonrney of discovering other vealities.

My jonrney began early, Althowgh I grew up in u segregated
Sonthern community, secure as a young child that the vich tapes-
15y of onr African-American lives was not mevely beantiful but
the only sensible weay of functioning in the world. that tapestr)
wivaveled quickly. When I envolled in a newly integrated high

sehoul in the 196Gy, suddenly many of the “sensible” ways of

duing things no longer seemed acceptable. My fellow black clss-
maates and 1 had te cope not only with the overt vacism that pre-
cedeed onr arvival. but with the subtle vacism. infinitely more
insidions, that devddoped when aspects of ony culture - lan-
grage. interactional styles. belief systems = baame targets for
yemediation at best. and evidence for ouy inability 1o leavn at
worst, 1t was then that | decided that any system that. in the
nanee of ediation, did so much barm to so many childven had to
e changed. "Those experiences also left me with a desive to under-
vtndd how the world conld look so different through the cyer of
uthers,

My attempts to reconcile my awen sensibilitios with the abri-
oiy differences sawe arond me weve only intensifed av |
meare of the world. 1t awas not wntil 1 wcorked in tic scttings mmt
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Americans wonld consider exotic that | came to understand some
of what was happening back at home. | spent a year conducting
research in the villages of the South Pacific country of Papua
New Guinea. | lived and worked with students. pavents, teach-
ers. and community members, Later, in 1984, 1 took my first
acadentic job at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks. where |
tanght teacher education conrses to white students who had
maved to the far north, and to Native Alaskan students from
villages and urban aveas. | also spent a lot of time in remote vil-
luges visiting communities and schools. Both Papua New
Guinea and Alaska forced e to approach the world very dif-
fevently. I was no longer grounded in the familiar: all of my
assumptions about bow the world was structured didn't work.

My experiences in these geographically diverse sertings were
sume of the most important of my life. I was very mach the
“other™: 1 had no opportunity to see myself veflecred in those
aronnd me. Under such circumstances. one learns to see much
more clearly the assumptions one makes ahout the world, wad to
see that they are just that — assumptions. Some peaple in similayr
civeumstances. 1 have discoverved. hold on to their worldi iew
with great tenacity, insisting that Al of the vthers ave wrong.
peciel ey, undeveloped. heathen. oy wncivilized. I found thar nry
survival doponded on my being willing and «ble to learn from
ny new aegiaintances and my new setting. to see the world
thvugh ather ey,

The worldview s of many in our society exist in protected cocoons.
Thoe individualy have never bad to wike an adjustment from:
home life to public life. as theiy public lives wsnd the institutions
they have encountered mevely veflect w veality” these individu-
als have been schooled in since bivth. ¥ hen these privileged
individucds  and they are privileged. whether they realize i oy
not - see othors who operate from a diffevent worldview, they can
wften compyehend them only as devianss, pathologically inferior,
certamnly in need of "fixing. " Even when individuals belicre
themselves ta bave pood intentions, therr own biases blind them
[rom ey the ved peaple hefore them.

Thovewhu hove beonom the vacant g ond of suchy brses onder-
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stand thenr well. 1 have bad the opportunity to work with man)
teachers of color. Native Alaskan., Hispanic, and African-
Amperican. Listening to the stories of these wamen and men has
nade me even move sensitive to the ways in which most institu-
tions in our suciety are created to reflece the vealities of a particu-
lar cultural group — mainly the white, academically oriented
middle cluss. Their stories have contributed. as well, to molding
my views about what is needed to expand our edncatior il vision
to emlace the diversity that is this country’s reality.

Dn this section | shave some of the experiences that have shaped
nry belicfs. The fivst article. a researck report of my work in
Pupua New Guinea. is derived from mry dissertation und from
veports [ submitted to the Papua New Guinean government. In
it. | dexcribe the attemprs of a people to make use of their oun
culture and langage to educate their children. Their strugele
huts great velevance to my present work with African-American
pavents who push trbao school systems to include Afvican and
Afvican-American content in the curvicula offered to their chil-
dren, The controversy over u so-called Afrocentric curviculum
ity e vicwed with less heat and move clarity when it is consid-
ered in an international context.

[ recently wrote "Hollo. Grandfather,” the essay on Alaska.
s Dyeviewed my personal journals. noses. and letters written
duving my four-year stay in the state. Perbaps becanse [ am still
interneilizing the profound changes in worldview that m)
tenuve theve provided. this is the first piece | have written focus-
ong specifically on Alaska. 1t can only begin to describe how
hating laavnd to sec with other eyer has permanently changed
wheat Lant able to see.

Dnitially presented s o paper to the Holmes Group (an cdn-
cation veform group of colleges of education). the thivd piece in
this scction veports an o vesearch progect [ undevtook in 198 to
fovmally collect the vicws of teachers of color on their teacher
cducation expeviences and theiv subsequent teaching lives, My
work ut the time in teacher education at the University of
Ak o avmead me that we need to vethink our ways of cdu-
aatine taachors of color of e ave to bave any hope of increasing
therr wambors in the word force. The marvatines that the teachers
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shaved and the pan they relived as they shared then: cannot but
help to focus attention on how education for all teachers must be
reconstructed. '




The Vilis Tokples Schools
of Papua New Guinea

Eskimo leader specak. He had visited another urea of the

state wherve the elders of that village asked him, W hy
are you?" He gave them his name. expecting that they wonld recugnize
it. us e was a gentleman of some political repute in other regions.
They vesponded. Yes, but wha are you?" Once ugain be offered his
name. and added his position title. They responded once more with
eren greater adamence. " Yes. but who ave you? " Finally, be provided
o account of bis ancestry — his family. his tribe. bis clan — placing
himself in the context of all those who had come before hin. The elders
weve fnally satisfred. The young leader then explained how his educa-
tion hoad left him dl-prepared to answer the elders™ question. Had he
nat gone back to his own village to spend time with his grandparents
fter bang schooled otitside. he said. be wonld have been bewildered by
the persistent guestioning to the point of being unable to provide an
ansuer.

hile in un Alaskan Eskimo viliage. | beard a young

That cncounter reminded me of aspects of my wwen upbringing.
When I vetrrn home. 1 am not « nniversity professor: I am duughter.
eranddanghter, sivier. and aunt, Unlike the academic world in which
L spend most of my tinte. in my bome world. beritage - not tirle and
positeon — iy central to identity, Ty be disconnected from that identity
meeans losing not only the ability to explain one’s essence to others but
v any potential for self-know ledge as well.

We people of color must seck to find our own essence, but we must also
cratically examne the esience of concepts we hate been taught to acapt
withont qucstion. such v “cducation” and “litcvaey.” Can we assuni
that thoe lichpon of the “good e are aliays o boon to our detedop-
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ment as u peaple? The process. context. and content of education or liter-
acy instruction may be designed to destroy the heritage. the essence of who
and wheat a people are. to destroy their knowledge of themselves. Educa-
tion, literacy — for whom. for what purpose. toward what end? These
wre the guestions that another peaple of color. Papua New Grineans of
the South Pacific. asked and answered when I spent i year in their coun-
iry on o travel research fellowship from Harvard University. *

Papua New Guinea, the eastern half of the second largest
island in the world, is a country of astonishing contrasts, both
human and geographical. The mainland and some six hun-
dred smaller surrounding islands create a total land mass of
almost three hundred thousand square miles, or over four
times the total area of the six New England states. The land is
so diverse that one creation myth holds that the Creator ran
out of material to make an entire island, so he took a bit of
every land already fashioned and formed this microcosm of che
carth. The people, geographically divided into a profusion of
land-locked cribal and cultural groups, live in village commu-
nities on islands, on the coast, in swampland and deltas, in
upland valleys, and in the mountains. Mainly Melanesian,
with some Polynesian ancestry, they vary in appearance from
the curly-haired, light-complexioned, small-boned Trobriand
Islanders. to the short, muscular, brown-skinned High-
landers, to the stately, sometimes blond Bougainvillians of che
North Solomons Province, who may have the blackest skin of
any human beings on carch.

The most widely known aspect of Papua New Guinea's
diversity, however, is its multilingualism. With a little over
three million people, there are over seven hundred difterent
indigenous fanguages. As a former colony of Australia, the
official language is English, buc only about 25-30 percent of
the country’s population has a truly functional knowledge of
the language.” The lingua franca spoken most widely in the

I hived m the willages of a prosnee of Papua New Guinea, rom January
1oR1--March 1982 while I rescarched the eltectota mother-tongue-

mediunt st ruetonal program o school-communies relationships, acad
emie suceess, cultural change, and hueracy devddopment Falso conducred
an evaluation of the program for the local government.
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country, as most people’s second language, is Tok Pisin. This
pidgin language had ics roots in "blackbirding,” something
closely akin to the slave crade, when Australians sometimes
coerced (and often stole) Pacific Islanders away from cheir
homes to work on Quecnsland plantations in che late 18acs
and early 19co0s.”

Alchough mose widely spoken, chis language has been
rejected as che main language of schooling, and theretore ot
liceracy instruction, for several reasons. Because che language
has mainly been used as a crade language, in many areas ic has
a limiced grammacical struccure and vocabulary.® Yet even
where che language has become more developed, ic mainaing
a connection to cthe counery’s colonial pase: msta s the Tok
Pisin term for white man, piéinimi tor child. muanki tor young
man, and 4oz for indigenous workman,

Wich the exclusion of Tok Pisin as an option, the cduca-
tional language choice in Papua New Guinea, as in many other
Third World countries, has been subjeceed o owo conflicting
torces: on che one hand, serving the needs of a developing
nacion-state with a modern exchange cconomy, and. on che
other, serving che weltare, development, and cohesion ot local,
predominantly rural vitlage communities. The needs of the
former suggest English as che language of inscruction and lic-
eracy, whereas the needs of the lacter suggese a local language.

Another serong influence on schooling in Papua New Guined
15 the region’s history of liceracy. Betore schooling was insti-
tuted in these colonies, missionarics were surprised to dis-
cover o widespread interest in literacy, The source of chat
incerest has been keenly debated among anthropologises.
Papua New Guineans typically associated ample harvese,
wood tishing, and general good torrune wich che ceremonial
rites and rituals used to honor the spiries of ancestors. Accord-
g to some accounts, in thetr carly days of contace wich Euro-
peans some assumed that the relative riches the misstonaries
brought with them camie trom similar sources. Consequently
when workers were sent with bills of tading to the dock ro
Pich up the missionaries” supplies from ships, they assumed

1
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that it wvas the writing on the paper, acting as a sort of charm,
that caused the missionaries” ancestors to send such good
“cargo.” Larer, "cargo cules” — as anchropologists called them
— developed in some areas: briefly put, sect members regarded
the learning of reading (usuaily the Bible) and writing,
among other Western pracrices, as necessary to acquire from
Papua New Guinean ancestors the goods enjoyed by the mis-
stonaries. !

There are stories of newly literate Papua New Guineans
poring over cheir newly acquired Bibles in search of the secrets
to obtaining the "cargo.” These new literates, so the tales go,
often left beaches strewn wich crumpled Bible pages as they
angrily accused che missioraries of having removed the
important pares betore handing over the texts so as to keep all
the cargo tor chemselves.

