TOWARDS DEFINING A COMMUNITY OF LEARNERS:
A CROSS-CULTURAL ViEY OF COLLABCRATION!

Kathy Schultz

Introduction

The fundamental goal of education is commonly defined as the successful
socialization of an individual to participate in mainstream society. As socializing
agents, teachers often see their task as the shaping and molding of children to
participate successfully in the dominant culture or the teaching of acceptable ways
of speaking and acting, rather than the bridging of differences that may exist
between the home environment and mainstream society. One result of this
pedagogy has been a high rate of failure among maay minority (noa-immigrant
minority, cf. Ogbu 1987) populations. These hegemonic practices- which are
reflected in the saciety at large and classrooms in particular (Erickson 1987) need to
- be questioned. One response to this situation has been a call for cuituralty
congruent classrooms (e.g. Philips 1972, 1982; Au and Jordon 1981; Au and Mason
1981; Heath 1983; cf Erickson 1987 fora critique of this position). Bernstein (1972:
149) explains that teachers must first participate in the studests' communities
before they can expect the students to participate in the teachers’ communities. He

- writes, "If the culture of the teacher is to become part of the consciousness of the

child, then the culture of the child must first be in the consciousness of the -

teacher”. Recognition of cultural differences and their integration into both the

content and social context or imteractions of a classroom may resoit in a

_ rcdcﬁmuoa of what it means to become literate, to adapt successfully to the-

- demands of t&e mainstream society (DeStefano, Pepinsky and Sanders 1982).
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This paper begins with the proposition that learning is essentially a social
activity and that social wayé of acting or cultnee are learned in the ¢lassroom. This
definition of learning as involving social transactions feads i the seragd sectinn of
the paper, which isan exploration of collaborative learning between teacheors and
students and among students as peers. This discussion draws oa cress-cmitueal
research and sociolinguistic studies to emphasize the value and importance of
collaborative learning, particularly for minority populations. The final section of
this paper will exax_nine and develop the concept of communities of learners and
will end with the question of how_' successful teachers and students establish

communities of learners in a multicultural classrcom.

|: Learning is a social process

Through the work of Vygotsky (1978) and others we have come to question
the view of learning as the transfer of knowledge from the teacher to the swdenr..-
Rather it can be conceptualized as a compiex process which is mediated through
interaction and interpretation (Michaels and Cazden 1985). In her study of the
acquisition of formal and informal fiterary processes by children in a nursery
school, Cochran-Smith (1984: 99) was able to identify and document the ways in
‘Which learning is a result of socialization. She writes that “learning about reading
-and wriling was the result of a gradual process of socialization that was indirect,
informal and embedded in the routine sacial interactions of adufts and children”.

-A study of the decision-making processes which m mvolved in
Supermarket arithmetic (Lave, Murtaugh and de la Rocha 1934) demonmd that
people made significantly fewer errors when they engaged in comparison
shopping at a store than when they were given similar problems in a test-like
Situation that resembles a typical classroom lesson. In fact their performance at
the store was virtually er;or-free. The crucial difference bstween these two

environments is that shoppers defined their swa groblems. wheress in the test
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situation, the parameters of the problem are ootabli by Lhe fester. These
problems are not simply out of conisxt, rather thev ace in 2 content in whick the
problem-soiver has no coatrel over their definition. Lave elal cenchode:

Procedurss for solving problems ars dlalsctivaliy coastiiuiad, I b

sense that setling and sctivity mutually creste and changs each

other; in the process, “problems” are gemerated 2nd resolved. Thess

characteristics emerged from analysis of arans, saitia g. aud activity.

Had the templale instead been the schoo! ideslogy concerning linear

algorithms for problem solving, anaiyzing the arithmetic prastices

would have been impossible. This demonsiraies ihc value of

analyzing both the contems of activity aad the aclivity in conteszi

(93). '

The social context of fearning opsrates at two levals, First, through
interaction with others and second, through the physical shiecis, symbols and
practices which are embedded in a socicouitural history {Vygotsky 1978, Rogoff
1584; Ericksom 1984). This notien of learning as 3 dalacicst process which is
socially coastitutad challenges 1he commen aaTnmplion el 3 gorson's abilly is
context independent and locazed inside of that individial alvas (Frickaon 1984} and
has implications for clessrovm praciice.