Orher rescarchers claim chat Papua New Guinean interest
in readhing and writing stemmed not from a belicf in charms
but from a rational understanding of a new currency con-
nected to very desirable material goods. Whatever its source,
local interest in acquiring liceracy was so high that seme com-
peting misstons in the 19428 took to atcracting new converes
by staging compertitive spelling bees ot the previously con-
verted. The mission whose converts won the spelling bee won
the allegiance of the previously pagan onlookers. Clearly, che
goal of the converes was not so much to find religious salvation
a5 to arrach themselves to the organization most likely to pro-
vide them wich askill chey valued: hireracy.

Schooing was first incroduced by the missionaries in local
lanuages, parcially as a result of local mterest and parcially as
a means tor more etheient proselyeizing. The missionaries’
cducational aims were not to impare secular knowledge: they
wanted to teach literacy skills “so thae converes could read the
Bible in thar village setuing or be trained for the role of the
pastor-teacher and catechises to spread the gospel in new
places.™

The colomal government, on the ocher hand, was more con-
cerned with the survival of the colony and the plantation
ceonomy that supported 1t Achieving dus goai required an
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indigenous popularion with whom plantation managers
could successfully communicate and who were schooled suffi-
ciently in the ways of che West co agree to the government's,
taxation and developmentschemes. Thus, when the govern-
ment took over the role of providing education for the colony,
the language of instruction changed, in most instances, to
English.® Subsequently. literacy was taught almost exclu-
sively in English from the 1950s on. Although at the time of
independence in 1975 there was an increased interest in using
local languages in schooling, the education system was run
largely by Australian expatriates who questioned the practi-
cality, and often the worth, of instruction in the medium of
the mother-tongue. Consequently, English remained as the
only natiorally sponsored language of instruction in the
nation’s public schools.”

By the late 1970s, several concerns about schooling and
school language policies had arisen — notably the cry from
government officials that literacy and mathematics standards
were dropping.” This was alternately ateributed to a massive
increase in the number of students served or to the recent indi-
genization of the teaching force. Instead of Australian and
American teachers, local Papua New Guincan teachers were
forced to instruct in English, a language they barely spoke and
their students understood not ac all. Furthermore, most of the
country’s children were being educated in village settings
where they were unlikely ever to hear English spoken outside
of the school classroom.”

As an increase in research on village-level thinking sur-
faced, a second concern about schooling arose from the resi-
dents of the villages. What researchers began to note was that
even where parents actively welcomed a transtorming Eng-
lish- and Western-tfocused role tor the school, seeing itasa
means to bring direct social and cconomic benehies to the com-
munity, they were unable to anticipate the disruption to social
relations berween young and old in rural communities that it
could entail. Tradicional customs, beliefs, values, and prac-
tices were devalued, leading o asense of powerlessness, vis-i-
vis the school,” Such teehings were poignantly expressed in
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the title of one study by an indigenous writer, "Education Has
Robbed Me of My Child,”"" and in a quote of an old Huli man
in the Southern Highlands:

When the Whitemen came we thoughe they were our ancestors
retuening. so how could we question their ways? They put our chil-
dren inside buildings so how could we teach our forefathers” knowl-
edge to our children when they were shut up inside and we had to
stand on the outside?'”

Even educated Papua New Guineans were teeling the tension
between the pull to English associated with the modern econ-
omy, and the attachm:nt to their own local language, reflect-
ing their local cultural roots and values.

Yet even with this outpouring of concern about an educa-
tional language policy that was perceived as destroying the
very culeural fabric of local communities, the national educa-
tion system was at a loss to address the concern. With seven
hundred local languages, only two hundred or so with written
orthographies, how could mother-tongue education be pro-
vided tor the nation’s children? Once again, at the national
level the educational language policy remained unchanged.

What did change was the policy of one of the country’s
decentralized provinces. As a result of a 1980 study conducted
in the North Solomons Province, the new and innovacive Vilis
Tokples Pri-Skul* scheme was established in the Luka and
Buin regions of the North Solomons. The program had three
goals: to teach children to read, write, and count in their native
language betore transterring to English literacy: to give chil-
dren the foundations of an educacion in the customs, culture,
and acceptable behaviors of their community:und to teach chil-
dren the basic preschool skills needed for success, in a Western
sense, in the English-medium primary school.” The planners
hoped that che bilingual, bicultural process of educatio 1 would
prepare children who valued and could tunction in both the
traditional world and the newer technological world. "

When Larnived in the Noreh Solomons in 1981, there were

“The hieeral translation troms Tok Pran o Foghish would b village waldk
ot-the-place pre-school.”
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chirty Vilis Tokples Pri-Skul schools serving approximartely
one thousand children in the Buka and Buin regions. Instruc-
tion was provided in the largest of the twenty-four language
groups of the province. There were plans tor phasing in all of
che remaining languages by 199.4.

>

Separated from one another by only a shallow, half-mile
strait, che tropical istands of Bougainville and Buka form a
single, lush landmass that, along with a number of outlying
atolls, comprise the North Solomons Province. Six hundred
miles from the nation's capital, the main island is about 150
miles long and about thirty-nine miles across at its widest
point. About half the land area is very hilly or mountainous,
with rivers winding throughourt.

The people of Bougrainville-Buka can be identitied by their
extremely black skin, which distinguishes them from the
lighter-skinned mainland Papua New Guineans whom the
former refer to as “redskins.” At the time of my research in
the area, the population of the province numbered about
130,260, with about 82 percent of the population residing
outside of the major urban arcas of Arawaw Kieta and Panguna
in rural, tradicional villages.

The province was once of the richest in the country as a
result of revenues from the large Bougainville Copper Mine ac
Panguna. The mine brought both wealth and independence
to the province, along with a considerable amount of social
unrest and che difficulties inherent in the institution of a
large-scale Australian-operated enterprise in a traditional
rural setting.

Educationally speaking, the North Solomons was one of

the most advanced arcas of the country. The provinee placed
second on the list of provinces ranked by enrollment ratio,
promotion rate, participation rate of girls, and enrollment
growth. " Seill, about two thirds of the province’s children
compleced tormal schooling at grade six when qualitying
examinations were given to deternmne promotion. The
province also had the distinction of bernyg the firse to make

14!
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] substantial use of educational decision-making powers it
~ acquired through decentralization.
The indigenous people of the province were culturally and
. linguistically diverse. There were twenty-one different lan-
guages in the province, further divided into some forty-six
sublanguages and dialects. A tew old men remembered some
; German or Japanese expressions from the early German colo-
nial period or from the Japanese occupation during the war,
= and a few of the younger men returned from other areas of the
] country with some knowledge of other indigenous languages,
_ but English and Tok Pisin were the only languages not
~ indigenous to the province that were in daily use. Most resi-
' dents gained whatever knowledge they had of English fror:
schooling, although outside of the urban areas this language
was rarely spoken. Tok Pisin was known and spoken generally
throughout the province, except by older people, women, and
young children, who were less likely to speak ic.®

There was some amount of distrust between inhabitants of
ditferent areas of the province, but this had been overshad-
owed by an even greater dislike of outsiders — the Australian
“expats,” and most vehemently, the “redskins,” most of whom
had arrived in connection with the workings of the copper
— mine and copra plantations.

Buka and Buin, the two regions of the North Solomons
Province where the Vilis Tokples Pri-Skul scheme had thus far
been initiated, were similar in their rural village lifestyles.
_ The people’s mainstay was subsistence agriculture, but
recently added cash crops provided money for school fees and
participation in the modern sector cconomy. Each area had irs
own form of traditional leadership that coexisted with the
modern system of "community governm:ents” set into place
shortly after independence, There was also a system of village
courts to handle local-level disagreements according to a not
tully articulated blend of modern and traditional law.

The people of the Buka and Buin regions were also similar
in their attitudes toward language. They believed it impor-
. tant that children knew cheir o plo (the Tok Pisin word for
: indigenous language) and chat they tearn ro read and wrice it
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so as to get along well in chetr villages., share knowledge wich
other village members articulacely, participate adequately
in che village court system (where oral language abilicy
is important); write leceers to friends and reladives it chey
lefe che village, and write about che community’s cultural
cradicions in tek ples books. One community member in
Buin believed chat learning co read and write in their own
language would allow children to become better thinkers. to
“work out things in an intelligent. clever way as wise people
do.” Another Buka parenc. a former ceacher, believed that
children should learn o read and write in o€ ples because. as
chings presently stood. many children completed community
school wichout having gained liceracy in English. 1f they
learned to read and write in ok plo. ac least they'd be licerate
in some language.

Most people believed English to be more importantas a
wretton language than as a spokon language for village lite.
Many said that for children who remained in the viliages,
the ability to speak English was of litele value, excepe when
English-speaking forcigners might visit, Spoken English
became important only for those young people who would
leave the village to scudy or to seck employment. The ability
to reed and wrete English, however. could be of great value in
the village, tor example. to get new information from books,
newspapers. and magazines, and especially to engage in busi-
ness activities such as learning how to set up a trade store
order goods. and keep inventory.

Attitudes toward Tok Pisin were mixed. Frequenely e was
discussed as an almost necessary evil among village dwellers,
and many saw it as valuable tor communicating wich country-
men from other language arcas. As such, it was a unitying
foree tor the nation. Te was also useful as & means of getuing
news from other areas through Radio North Solomons. Still,
village people otten saw Tok Pisin as less precise than cither
tok plev or English, and hence aless useful Tanguage than
cither. "1es not a real language. You just can't sayv whae you
want toin Tok Pistn,” was a frequens complame. The Tok
Pran used in rural arcas was mdeed less devdloped s vocabi-
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lary was more limited than that used in urban centers so the
complaint was probably justified.

People in general did not wane Tok Pisin to be taughc in
the schools. "They learn it anyway, so why bother?” was the
comment most frequently made. Some added that it children
learned to read and write in z0f ples. thev would automatically
gain literacy skills in Tok Pisin. (This was born out by the
testing [ did in Buin and Buka.'") The most damning attitude
toward Tok Pisin, however, was the widely held belief chac che
prevalence of Tok Pisin was destroying the local 70k ples. The
board of management ot a Buin school made the scrongese
statement: “Pidgin is not our language. The children learned
Pidgin and they forgot our tradicions.”

There was a strong sense of community in the villages of
Buin and Buka. Except for stricter sex-segregated activities,
muany of the organized social events would hardly seem ourt of
place in a tightly knicsuburban communicy ta the United
States. There were men's soccer and rugby teams and women's
basketball and vollevball teams which competed with teams
from neighboring villages every Sunday. Every Thursday in
one village was Communicy Day, when all able-bodied people
were to report to a central location where they were assigned
tasks determined by elected committee leaders: building a
cupboard for one of the teachers, cutting the grass around che
school, making a new roof tor a tamily whose house was dam-
aged by a storm. Many people were active in che Cacholic
Church, both inattending services and participating in parish
social activities.

Yet despite the activities introduced by missionaries which
were so tamiliar to Western eyes, there were dramatic under-
Iving ditterences. Beneath cheir surtace appearance, the vil-
lages were deeply steeped in their own traditions, Garden
crops were encouraged to produce abundancly wich age-old
charmys: tuna-tishing boats were carried in a strictly specitied
manner and blessed with elaborace and secret ceremonies and
sacritices betore serung ot to sea Exeensive ricuals for deaths,
births, marriages, the butlding of men’s custom houses, and
other major events were conducted with great care and proper
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attention to tradition; and traditional leaders maintained an
imporeant role in village aftairs.

These rites of the past coexisted with the rites of the mod-
ern era as the community went about its everyday living. Yet
in other areas of existence there appeared to be a synthesis ot
old and new. In the area of health, for example, people seemed
to trust the combined effects of the local Western-style clinic,
with its injections and tablets, and the highly respected skills
of the traditional healer who worked through secret charms,
rituals, and local plants. In sport, as well, some young men
utilized traditional “magic”™ in addition to daily practice ses-
sions to ensure victory ina rugby game.

It was within this culeurally integrated context that Norch
Solomons people made it perfectly clear toa group of researchers
from the University of Papua New Guinea in 1979 that wl ac
they wanted for their children was an education that prepared
them to live within two cultural worlds — one that would be
appropriate for those children who would stay in the village, for
those who would go away and soon return, and for those who
would spend most of their lives in towns and cities. They
wanted “what was good from the old” so as to have children fecl
the security of a strong cultural base, and the "best of the new”
so as to allow them to enter the changing world of towns and
technology. Most of all, though, they seemed to want the privi-
lege of making those all-important sclections themselves.

Thus began the Vilis Tokples Pri-Skul scheme. In the foéples
school, children began with two years of preschool education
at age seven. They entered first grade in English-medium pri-
mary school at nine years of age and completed che six-year
primary program around age fifteen,

In the rekples school, children learned to read, write, and
count in their mother tongue and, at the same time, received a
basic cultural education in the customs, values, and accept-
able behavior of their community, They were prepared, as
well, in the Western sense of preschooling for their primary
cducation, Their teachers were not regularly trained teachers
bur istead were chosen by the Tocal villages as hest represent-
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ing the values of that community and given shore-course
training in liceracy education.

When I conducted my evaluation in 198 1-82, stories about
the academic and linguistic achievements of Vilis Tokples Pri-
Skul children abounded. The parents and other residents of the
village communicies were delighted with both the program
and che children’s academic development. They were said to
have learned a "pure” torm of cheir local language. Several com-
munity members laughingly related how children sometimes
corrected cheir parents’ speech, which had been influenced by
Tok Pisin. The children were also chought to be advanced in
the skills necessary for primary school. One mother was
deligheed that her daughter, who had not yet encered firse
grade, looked closely at che tamily radio one night and success-
tully sounded out "Pa-na-so-nic.” Some parents also claimed
that children were better behaved, more willing co help in
chores around the house. and more knowledgeable about and
interested in traditional ceremonies than were cheir older chil-
dren who did nocareend Vilis Tokples Pri-Skul.

Interviews with English-medium Grade One teachers
revealed thae the Vilis Tokples Pri-Skul children were learning
English more quickly than children in past vears whe had not
ateended Vilis Tokples Pri-Sk-1. The testing I conductea during
my research supporee . cory that children learn to read
only once, and if tue _aon to read ina language they already
understand orally, they become literate much more quickly and
ettectively than do those who learn ina toreign language.

Even more important to parenes, however, were the social
benehts of che program. Parents fele chat this program
allowed thetr children "o gec along in the village.™ They
might go on to learn English literacy and other ourside
knowledge, but by fiese learning their own language and cheir
own cultural values, chey would always "know how to live at
home.” One parent expressed this notion in a speech to che
Parcnes and Cicizens Board ot his village:

When dhildren go o schoollthey goto an abivn place, they leave
then parentes, they Teave ther gardens, they leave therr homesss the

eave cvery thing thats cher wan of bite, They sirin s chasseonny and
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thev learn things that have nothing to do with their own place.
Later. because they have only learned other things, they reject their
own. They don’t want to dig kaw kan {sweet potatoes), they say it's
dirty: they don't want to help their mothers fetch water. They look
down on these things. There are big changes in children now. They
don't obey their parents, they become ruscals {juvenile delinquents].
And this is because they have gone to school and left the things that
dare ours.

Now my child, he is in to# ples school. He is not leaving his place.
He 15 learning in school about his customs, about his way of lite. Now,
he can write anything he wants to in 10é ples. Not just things he can
scie, but things he thinks about, too. And he writes about his place.
He writes about helping his mother carry water, about digging &au
kau. about going to the garden. When he writes these things they
become important to him. He is not only reading and writing about
things outside, but learning through reading and writing to be proud
of our way ot lite, When he is big, he will not reject us. [eis important
to teach our children to read and write, but it is more imporgant to
teach them 1o be proud of chemselves, and of us.

— PARENT

LATTARO VILLAGL

Tuk Pl Sc oot

Brin, Papra Niuw GUINEA

These and other such statements expressed a strong feeling
on the part of many parents and community members that
academic education was fine and to be desired, but what really
concerned them was social and moral education — the educa-
tion that trains youngsters to become good people, who care
about, participate in, and are proud of their communities.
They saw Vilis Tokples Pri-Skuls as a means to provide that
kind of education.

When | finished my rescarch, the Vilis Tokples Skul
scheme was unquestionably alive and well. It was achieving
most of its immediate aims and showed promise of meering
long-range goals. The program planners and the people
aftected by the scheme were, by and targe, happy with the
resules. Fureher, it proved that a Third World people, a black
people. need not give up their culeure and language to succeed
i the wWestern world. Linguist Joshua Fishman put ic well:
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“The quest is for modernity...and authenticity, simultane-
_ ously, for seeing the world, but ‘through our own eyes,” for
_ going to the world. but ‘in our own way.”"*" It further proves
that, given the opportunity, a people has every desire and
. capacity to participate in the planning of its future. There is
'_ never a guarantee that a particular language or educational
= policy will “work,” but when that policy reflects the goals of
. the people it is to affect rather than those of either foreign
missionaries or a colonial government, and when it reathrms
B rather than negates a people’s knowledge of its culture and
heritage, then there is.no better prospect for its success.
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“Hello, Grandfather™:
Lessons from Alaska

uch scholarly research and writing focuses on dis-
connection. Traditional bastions of academe distance
people from one another as they create power relation-
ships whereby one group maintains the power to “name” the
other. They decontextualize people as their rescarch subjects
are scrutinized and analyzed outside of their own lives. As one
American Indian friend says, "I wonder how many people, as
they tell stories around their camphires, know that their lives
are sitting far away on someone’s shelf gathering dust.”
Connections and context. I learned a lot about research and
I learned a lot about myself while [ was in Alaska. One of the
monumental lessons I learned was to reconsider my role on the
carch, to understand that I could not be a distanced observer
and controller of the world as academic research would have
me believe. Rather, I was but one component of the world,
connected to and no more important than all other parts.
Once, when T was going to Denali National Park to sightsee
(Denali is the Indian name for Me. McKinley), an older Aleut
friend said. "When you see the mountair, say ‘Hello, Grand-
facher.™ That statement stopped me in my tracks: [ had been
going, as the superior human, to look at the lifeless, inanimate
mountain. She reminded me in that brief lesson — and it was a
lesson — that the mountain and 1 were part of the same world,
that it had lived infinitely longer than I, that it would “see”
me, even as 1 thought T was looking at it, and that I must then
approach this grandfacher wich due respect, a respect deserved
tor all that 1 had seen.
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This lesson was only one of many I received on learning to
be a part of the world rather than trying to dominate it — on
learning to see rather than merely to look, to feel rather than
touch, to hear rather than listen: to learn, in short, about the
world by being still and opening myself to experiencing ic. If
I realize that I am an organic parc of all chat is, and learn to
adopt a receptive, connected stance, then I need not take an
active, dominant role to understand; the universe will, in
essence, include me in understanding. This realization has
proved invaluable as I, an educational researcher, pursue
learning about the world.

These lessons were not entirely new to me, for I come from
a culrure steeped in connectedness. Learning them, however,
did push me to make explicit to myself aspects of my home
culture, which previously had been an unexamined backdrop
tor everyday living.

My years of growing up fostered connectedness, as well as
an understanding that things are never as they seem at any one
“level of analysis.” I learned early that Miss Pat, of Romper
Room - no matter how much I looked into her magic mirror
and no matter how good a "Do-Bee” I was — would not let me
join her television classroom. “That’s only for white kids,” my
mother explained. Things weren't as they seemed on televi-
sion. She had to explain the connectedness of things initially
beyond the grasp of my four-year-old, home-centered mind:
somehow my "nappy” hair and my family’s brown skin (1 had
yet to understand that my own "lighter” skin was irrelevanc as
long as it was embedded within a brown family) was con-
nected to the workings of the larger world in ways that pre-
vented me from sicting in Miss Pat’s circle or from going to
the bathroom while shopping downtown — and prevented my
mother from trying on hats in a department store or from get-
ting a teaching job closer to our house.

J also learned carly on that my fate was irrevocably con-
nected to that of other black people: if ever, heaven forbid, an
actvul or imagined crime was committed by a black person
against a white person, then the well-being of all black people
was at risk, often serious physical risk. We chikdren in our seg-
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regated schools were constantly admonished about being
proper “representatives of the race.” The white population
saw us as one undifferentiated mass, and so, perhaps, we
=, learncd to see cach other that way as well. On the positive
side, we therefore learned to feel like one tamily whether we
: knew each other or not, to take responsibility for caring tor
- one another, and to take great pride in'the accomplishments of
E our race. The sociologists and the anthropologises call it "fic-
tive kinship™: we just called it living right. Alaska taught me
_: to understand what | had lived.
Another lesson I learned in Alaska was the importance of
o context. In education, we set about solving educational prob-
lems as if they exist in a vacuum. We isolate the problerm and
then seck technical solutions. Twas a professor of literacy in
- Alaska, so I was well aware of the traditional solutions for the
“literacy preblem™ among people of color and people in the
Third World. Children and adules in Alaskan villages were
spoken of in much the s me way as children in inner-city com-
munities: illiteracy was high among adules, children weren't
reading on their grade level (indeed, they weren't reading
much at all outside of schoob), there was a “literacy crisis” that
had to be addressed. The call for technical solutions abounded
_ ~ "change the instructional methodologies™ more phonics;
. less phonics: lood houscholds with books, magazines, and
newspapers; teach adules to read: teach parents to read to their
children: encourage children to read o their parents; and so

or, and so on, and so on.
Certainly some of those solutions might promote reading
and writing, but I knew from my own experience that
the “problem™ might be decper, related to more than the
technical skills of literacy. Understanding che nature and
importance of context was helpful to me noconly in terms
of shedding new light on the "problem™ it also helped
me to understand some of the underpinnings of the Western
worldview.

In our Western academic worldview, we assume that liter-
acy is uncquivocally good, and that everyone should aspire to
o I Hicerate Most of us have not taken the time to think about
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possible drawbacks or political implications of this idcology.
Literacy can be a tool of liberation, but, equally, it can be a
means of control: it the presses are controlled by the adver-
sarics of a community, then reading can serve as a tool of
indoctrination. Governments may want more people literace
so that they can be held accountable for upholding laws —
whether or not those laws are in the best interest of a particu-
lar communiry.

The practice of literacy, typically a solitary endeavor in
academically oriented Western societies, can also promorte
alienacion in communities thae value collaboration and incer-
action. Growing up, I remember being admonished to “puc
that book down and go outside and play with vour friends.”
Alaskan villages similarly value interaction and communirty
more than individualism and solitary pursuirs,

Sometimes, when 1 visited village classrooms 1 saw such con-
Hict enacted betore me. The chen-accepted “best practice” in
reading instruction was to abandon what many of us grew up
with, “round-robin reading” - having cach child read aloud in
turn from a texe. The savvy Anglo teachers frequently adopeed

these newest methods and had children read silently instead.
The Native Alaskan® teachers usually adopeed strategies their
progressive adninistrators chought were outdated: they con-
tinued to have children read texes aloud as a group. Since my
role as literacy instructor was to update teaching techniques,
several school principals suggested that I ery to get the Native
teachers to change their instrucnional practices.

Having fearned, however, the necessiey of fearning trom the
people I was supposed to teach, I presenced my “suggestions™
by initiating a discussion. The comments of the Native teach-
ers were entightening, They ler me know that in order to
engage their Native studenes and to ensure understanding of
what was otren a text about foreign concepts, they found it
vital to read as a group. They believed that students could
eventually be led o reading on their own, but that firse they

FINateve Alskan and TALakan Naove are termaoselfselecred by the
indigenous peoples of Alaska to represent themselves as apohtcal group
bl oncornons soth dhe todaral soveonmcnm
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needed to introduce them to the new skill and the new con-
cepts in contexts they already found familiar, namely, interac-
tions with people racher than with books. Connectedness was
an issue once again.

Their insights reminded me, too, of work of soctolinguises
and educational anchropologises such as Shirley Brice Heath,
who observed a distinction between many African-American
communitics and middle-class white communities.  In che lat-
ter, a buby's crving resulted in someone bringing a toy for the
baby to play with. In the African-American communities stud-
red. where households tended to be more people-rich chan toy-
rich. someone would inevitably pick the baby up. Thus, the
Afrr wn-American babies carly on expected people to solve
their problems. while the white middle-class babies grew to
CONNECT APPEASEMENT, At least 1N some Coneexts, with objects.

When 1 found myself wondering how to pursue investigat-
ing whether that preterence might persistas babies grew up, 1
asked o teacher of a multicultural group of middle-school
Children in Fairbanks to have her scudents answer a brict sur-
vey on how they would most like to learn something new.
They were to rank learning from aceacher they liked, Tearning
from  book. learning from a friend. learning from a teacher
they didn’t like,and learning from a computer. Sure enough,
in that classroom. a higher pereentage of white children pre-
ferred learning from computers and books while the African-
American and Native Alaskan kids preferred human reachers.
Although the sample was too small and the procedures too
anscicntitic to come to any real conclusions, Tdid find the
results intriguing, especially now.in lighe of recent recom-
mendations to improve cducation inmnner-ciey schools by
shitting completely to computer-based instruction. We risk
Cilure in our educational retorms by ignoring che signiticance

4 . .
of human connectedness 1 many conimunities ot color.

I noway should dhese esamples suggest that all white people orall
black people are the same. There isargreat varanee w ichin any group
For cvample, Atrcan- Amcncan famihies whosc Ditestades are more sinnlbar
ol -class sw it tamihicos v adopred more of the latterse ld-
PCATINE ol s
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Spending time in Native Alaskan villages and talking with
Native Alaskan teachers brought me face to face with the
question of just what it takes to be successful in Western-
oriented schools. How do academically oriented families train
their young t¢, be successful” How do schools reinforce and
sustain what academically oriented families teach their chil-
dren at home? Through readings about literacy and through
my Alaskan experiences, [ caine to what were for me some
breakchrough iusights. To explain, though. I must take a
rather circuitous path.

Many scholars who have studied literacy (including David
Olsen, Walrer Ong, Ron and Suzanne Scollon, Jack Goody
and Dan Wartt) have contrasted literacy with orality. Literacy
communicates a ressage solely through a text, through the
word. Orality, by contrast, has available to it other vehicles for
communication: not only is the message transmicted through
words (the texu), but by factors such as the relationship of the
individuals talking, where the interaction is taking place,
what prior knowledge andror understanding cthe participants
bring to the communication encounter, the gestures used, the
speaker’s ability to adjust the message if the audience doesn't
understand, intonation. facial expressions, and so forth — the
o, (meaning “with,”) in context.

Think about the difference between learning to play chess
from your grandfacher or learning trom a book. The best part
about learnirg from a grandfather is that there is presumably
a relationship to build the learning on and., because he is there
with you, he can adjust the instruction according to what he

es that you need. The problem with depending on a grand-
1 ther is that you might not have one when vou need one. A
book, on the other hand, transcends the necessity of the
“teacher” sharing your time and space: you are in control of
when you learn, even from a teacher who might be long dead.
Given the hectic lives we lead in most industrialized societics,
books are much easier to schedule than grandfachers.

As we pursue the increased demands and the often sched-
uled isolation of the modern world, there are more and raore
forces pulling away from sharing time and space with those
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we might want to learn from or communicate with. The
“modern consciousness,” as the Scollons would say, and its
move toward greater and greater dependence upon literate
communication. inevitably moves us toward a focus on “text”
rather than on “context,” on words rather than on all the phe-
nomena surrounding the words.

David Olsen suggests that when children are taught to read
in school, they learn both to read and to treat language as
“text.” Over the years, they learn, in other words, to rely less
and less on contextual data and more on the decontextualized
word. Jenny Cook-Gumperz says that teachers have even
developed an oral style to guide children to becoming literate.
By teaching children to pay attention to exact wording more
than ro contextualization cues in following instructions, they
work toward developing skills in decontextualization that are
perceived as necessary to literacy. (Even such seemingly point-
less ricuals as taking points off for putting one’s name in the
upper-left corner of the paper instead of the upper-right cor-
ner has a purpose when viewed in this light) In schools, then
— some would say in the "modern world™ — the decontextual-
1ized word reigns supreme.

Not so in communities like Alaskan villages, which are
more "connected” than our modern communities, and less
dependent on literate means of communication. Grandfathers
arc usually nearby, so learning from them is more practical
than learning from books. Schedules, far from isolating indi-
viduals, bring community members into frequent contact.
People who work together never have to resort to memos to
communicate. And news spreads from household to house-
hold without the need of newspapers.

In such communities, the context of a message is at least as
important as, and often more imporrant than the text of the
message. [t's not just what is said, but who says it. who is pre-
sent when it is said, the intonation of the speaker’s voice, how
he or she looks when it is said, what else is happening at the
same time. what happencd yesterday or last week or last year.

These two contrasting communicative styles became quite
evident in my own life when I moved from a predominantly




Q

ERIC,

Arutext providea by eric ||

o8 ‘ Lessons from Home and Abroad

white university to an historically black institution. At the
white university, people tended only to listen to what you
said: you could feel quite confident that no one would be the
wiser if you expressed an entirely different message through
facial expression, body language, or intonation. At the histor-
ically black university, however, [ had to relearn quickly how
to behave exactly as I had in my home community. People
watched what was said as much as they listened to whar was
said. Asa child, I could get punished for saying “yes, ma'am”
while subtly “rolling” my eyes. At this institution, any ges-
ture, any change in intonation, any slight facial expression
could communicate to an audience an entirely different mes-
sage than my words would suggest. Like Native Alaskans,
African-Americans placed the value of context far above that
of decontextualized “text.”

Looking at what happened with Native teachers and chil-
dren in classrooms, where the expected and approved instruc-
tion often ran counter to community expectation, helped me
better understand some points of classroom cultural conflict.
Jerry Mohatt, a psychologist who has worked and conducted
research in many Native American communities, has captured
on videotape an interesting set of interactions contrasting an
Anglo teacher in a classroom of Native children, and a Native
American teacher in a similar setting. What's interesting to me
is the frequency with which the Anglo teacher’s words do not
match his actions: he frequently directs the children to do
something while he is physically engaged in a completely dif-
ferent task himself. For example, he says, “copy the words from
the board™ while he is away from the blackboard looking
through his desk for something or other. The Native teacher.
by contrast, almost always matched her words with her actions:
it she says, “copy the words,” she is at the blackboard pointing.
The Anglo teacher asks that the children attend to what he vy s,
not what he does; the Native American teacher, on the other
hand, supports her words in a related physical context. What
gets done is at least as important as what gets said.

It would be ecasy to suggest that the Anglo teacher should
be more consistent, but in truth he may well be unconsciously
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preparing children for their future schooling where they will
be expected to attend to the words and not the surrounding
context. Yet, if they learn what he teaches, they could find
themselves in conflict with what they learn at home.

A Native Alaskan teacher commented to me that one of the
most senseless rituals of schooling was the roll call: “We ask
the children if they are here while looking at them!” But, of
course, that conforms to the decontextualizing rituals of
school: we insist that children assert their existence through
the word. their actual presence is insufficient.

This teacher, however, developed a different kind of ricual:

What I do is to greet all the children in the morning and talk to
them. T ask them how they slept and what they had for breakfase. |
also ask them what they saw on the way to school. “Did you see any
clouds? Was the ground wet? Qoh, was it really cold out?” Every day
I ask them about what they saw and preety soon they begin to notice
more and more because they know I'm going coask. Then Tean lead
them to make connections — to learn that when a certain kind of feel
is in the air then it will snow, or that when a certain kind of cloud is
in the sky rhen the weather will change, Thcy.'ll tearn to learn from
everything around thems they I learn how to live in their place. And
since I'm talking to them anyway, I'll mark them present!

Another example of the decontextualizing ritual often
enacted in schools is our insistence that children verbally
mediate any action. The action itself is not evidence of its exis-
tence — it must be put into words. Native teachers often told
me that one of their greatest frustrations was to have one of
their instructors in school insist that they explain how they
solved a problem. Doing it was not sufficient; unless it was
accompanied by words, it didn't count. How many times do
we insist that children talk chrough some problem they have
already solved? We think we are “checking for understand-
ing,” but could we merely be helping children to learn to
ignore context? Could we be asking them to ignore knowl-
edge they've acquired through a variety of nonverbal sources
and to limic their understanding of the world to the word?

Ron and Suzanne Scollon, in their book Narrative. Literacy.
and Face in Interethnic Communication. talk about their surprise
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indiscovering how they had programmed their own daughter
to focus on the decontextualized word.' As many linguists do,
they had begun chronicling on audio tape their daughter’s
language development from her infancy. When chey listened
to the tapes they were more surprised by what #hey said chan
what she said. At one point, when the baby falls down and
begins to cry, her dad scoops her up to comfort her with che
words, "Aw-aw poor kid...What tripped you, did you sec
what tripped you?™ Although the little one is not yet able to
talk, she is already being taught implicicly chat crying, or any
reaction for that matter, is inappropriate unless it is accompa-
nied by a verbal explanation. The Scollons discuss how so
much of what just seems ordinary to academically oriented
parents is really craining children to respond to the world in
very specific ways. While these modes may be reinforced in
school, they are foreign to many children growing up in fami-
lies not of part of an academic culeure.

Along with valuing context, Native Alaskan communitics
value children in ways that many ot us would find hard
to fathom. We non-Natives tend to chink of children as
unformed future adules. We hear about the birch of a child
and ask questions like, "What did she have?” "How much did
it weigh?™ and "Doces it have any hair?” The Achabaskan Indi-
ans hear ot a birch and ask, "Who came?™ From the beginning,
there is a respect for the newborn as a full person.

otten heard Anglo teachers in villages complain chat par-
ents don’t care about their children. Noching could have been
furcher from che truth, yer chese teachers could not sec how
care was manifested. They complained that parents didn'e
make their children come to school, yet parenes believed so
strongly in che necessity of respecting children’s chinking chat
they would say thac it che child did not want to come to
school, then the school must not be a place that welcomed the
child. The teachers said thae parents didn’t make the children
do homework, but the parents believed thae if che teacher
could not present the work so thae che chitd understood 1ts
value, then the work muse have had no value, In che parents’
view, children were not to be coerced wich authoriey, bue were
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to be treated with the respect that provided them with ratio-
nales, stated or unstated, to guide them to make decisions
based on their own good sense.

During my first few years in Alaska, I was confused by a
statement | heard over and over in many villages. When par-
ents found I really wanted to hear what they had te say, they

. would tell me in a tone of quict desperation, "They're making

our children into robots.” 1 accepted what they said and tried
to be as sympathetic as I could while trying to understand
exactly what they meant.

It wasn'c until I came back to the university and ralked to
Eliza Jones, a gifted Athabaskan linguist, that I began to
understand. Eliza, wiscand+  cated, although not in the for-
mal. schooled sense, told me « story — the Athabaskan way of
teaching that [ learned to cherish, '

A hecle boy went out with his grandfacher and other men to hunt
bear. After capturing a bear and placing ic in a pit for skinning, the
grandfacher sent the boy for water to assist in the process. As the boy
mo ed away trom the group. his grandtather catled atter him, "Run,
run. the bear is ateer vou!™ The boy tensed, started to run, then
stopped and calmly continued walking. His grandfacher called
agan, toader, "Run, run [say! This bear is gomg to catch and cat
vou!” But the boy continued to waltk. When the boy returned with
the water, his grandfacher was very happy. He had passed the test.

The test the boy passed was to disregard the words of
another, even those of a knowledgeable and trusted grandta-
ther, if the information presented conflicted with his own
perceptions. When children who have been brought up to
trust their own observations enter school, they confront
teachers, who, in their estimation, act as u nbelievable tyrants.
From the children's perspective, their teachers attempt to

coeree behavior, even in such completely personal decisions as
when to go to the bathroom or when to get a drink of water.
The bell rings, go to lunch: the lights blink, put your work
away, whether you are finished or not. Despite the rhetoric of
American education, it does not reach children to be indepen-
dene. but rather to be dependent on external sources tor direc-
tion, for truch. tor meaning. Te trains children both to seek
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meaning solely from the text and to seek truth outside of their
own good sense ~ concepts that are foreign and dangerous to
Alaskan village communities.

I wonder, too. about the effect that this dependence on the
decontextualized word has had on our general society. The
word has the potential for becoming more and more discon-
nected from its surrounding context, more and more discon-
nected trom actions. Sometimes it sees that we are moving
closer and closer to the "doublespeak™ of Orwell's 1984. in
which the Ministry of Love conducts war and the Ministry of
Truth creates propaganda. During recent administrations the
Department of Environmental Protection was led by toxic
waste producers, and an era that was supposed to result in a
“kinder and gentler nation” ended with more people homeless
than [ had ever seen in my lifetime.

In Drylongse. a collection of life stories from “ordinary black
tolks.” one of the informants says to author John Gwaltney,
"How can white tolks talk so good and do so bad?” The infor-
mant goes on to tell a story about how a group of white cops
accosts him and beats him silly. Afterward. one of them
announces, “We have to get this man to the hospital.” Not
only is he injured and mad, but now he has a $109.50 hospital
bill he can't aftord to pay!

[ do not wish to suggest by these stories that children from
communities of color cannot or should not learn to become
literate. Rather, | propose that those of us responsible for
teaching them realize that they bring different kinds of
understandings about the world than those whose home lives
are more similar to the worldview underlying Western
schooling. I have found chat if I want to learn how best to
teach children who may be different from me, then I must
seek the advice of adults - teachers and parents — who are trom
the same culture as my students.

D., a Native teacher, told me a story about being a bilin-
gualaide inan Anglo tewcher’s classroom. The teacher wanted
to bring the children’s culture into the class. She asked D. to
write the directions tor making an animal trap on the black-
board so the children could make craps in class during cheir
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directions, but struggled chrough ic. The kids, however, were
the ones who really had a hard time. They found the directions
impossible to tollow. Finally, in utter fruscration, D. went
home and got a trap. She took it apart and let the children
watch as she put it back together. Everyone made his or her
own trap in no time.

Learning solely through the decontextualized word, partic-
ularly learning something that was so much a part of their
home culture, was simply too foreign for the children to grasp
without careful instruction about how to make the transition.
Another Native teacher told me that she handled making this
transition by having the children practice writing directions
to go to or trom a certain place in the village. When the chil-
dren finished, she took the class outside. Of course, the stu-
dents wrote in ways that assumed a great deal of insider,
contextual knowledge. This teacher had them laughing and
trying harder and harder to be more explicit as she pretended
that she was an outsider, a gusswk (white pooor) rrying to get
her knowledge solely from the text. They soon understood
that they had to use words in a different way in order to get
their message across.

She repeated the exercise with other familiar activities over
the year, such as having the children write down how to make
ditferent Native foods and then having them watch her
attempt to tollow the directions. After a while, the children
fearned that they could make use of decontexcualized literacy
when they needed to. They did not learn, however, that they
had to give up their own contextual way of experiencing the
world.

Other Native teachers made literacy learning a group
rather than a solitary endeavor. There was much time spent
talking and discussing what was read, particularly when the
text presented concepts foreign to the children’s physical see-
ting or to their background knowledge. Many Native and
sensitive Anglo teachers also devised reading and writing
activities that would in some way contribute to the well-
being of the community. Some had students write fetrers to
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senators abourt the Native Land Claims Setclement Act or to
the Fish and Game Department about some new ruling that
was adversely attecting the village subsistence economy. In
short, the successful teachers of Native Alaskan children
found ways to contextualize the literate endeavors and to cele-
brate, rather than to limic, the sense of connectedness which
the children brought to school.

Unfortunately, most Native Alaskan children do not have
Native Alaskan teachers, just as most children of color
throughout this country do not have teachers from cheir own
cultural group. A young Athabaskan Indian boy once looked
at his teacher and asked, "When are we going to die?” The
teacher to whom he addressed the question was surprised, but
answered. “Well, none of us know when we are going to die,
that is for a power beyond us ro decide.” The young boy
looked away and said softly, "Well, if we don’t know when we
are going to die, then why do we have to go to school? Why
can't we just be happy?” That Native Alaskan teacher lacer
said to me with tears in her eyes. "Why can't we figure out
ways to make that child happy in school?”

Touched by those comments, I have carried around the
question of thac child and that teacher tor many years. Why
do we have such a hard time making school a happy place tor
poor children and children of color? A few years ago. T asked
Oscar Kwageley, a friend., teacher, Yupik Eskimo scientist,
and wise man, what the purpose of education is. His response
startled me and opened my eves even more: he said, “The pur-
pose of education is to learn to die satiated wich life.” Thae, |
believe, is what we need to bring to our schools: experiences
that are so full of the wonder of lite, so full of connecredness.,
so embedded in the context of our communities, so britliant
in the insights that we develop and the analyses that we
devise, that att of us, teachers and students alike, can learn to
Live lives chat teave us cruly sacistied.
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Teachers” Voices:
Rethinking
Teacher Education
for Diversity

here can be no doubt that issues of diversity form che
crux of what may be one of the biggest challenges yet to
tace those of us whose business it is to educate teachers.
In the wake of reports proposing the complete reformation of
teacher education has come a groundswell of concern about
the cffects of reform-related activities on the participation of
cthnically and culeurally diverse teachers in che workforce.'
Concern 1> not misplaced; conservacive estimates suggest
thae black, Hispanic, Asian, and Native American children
presently comprise almost 30 percent of the school-age popu-
latcion, and "minority” students represent a majority in all but
two of our twenty-five largest cities. Furthermore, by some
estimates the curn of the cencury will find up to 4o percent
nonwhite children in American classrooms.* Yet che current
number of teachers from nonwhite groups threatens to tall
below 1o percent, and the percentage of education degrees
conferred onto members of these groups decreased by more
than 6 percent beeween 1981 and 1985 additional data sug-
gesta continued downward trend.* Patricia Graham, then
dean of Harvard's Graduate School of Educacion, put it suc-
cincely: "Most teachers who teach today’s children are white;
tomorrow’s teaching force will be even more so.™
Rescarchers have cited many reasons for the decline of
minority participation in the teaching force — among them,
the overall decline of the numbers of cotlege-bound students
from cthnie groups, the widening of protessional opportuni-
ties tor people of color, che increased prevalence of compe-




Q

BERIC,

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

106 Lessons from Home and Abroad

tency examinations, the lack of prestige for teaching as a pro-
fession, low salaries, and less than optimal working condi-
tions. Numerous recommendations have been made to try to
remedy the situation: providing increased financial aid to stu-
dents of color, recruiting nontraditional college students (for
example, military retirees), providing “test-wiseness” instruc-
tion to increase the passing rates on various state or institu-
tion-mandated examinations, raising teacher salaries, and
restructuring schools to provide teachers with more auton-
omy and more opportunities for career advancement. While
many of these recommendations have proven useful, the prob-
lem still exists.

In the course of defining the problem and seeking viable
solutions, we in the research community have seldom looked
to teachers themselves as major sources of guidance. When
ethnically diverse teachers are asked to reflect on “the prob-
fem,” additional dimensions come to the fore. The following
personal statements were collected in the course of conduct-
ing research about the attitude of educators of color roward
cheir preservice and in-service teacher education, and their
subsequent teaching lives:

An African-American elementary teacher on her teacher
education experience in a predominantly white institution:

My teacher education was just a joke. I did everything I was sup-
posed 1o do, bur they weren't impressed. [ was just too confident and
outspoken. So 1 said to myself, "1 guess | have to play their game.” 1
had toshuffle my tecr; Lisa,  heerally had to grinand bow! And then
I gotan A, This was my treshman year, 1 was the only black person
1n the class. Coming from the inner dity, where at lease teachers
would rreat you kind of fair. T thought these people could give me
conseructive criticism. That's all T ever asked for. I know I'm not
perfear. White people - T guess it's going to sound racist - but white
people want black people to be humble. to be gratetul they gave
them a little bie of time. Usually 1 juse can'tdo ie, but [ should have
gorten the Academy Award for my pertormance {in teacher educatton

classes ! So to me, the joke started then and went on tor four years.

A Narive Alaskan teacher is talking about her teacher training
experiences:
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I must have heard this so many times, that Mative kids are low
achievers. It used to frustrate me to hear that, and here I used to
think, whut they don't knowe. What I thought was that these “educa-
tors” have never really been out there. They just went by what they
learned from books.

I had a hung-up about chis for a long time. [ used to try to strike
back without realizing what T was saying. Finally I started to say to
mysett, “In order to get through this thing, I have to pass this
course, even though they 're talking about me. ™

This 1s happening in my graduate classes right now. They re talk-
ing about Native kids. and I relate it to me — "low achievers.” "high
dropouts,” "they don’t function well academically.” We are labeled
right from the beginning. [ hear these things about my people and |
getso frustrated.

An African-American woman who left teaching talks about
her cooperating teacher:

She chought all black children were poor, but the kids in that school
weren't poor. She kepe tatking about how we couldn’t expect too much
{rom them because they were poor. She even thought T was poor. She
kept wsking me questions like, “Is your tather unemployed a lot?”

A Native Alaskan teacher speaking on what she learned in
teacher education courses:

L only learned how to teach white kids. I didn’t learn one thing
about teaching Native kids. It s different, you know. But F'don't
think they even thought about that.

Clearly. in some sense, these educators feel themselves to be
victimized by the institutions that seek to educate them,
They believe their voices to be unheard, their concerns
unheeded. The intent of the ongoing research described
herein is to collect those voices and concerns in order to assist
those of us in teacher education to better address the necds of
preservice and in-service cachers of color. It is my hope as
well chat the findings will provide insights into how to beteer
prepare those trom the larger culture to teach the increasingly
diverse student bodies they are likely to face in the course of
their careers.
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The data were collected in twelve in-depth, two-hour
cthnographic interviews wich six African-American and six
Native American teachers or former teachers (see page 193 of
the Notes section for the open-ended interview schedule),
supplemented by five shorter telephone interviews with black
teachers, and a group meeting with Native Alaskan teachers.®

What do people of color have to say about their experiences
as preprofessional and professional educators? Despite the
diverse ethnicities and backgrounds represented in the sam-
ple, the teachers interviewed showed surprising consensus on
several points:

1. Most of the black and Native teachers interviewed belicte acconnts
of their uwen experiences ave not validated in teacher education pro-
grams or in their subsejuent teaching lives,

A Native teacher who graduated in 1985 said that at che
university there was no communication between the other
non-Native students and herself or between her instructors
and herself, "except to tell me chat I did something wrong. 1
never fele I could say anyching.”™ She added thae her sister,
whom she described as usually assertive, quit the university
because “no one would listen to her.” This teacher also com-
plained about courses outside the education department, par-
ticularly about history courses which she believed presented a
one-sided view of the world:

Those history books jusc sad, “The Russians set up camp in Ruby”

fan Alaskan villagel. Nowhere did they tatk about how they killed

Natives for sport or stole women from their families and forced

them to get married. My own Aunt ———- was one ot those

women. They {the professors and students} just couldn’t see the
other side. Finally, inall my classes 1 just gave up and dedided to

learn what chey satd to learn, so Teould getout, M they sud 2 - 2 - s,

1 learned that. IE chey said Chriscopher Columbus discovered Amer-

tea, L regurgitated it back co them.

Another Native teacher, who completed ceacher education
in 1973 but never entered che teaching protession, reporeed
that during her teacher education she always thought she

should “shut up and forger aboue ic” when people said things
She knew were wrong:
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But then Tstarted saying, "How come we can'tsay anvthing ™ Then,
when [ eried to talk, chey always sind T didn’e make sense. T kepe
hearing, "Could you explain yourselt more?”

Lacer, I began to think I must be a radical or a racist or something
because #hy always said, “Everything’s great, why make a fuss.” U'd
Sav " Nw oot !

Students of color are doubly disadvantaged in trying to get
their voices heard, particularly in the university classroom.
First, the university does not as a rule value personal narra-
tives as having a legitimate cognitive function. Discourse in
the university setting is more valued if it reflects indepen-
dence of contexe, analysis, and objectification of experience.
Such a style is more associated with written texe, and conse-
quently an oral mode that calls upon the written for validation
(that is, citing previously recorded research) is more valued.

Because these students’ experiences have not, in general,
been so codified, they typically have no wricten texe available
upon which to call. Furchermore, they are often members of
cultural groups for which narrative is the preterred means of
information transfer.” Thus, students find themselves feeling,
as one African-American said, that the university professors
and students "only want to go by research they've read that
other white people have written,” and that “if you can’t quote
Vygotsky..., then you don't have any validity to speak about
vour muen kids,” Cazden paraphrases an Alaskan Tlingic Indian
woman in graduate school at Harvard:

When someone, even an undergraduate, rases a question that 1s
based on what some authoriey savs, Professor X savs, "That's a great
question' Lespands on it and incorporates it imto her following
commuerits. But when people like me talk from our personal experi-
ence, our 1deas are not acknowledged. The professor may say, "Hm-
hm,” and chen proceed 2o it we hadn't been heard.”

A sccond reason that the stories of students of color may go
unheard or unvalidated is that as some scholars suggest, true
performance of narrative is connecred to such tactors as similar
background and a shared sense of iacntity,™ Therefore, narra-
tives are most Hkely to be "heard” or considered legitimare
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when they are shared among people who consider themselves
in some way comembers of a group.” To the extent that people
of color (or students in general. for thac mateer) are not consid-
cred comembers of the university professor’s group, it is
unlikely that their personal narratives will be valued. Addi-
tional evidence suggests chat, indeed, teachers of color do not
feel that in the universicy or in their subsequent teaching lives

their own cultural groups are considered to be of equal status
with the dominant culture. This 1s furcher discussed with che
next generatization gleaned trom che interviews.

2. The teachers interticued frequently encountered negative and/or
stereoty pical cultural and racial attitucdes divected toward themselt o
and toard cthnic minmaty childvan duving their teacker education
andd subsequent reaching lives.

Every onc of the teachers interviewed related experiencing
some form of what they considered to be racial bias.! Three
interviewees who left the teaching profession entirely cice
these experiences as their major reasons for leaving:

A tortv-one-year-old black man who completed his
math scicnce education degree in 1969, spoke of leaving
teaching atter two years ina junior high school in Alabama:

et reaching because ot totally dissacsticd wich the svstem bavay
L part of. The statt was 98 pereent white and 2 percent black. Near
the end ot the first vear, Trealized that Twas che onby sealt member
mrerested i helping sedon progress, not in just covering the
course material. 1 found T had o teach reading betore Teould teach
wience started asking questions: "Why hadn 't the faculey taughe
the basies? Exventually, Tstarted tethng taculey chey weren't domg
therr ob

The black kids were hussed as a rosult of desegrepation. They got
the Kids chere. alt rgh, but nobody cared abour them onee they
got there Frnally Hett becanse s was too much o handle. Teouldn'e
cot thrauyh to the saalt e thay seore it bids Peaple really
dido ¢ care about Black Kids, whether they learned or not: There was
o muchncgualies Black kids st werent given the atention dhiey
necde d.

The ot lier teachers aned the deparemant head thoughe se [he and

e athor B e e rea orb o rabhle ronsers Tecanse we ke
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pushing them to really teach black kids. v away 'mosorry Tquie,

but then | probably would have goteen fired anyway.

- A Native woman who completed teacher education in
1973, decided not to enter teaching ateer graduation. To be
sure, part of her decision was based on another job ofter, but
she declared thae her primary reason for leaving was her expe-
— rience in student teaching:

The tedchers at ——-—-— {4 boarding school tor Naonve scudents} had
= the attitude chae the students were hard o teach. Some told me that

they didn’t chink the {Nativel kids knew /o to think. One teacher
— told me he'd give me a mitlion dotars it 1 could figure out how to
s teach chese kids. Now 1 know that there is a way, Tshould go back
f-': and collece! Te wasn'e that the kids couldnt think, it was chae {those
teachers) couldn't weach. .

From scudent teaching, 1 reabized what kind ot treatment T'd get
trom the ueher teachers - they wouldin't even lee me use the Xerox
muchine. Lexpected that it T wentineo wwaching, the other teachers
would all tell e evervthimg T was doing wrong It was just too dis-

couraging.

She added chat, based on her own experience and her chil-
dren's experiences in village schools, she knew that the teach-
ers always separated themselves from che village people. *1'd
have to choose sides = cither wich the teachers or with the vil-
tage —and I'd choose the village. Te would be too hard being in
the middle like chae.”

- The chird nonteaching educarion graduate, a black woman
— who complered cotlege in 1964 bur decided not to begina
- teaching carcer, also cites her student teaching experience as
the reason she chose not to enter the profession:

The school i which T did miy srudent teaching -——- -~ Thgh

School m Detroit, was meransition trom middle-class Jewish to

black. The school was tracked. The highest track was all white, the

middle track was nnxed. and the fowese track was alt black . There
wats o areempt to nnderstand black culdren, 1o reach these chul-

dren or to make positive educational experiences for them. They

i would just colerate them at best
% My cooperating teacher was just rumous tor black kids. She was

prnous tor low-achievs -+ black bids she had no notion of how to
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buld self-esteenm, or even that she should. In her opinion, the bright
kids deserved attention, and she was there to prove that the others
coubdn’t learn.

Atter that one semester of student teaching, T tele 1 just couldn’t
work in the public school system. The system was corrupe, and I'd
be fighung and fussing the whole tme. No, the system was murder-
ous. Tt didn't exist to educate children. I realized it was bigger than
me, and I had to leave.

Other interviewees encountered attitudes of bias that can be
organized into four categories: bias toward children of color by
nonminority teachers; bias against the interviewee by parents
andsor children in a predominantly white school; bias toward
the interviewee by other teachers; and bias toward the inter-
viewee or stereotypic attitudes directed toward his or her cul-
cural group by the university curriculum, professors, or tellow
students. Nonc of the interviewees reported experiencing bias
in all four categories, but all cited experience inat least one.

Several comments about negative attitudes expressed
toward children have been cited above. Another black teacher
complained of a white teacher who loudly chastised two
Athabaskan Indian children in the hallway, reterring to them
as "wild Indians.”

Four teachers commented that white children and/or par-
ents sometimes questioned their authority. A Native junior
high school teacher reported that during her first year of
teaching some white children would ask derisively, “Who
hired yous” One black and two Native teachers said that
white parents were more likely to seek conferences wich them
than with cheir white colleagues. were more likely to wish to
observe their teaching (in some instances, even when they did
not have children in the interviewee's classroom?), and were
more likely to complain about their teaching,.

Five teachers telt discriminated against at one time or
another by their white colleagues, ranging from stereotyping
(one black teacher complained that during student teaching
her cooperating teacher wanted to know it her family was on
welfare) to feetings of isolacion (a Native teacher reporeed that
she hung around the teachers” lounge tor weeks inalarge pre-
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Jdominantly white high school without getting to know even
one other teacher). '

i Perhaps the most poignant story is from a young Native
_ woman who was in her first year of teaching. She was the only
— Native teacher at an elementary school with a black woman
principal. She said that some of the other teachers resented her
because they perceived the African-American principal as
providing her with preferential treatment:

Teachers’ Voices

It's difficult being the only Native here. T was an aide here before |
_ received my degree, and everyone was very nice. Now [ geta lot of
— resentment from che staff. [ chink it's because they resent the fact
_ that a Native was hired {in a tight job market}: they think it should
- have been a white person.
They don't give my degree as much credibility. Two teachers set
— up a meeting with me after school and told me | wasn't doing my
job. They said [ was the principal’s favorite so she’s not telling me all
the things I'm doing wrong. It's people like that who intimidate
me. | went home feeling bad about myself, feeling so incomperent.
I even think some teachers pick on m: students because they're
my kids. [ feel so excluded. They don't share anything with me. 1
found my own material, developed my own style to show them [

could do it.

Finally, six teachers cited the fourth kind of biased behavior
= in their experiences in the university during their teacher edu-
' cation. Negative atticudes in the university appear to be
expressed in two ways: directly toward the student, and/or
more generally toward the student’s culeural group. This bias
can be classified, according to Benokraitis and Feagin’'s
- scheme of discrimination, as "overt” (most blatant), “covert”

L (clandestine, maliciously motivated), and “subtle” (unequal
T treacment that is visible but so internalized as to be consid-
o ered routine in bureaucratized settings). "’

Two of the teachers reported overt discrimination from
their professors, who implied they were not sufficiently com-
petent to complete the university program. One black teacher
was told, for example, “You're not really capable of doing this
work. You're only here because somebody paid your way.”
Another black teacher talked about what she perceived as
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covert discrimination when, during her teacher education, a
group of professors met (without her knowledge) to discuss
how to get her to resign from the program.

The most common experience of bias at the university falls
into the category of subtle discrimination. The interviewees
refer to such discrimination when they complain of the lack of
credence given to their words and opinions. In addition,
Native interviewees particularly complained that some of
their instructors exhibited what Mehrabian has labeled "low
immediacy” behaviors when interacting with them: “colder”
voice tone, less eye contact, and distanced body orientation.'”
One of these educators commented that such behavior “made
me feel like I wasn’t there.” Another said that she fele like the
professor wanted her to “just disappear.”

Several interviewees criticized professors, students, and the
curriculum for perpetuating stereotypes about people of color.
This kind of discrimination is exemplified by the comments
of a Native woman who objected when a fellow student
declared in class that one could not expect Native children to
speak in a classroom “because they're just not like that, they're
very silent.” The people from her region, she counters, “arc
very vocal, and children are taught to be vocal, too.” She con-
tinued:

I resenced those kinds of stereotypes abour Nacive children. |
remember in a reading class there was a discussion. The generaliza-
tion was made that Native children coming from a village are a lot
slower than whice children living in cown, and chat you've got to
expect this and you 've got to expece that. And really, when every-
body knows the clout of teacher expectations, people who say that
really burn me up. They develop a very narrow view, a stercotype of
how a Native child is. They don't really look at that chitd as a per-
son, but as a Nacive. That wus one thing [ scruggled with as well,
people supposing things about me hefore getcing co know me.

Another Native teacher said that “reading all those studics
about 'the plight of Native students’ made me feel like part of
a group of people who were failures and I was the one excep-
tion. Why do they do that? I guess that's one way tor a domi-
nant culture to maintain dominance - not to recognize any of
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the strengths of another group.” (It is sobering to realize that
most of what concerns these teachers was probably added to
the curriculum in an attempt to address issues of cultural
diversity.)

Several researchers have observed that there are large num-
bers of nonwhite teachers who are certified to teach but are not
teaching.'® Consequently, those who seek to increase the
numbers of teachers of cotor cannot only recruit new minority
students to teacher education programs; they must identify
why ceachers leave the profession. If these interviews are in
any way representative of the larger population, in order to
recruit and retuin teachers of color, schools of education must
find means to address what these teachers perceive as racial
discrimination during teacher education and beyond.

It is not easy to futhll such a charge, in part because racial
discrimination in present-day America is less likely to be the
overt, blatant bigotry of the past. Ina review of the survey data
on racial actitudes gathered from 1942 to 1983, for example,
another group of researchers has documented thac chere have
indeed been major changes in white stereotypes of blacks and
in abstract principles applied to racial issues: in 1942 only 42
percent of those whites surveyed believed that blacks had the
same intelligence as whites. By 1956 that percentage increased
to 8o percent, where it remained until the study was con-
ducted.'* Again, in 1942 only 42 percent of whites surveyed
thought blacks “should have as good a chance as white people
to get any kind of job™; by 1972, 97 percent did so."*

However, despite change in the stated beliefs of the white
population, recent studies depict their actions as reflecting
other values. Researchers have found that the reactions
of whires to people of color display subtle discriminatory
behavior: less assistance, greater aggression, overt friendliness
coupled with covert rejection, avoidance, and assessment
inconsistent with accual work performancc.'(' Furthermore,
whites are seldom conscious of this “modern prejudice,” even
as they practice it. Pettigrew and Martin discuss the ramifi-
cations of modern prejudice tor black professionals:
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Precisely because of their subtlety and indirectness, these modern
forms of prejudice and avoidance are hard to eradicate. Often the
black is the only person in a position to draw the conclusion that
prejudice is operating in the work situation. Whites have usually
observed only a subset of the incidents, any one of which can be
explained away by a nonracial account. Consequencly, many whites.
remain unconvinced of the reality of subtle prejudice and discrimi-
nation, and come to chink of their black coworkers us “terribly
touchy™ and “overly sensitive” to the issue. For such reasons, the
modern forms of prejudice frequently remain invisible even to its
{sic} perpetrators.'”

Furthermore, the issue is apparently not just one of biased
expectations and evaluations. Some researchers have demon-
strated that bias can actually cunse lowered performance for
those who are its victims, possibly as a result of unexpressed
anger, alienation, low morale, and other mental and physical
symptoms of stress.'® [t is casy to anticipate how such lowered
performance can readily lead to even greater stereotyping and
bias, thus increasing the minority person's sense of alienation
and frustration. And in an age of proliferating competency
examinations, perhaps actually lowering achievement poten-
tial as well.

3. The teachers interviewed veport significant diffevenices [rom thery
white colleagues in classroom pedagogy and discipline. saying that
their teaching styles are most influenced by theiv wwn experiences us
learners, their viflections about their students, and from the culture
bearers in their community. -

In an informal survey of a class of graduate students, four-
teen of fifeeen white teachers named excernal sources as having
the most influence on their present teaching styles: cither a
role model (typically a childhood teacher or a cooperating
teacher during student teaching) or an in-service education
class (such as a writing project). This is in line with other find-
ings which suggest that the majority of teachers tend to
model their teaching on methodological orientations taught
in teacher education or on other practicing teachers they have
encountered.'”
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This is in sharp contrast to the teachers of color inter-

viewed. All but one of these teachers cited internal sources of

= knowledge as a primary basis for their own teaching: reflec-
tions on their own experiences as learners or their own ability
to assess and create. When an external source was cited, it
was typically a nonformally-educated culture bearer in the
teacher’s community. In response to questions about what
influenced their teaching style most, teachers’ statements
reflect these perspectives:

I tried to remember how 1 learned. [ eeach the way T earned. not the

wav [ was taughe.

I created my teaching tfrom my own personal coneerns - what was

rmiportant to improve the condition of black people.

I knew how to teach Natve chifdren because [ went through che

same frustrations they weat through,

I brought to mind remnants trom how I was taught - and then Tdid

the opposite.

— My own experiences as astudent influenced me the moste

My own seli-determination - my ability to monitor adjuse, make

things interestimg.

I knew my culture and that’s what helped me to know how ta ceach.

I spent ame with community people, particularly my mom - and

she brought to mind what T had learned.

My mother. | think about how she ransed her dnldren and oy to
treat my students like that. She hasiffuenced my seyle the most.

even though she never went to college

The one teacher whose comments did not he inco this gen-
eral pattern was a black man whose own education, from ele-
mentary school chrough college, was in all-black screings. He
spoke of his black teachers as role models: “Tearned to teach
from them: sometimes vou have to see a master at work. 1
taught science the way D was taughe science.”

With the exception of this one man, a primary reason for
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the lack of external models for those interviewed may be the
perception of a significant ditference between themselves and
other teachers in what constitutes good teaching. To summa-
rize their responses, the teachers interviewed believed that
what they encountered in their own careers as students, pre-
service teachers, and in-service teachers, was not often good
teaching in their estimation. By contrast, they declared that:

1. Good teachers care whether students learn. They challenge all

students, even those who are less capable, and then help them to
meet the chatlenge.

. Good teachers are not time-bound to a curriculum and do not
move on to new subject matter until all scudents grasp the cur-
feng coneept.

. Good teachers are not bound to books and nstructional myterni-
als, but connect all learning to “real lite.”

- Good teachers push students to think, to make their own
decisions.

. Good teachers communicate wich, observe, and get to know
their studenes and the students” culeural background.

Black and Native teachers alike expressed similar beliefs.
Interestingly, although the question was not framed in racial
terms, when asked how their teaching dittered from the other
tducators around them, almost all the teachers responded by
contrasting their conception of good teaching with thac of
white teachers (probably because the teachers interviewed
taught in predominantly white settings). In order to clarify
the distinctions they made, the teachers often called upon
their experiences as learners:

N ALack proncpad of detan years wha taught pansor hieh saenc for foar year:
White teachers tollow the curaiculum 1o books and don’t make e rel-
evant. They apply e o the tutere - to what chey 'l need in college.
But many kids don't go on to college. How can they use 1t now?

Ndack reachor of teddic yerre 1 ehink everybody should be chal-
lenged. We work hard, butie's not boring. When the other teachers
zeta child who's a hiedle stower they just tee them siec thiere. | refuse

to let even one dhirld vegetate in my room.
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A Nature woman who decided not 16 teach after becoming certified: In high
school I had only one Native teacher who taught American History.
She made us rhink. She let us do all the talking. She used to say, "If
you don't talk, who's going to talk for you: if you don't think, who's
going to think for you?” I was surprised she told us we had to think.
No other teacher had ever said that co us.

A Natste teacher who graduated in 1985 and tanght for tio years: The
books were alien to me, so 1 figured chey'd be alien to the kids. |
taught differently from the white teachers. I put a lot of Alaska into
1t. I caughe the books, but I always put it in the present tense -
showed the kids how what we read about was connecred te me and
to them....Some of the white teachers were very nice; it's just that
they are so into the books, books, books.

A black waman who decided not to teach after becomng certified: 1 had'a
reatly second-rate education in junior high and high school. Mosc of
my teachers were white, Their approach was to pat us on the back
and tell us we were fine. Nothing was required. They just gave up on
us....Once I had a black teacher who was really tough — but 1 loved
her because she cared. She even dared to Hunk people. She made us do
difficult tasks. made us think hard about what we were doing. The
others thought we didn't need schooling because we'd never be any-
thing anyway, so there was no need to worry about teaching.

A hlack rrered mathematics teacher: You have to justsfy what you want
kids to learn. You have to show them how they'tl use it 1 got inter-
ested i math because my grandfather used to be a carpenter. He'd
show nie howe to do all the calculations to build things. 1 showed my
students how cach thing [ asked them to learn was usetul to real life.
White teachers want to get through che book but 1 think it’s more
important to rea//y learn a fer things chan to war learn afor of things.

A Black teacher o taught for tico years and It the profosim m 19710
Other staft felt that the most important thing was to get through
the book. We [he and a black coworker} didn't try to cover the book.
The department head said you have to cover the material - x num-
ber of pages i the semester. We sad, why leave a chapter untilae's
fully covered and evervone understands the basic concepes? She
wanted us to move on, thought we weren't teaching properly ... 1
bike to <hallenge kids. Sometimes you open up an arca and kids get
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excited. I think you should let kids explore a topic. I'd stay on it for

a week. ask them what they wanted to do with it, where they think
we should go... My {black] science teacher always asked questions.
You had to rhnk in his class. He was always asking guestions. He
wouldnt just give it to you, you had to think and be creative. That's
how [ teach.

A Narivc tacher of tien years: 1 there'’s someone who doesn’t under-
stand what I'm teaching, 1 try to understand who they are.

A Elack clementary principal who taught for seven years: My philosophy
is. 1t 1t's boring to me,1t's boring for the kids. I tried to make things
tun, but realistic, rooted in the kids™ real lifestyle. Then 1integrated
skills into all of that. Minority teachers bring in realistic things,
white teachers are more superficial, more book-oriented. Minority
teachers expect kids to make their own decisions: white teachers tell
kids everyehing to do. Minority teachers say, “What do yew think
vou need to do#” The kids have to make the decision.

A black teacher who nne works i an admnesivative centval wffice position:
With my black elementary teachers you had to talk just like in a
Baptist church. You have to wfk to the preacher. There's got to be a
ddogue. If you don't feel comtortable with vour students, vou
won't do this. My instructors [in a black collegel knew what you
knew because they talked o you. They £ven the students. That's
really the only way to teach... . Teaching is all about telling a story.
You have to get to know kids so vou'll know how to tell the story,
vou can’t telbie juse one wav. You can el if vou're on the righe crack
by watching the kids. If their tacial expressions aren't right, change
the story.

A black teacher of wren years: You have to know the kids They teach
mic how to teach them. They may be from all kinds ot backgrounds
and cualeires. but st you really Liscen tathem, they ' el vou how to
teach them.

A mrddle-accd Natinc teachor i la bay tawght mea village for ton year:
They {white teachers mthe school keep wanting for some program
on a white horse to ride mnand save them. Tocus on the kids, think
about what Tdidn't know at therr age and teach that.
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A first-year Native teacher in a multicultural wrban setting: | believe chat
the curriculum guides aren’t the Bible. I'm teaching kids, not
books. The reachers move through the books whether the kids get it
or not, so ! end up getting minority kids who can’t read.... 1 use the
curricelum guide, but move beyond it. [ make the story connect to
the kids' real lives.

A Nutite teacher who taght in a village for three years and then moved 1uto
blingieal ectncation administration: You have to have high expecta-
tions. If you challenge kids, they'll do what you want. Tell chem
they can all get As, then tell them how to do it. They'l work for you
if you challenge them and help them get there.

In addition to these highly consistent statements about ped-
agogy. the Native teachers also observed that their disciplinary
styles were different from those of dominant culcure teachers.
They told of getting into trouble with their administrators for
not forcefully demanding obedience from their pupils. The
teachers seem to believe that it is unnecessary and exceptionally
rude to shout at students or to use other coercive means to con-
trol behavior. They preferred to allow students to have oppor-
tunities to vent frustrations or to disagree with stated rules.
When it was necessary to change behavior, they sought to do so
by appealing to affiliation rather than authority. "Our people
don't act like that” was often the unstated message.

Given the teachers’ perspective that their own ideas about
teaching are so différent from what they consider to be the
mainstream norm, it is not surprising that most of those
interviewed spoke of teacher education as just something “to
get through™ rather than as something to learn from. When
the teachers spoke of learning anything during the experi-
ence, it was likely to be subject area knowledge or the more
technical or more superficial aspects of the profession, for
example, writing lesson plans, giving tests, learning the jar-
gon, gaining an understanding of mainstream values, learn-
ing "how to act like a teacher” — and, as one teacher put it,
“learning to bullshit.” This lack of true involvement in the
teacher education experience can only have been exacerbated
by the final generalized factor to be discussed.
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4. The teachers interviewed often felt isolated from instructors and.
other students during their teacher training.

Because of the communication difficulties between instruc-
tors and students, many of the students of color felt that they
were not able to talk to many of their white professors. The
Native teachers, in particular, found communication with
professors and other students difficult. Four dropped out of
college (although they later returned), in part because they
felt so isolated in the dormitories and in classrooms:

You get awfully lonely when no one can or will communicate wich
vou. A lot of Native students run home and never come back.
Others turn to drugs and alcohol just to fll the emptiness. Many
don’t make it, but those that go through have to learn to find
companionship.

Six of the interviewees found professors of color to provide
that companionship, and in several instances, these individu-
als became the interviewees’ only motivation to remain in
school. These professors established what the students per-
ceived to be a human and caring relationship in a generally
indifferent environment, and also served as role models for
what they might become:

I had one Native teacher in college, and this)s where @ relaxed and
where I didn’t have to feel pushed. My colleague, a Native from
Kiana. and [ used to justsit in there and say, "Oh whata relief to
come to this class where we're not being threatened by so many
things - academically, by words. all those uppity words. Here we
can really talk to the teacher and we're able to t.1k our own language
and work toward something we enjoy.”

Professor ———, at the University, was a role model for me - just
to see a Native teaching. Talways tooked torward to going to his
classes. I never went up to him to talk, but just seeing him made me
want to go on. There was one black protessor who was also a triend. 1
could talk to that professor about my trustracions. That's the only
way I made it through.

One teacher had been enrolled in a special ficld-delivered,
village-based teacher education program in which there was
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strong focus on using the village as a source of knowledge and
in which the professors established individual tutoring rela-
tionships with the students. She reported that these white
male professors were primarily responsible for her completing
the prograri:

Those teachers were just bothersome. It seemed like they knew
when 1 was on the verge of quitting and they just showed up at my
door. They spent so many hours with me. I started chinking thac if
they thought | could do it, then I could do it. They really cared. I
really finished for them ~it’s like [ owed it to them.

It is clear that the interviewces difficulties are complicated
by issues of cultural background, class, and individual differ-
ences, but if we wish to address the problem, we must give
credibility to these educators’ perceptions of the problem.

How can teacher education programs be expected to do
that? First, given these teachers’ response to the presence of
faculty of color (that is, a reduced sense of isolation and alien-
ation, an increased comfort level, and a sense of having an ally
and/or role model), we would do well to seek to diversify our
faculties. Members of a diverse faculty can also assist each
other in understanding the needs of — and avoiding uninten-
tional slights or insults to — diverse students; no individual
can be expected to understand the intricacies of every culture
without the assistance of members from those cultures.

Until schools of education can reach that apparently elusive
goal of an ethnically representative faculty, however, the
resules from one interview suggest that nonminority faculty
can also serve to reduce the sense of isolation. A Native village
woman found great support from her white male instructors
who provided individual attention and encouragement. This
suggests the establishment of special, institutionalized men-
toring relationships between university professors and stu-
dents of color, a relationship thae has shown positive results in
other settings.® Another means of reducing isolation might
be organizing students into cohorts, teams, or support groups.
Such a structure may also help to reduce the negative reper-
cussions of what has been called “token™* " or "solo™" status, a
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condition occurring when a single individual is viewed as a
representative of a low status group, often accompanied by
assumptions of incompetence by majority culture members.

But there are larger problems at issue here, dilemmas not
only for people of color but for all of us in teacher education
specifically and for society in general: How can we structure
education to encourage the active participation of students of
color, and, for that matter, of all students? How can we best
prepare our “mainstream” students to teach in the plurzlistic
society to which they will matriculate? How can we improve
the education of the “minority” children who are likely to
soon comprise the majority of children in our public schools?
How can we lessen the “modern prejudice” that pervades our
society, alienating and disempowering large segments of our
popuiation? | believe a reconceptualization of how we struc-
ture teacher education may provide the beginnings of a solu-
tion for all chese issues.

The interviews quoced herein contain a gold mine of
knowledge about how to educate not only teachers but chi/-
dren of color. From the interviewees’ own learning experiences
and from their knowledge of their own cultural backgrounds,
they have developed models for educating children of their
own cultural groups. Yet, judging from their reports, often
this knowledge is barred from teacher education classes and
not even formally explored with other teachers of the same
culture. In short. we are, by virtue of our own pedagogical
practices, excluding a great source of knowledge from our
education curricula.

What might be the resule if we restructure education
classes so that all students are not merely allowed but encour-
aged to bring in their prior knowledge, their past experience,
their own stories? The idea is not new. Jehn Dewey advocated
such a stance in 1904. In an article on the relationship
between theory and practice in teacher education, he asserts
that the “greatest asset in the student’s possession — the great-
est, moreover that ever will be in his [ ossession — [is} his own
direct and personal experience.”™*

Dewey recommends that scudents be encouraged to bring
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their personal experiences to bear upon subject matter pre-
sented in the classroom. Doing otherwise, he warns, prevents
teachers from developing and using their own independent
intelligence and reinforces their "intellectual subserviency.”
Dewey further advises that failure to allow students to explore
their past experiences in light of ctheoretical constructs will
produce only a mindless imitation of others’ practice racher
than a reflection on teaching as an interactive process —and it
will leave teachers prime targets for any educational pub-
lisher's grand, new, state-of-the-art magic potion.

This is indeed how the interviewees viewed the mindsets of
their white colleagues when, as one teacher put it, these teach-
ers seemed to be too book- or curriculum-bound, or, worse.
“waiting for some program to ride in ona white horse and save
them.” It is interesting to note that although most teacher
cducators would heartily agree with the conceptions of good
teaching espoused by these teachers of color, the teachers did
not perceive their teacher education to have been based on
such conceptions. Rather, they perceive teacher educators to
be much like the classroom teachers they describe: whereas
the classroom teachers are book- and curriculum-bound, the
teacher educators “have never really been out there,” but only
o by “what they learned from books.” or "only want to go by
research thev've read that other white people have written,” In
teacher education, “if you can’t quote Vygotsky™ then your
words are not valid. If these teachers’ perceptions are accurate,
then Dewey's admonitions are doubly important to take to-
heare: not only might we not be allowing students to bring
their critical intelligence to bear upon the teaching task, but
we as teacher educators may be modeling behavior thae is just
the opposite of that which we wish to engender.

It seems Likely that reseructuring classes so as to build upon
students’ past experiences would appear to assist all porential
teachers. Some teachers may need assistance in bringing
reflection and critical chinking co the teaching role, thereby
caning encouragement to look beyond the books, the cur-
ficulum. and the experts to get in touch with their own “inde-
pendent intelligence.” Other teachers, particularly teachers of
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color, who may already have plenty of practice bringing their
critical intelligence to bear upon the teaching task,”* need to
teel that cheir experiences and words are validated.

Burt the beneies of “story sharing”™ go beyond developing
individual competencies or a sense of well-being. It is insufti-
cient to allow students merely to make connceceions to their
own pasts without exploring those pasts through multicul-
tural lenses. Wichout such critical examination, we risk nar-
rowing the student’s perceptions and reducing his or her
ability to understand diversity — so it is vitally important cthat
the connections be examined, that the education professor
highlight the narratives of the scudents of color and ask them
to serve as resources tor bringing co the fore differences in
worldview, learning sevle. social organizacion, language, and
so forch,

This could be accomplished by having small, culeurally
diverse teams of students observe-children in classrooms,
interview parents, or, through some other activiey, collect data
in order to develop potential strategies for working with
diverse groups of children. The scudents should be encour-
aged to look to the "expert™ in their group, the student or stu-
dents from the same culeural group as che children observed,
tor advice and guidance in completing cheir assignments.®

This structuring cffore can have several benefirs. The edu-
cational problem posed by the professor is the group’s to solve,
but when a student of color is acknowledged as a source of
valuable information, the group becomes dependene on
his-her contribucions. This can help to dispel any notions heid
by scudenes (and taculey) about minoriey incompetence.
Furthermore, during the informal interaccions of che team
members, common incereses may become evidene and possi-
bly promote more interaction outside of che classroom across
cthnic lines. ™ The students of color may find cheir experiences
both adnussible and valued in the classroom. which, along
with the increased opportunity tor inceraction, may help to
reduce their feelings of isolacion from the university and cheir
white classmates and professors,

On che other hand. whiee studenes will be encouraged to

L
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search for solutions to educational problems racher chan to
depend on books and curriculum guides for answers. They
will also gain valuable insight into people of color and ways of
teaching diverse students, and learn ways to talk across differ-
ences in discourse styles and interactional patterns — lessons
that will serve them well in cheir future teaching careers. In
addition, all scudenes will have gained a model for organizing
their own classrooms. Several researchers hav