In their review of the ssciolingnistiz sadies o seading, Biooms and Grean

amentally sacial

process. They write:

As 2 social process, reading is wsed 1y esiebiish Hrnoiure, and

maintaia social relstionships betweea and aiong people. As g

linguistic process, rasding is used w comsuaicae inlention and

mainings, act oniy hetween an avther and o readar, Lyl aiso between

people invalved in 5 reading eveni.

Thus reading and wriling ers fupdamesinlly menning-making processes
that both establish a social contexs, whils sizultansousiz the social contem
influences the making of meaning. Mishler {1579 13 articulated the refationship
succinctly: “..mesning and contemt ars producad shmuliansonsty by the actors ia
and through their inlersstion”. Similariy, Georts {18720 delines oulture 53 wabs of

meaning and interpretaiions that are created and recras

with sach othsr and throuzh b



shared ihrough these interactions. In this light reading and writing, indeed
learning, can be viewed as not only éccm! brrt alza critaead ehenamona (Risomae and
Greene 1934).

Vygotsky (1973: 38) describes the inmterpersoonl or social and the

intrapersonal or psycholegical compenantsof learning:

Any fuaction in the child's culural develozment
on two planes. Firs it appears ca the soua. plans 4
psychological plame. First it sppears hetwesn Denpls 25 ap
iaterpsychological calegory aad then within ihe jadividval child as
an intrapsychalogical category. This is egually trus with regard o
voluntary alieatisn, fegical memory, the formaiion oF fhRepls and
the development of volition.

Rate oSt

o WEER W WnE

Returning to reading and writing as eramples of learning, the intrapersanal

contest can be delined as the backgrovnd knowledzs, shills and gensral approaches

that the individual brings to the te3t. The iaterpers: 219t i3 compirised of the
organization of the reading and writing avesis and tha inmtaractinns af the
participants in these events. Thisincludes the influence thet th intaractions hawe
en the reading and writing processes, 2s well 25 the wave in which thess Procasies
affect the social interactions of the partirizants (Blocme and Groes 1984), Serme,
Burke and Woodward (1982: 10%) combims these tomcepts in  their

sociopsycholinguistic mode! of reading:

In considering a givan text, the fragwars seiing femphasis in the
original) which iacludes where (s lung 5 A, scheol,

TIRES A i
store), in what culture (United Siates. Tsesel, Sendi Arabia). cad fog
and by whom il was produced {pesr, supesior, svaordinale) modifiae
the montal seaing i terms of what schems Whae mopd

: foer aeensses. The
accessed schemata direct stralegy utilizoiion ans, hones, sampiing of
language setting. '

It is important to emphasize that the intragersonsf contast ar "sental setting” iz mot

independent of social intevactions but 8 resuit of irfoemation i8 legraed

through transactions with the eavireamen:. Blprame ¢ 1927: 135) geanribes reading
as a process that is sisuitapesusly socializeiion, eooniviration ard coppition. ia

other words, f@fﬂﬁiﬁ_@; inclndes iha fapemin ) Ay weleneaily houpd s af @x@g@kﬁmﬁ;

which iz both 5 comseguemcs of and e mercs o ohe “sneiolisatien of
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interpersonal refationships’. Eiosme emobazized that his teem ‘gpaidgnzaitive”
refers to simultaneous processes that are both sacial and snugnitive ;

An example of this type of relationship is the roncapt of seafiniding {of.
Wood, Bruner and Ross 197%; Erickson 1984) which is 3 jointv cunaérzam@
refationship between a teacher and a learaer that matches tha requirements of
both the learner and the ask. In this relationship the learner has the right m 28k
for help (social interaction) and to redefine the task {socizl content). Eﬁc”szﬂ
(1984: 333-334) writes that this differs from the iraditional relationshis betwees
teacher and student in which the teacher often makes a on=-sided stiemol 4
construct a scaffoid. He peints to standardizsd tests as an emirsme emmpﬂea‘m‘ &
school learning environment in which neither the studest or the teacher is able &
shape the learning task. "The test as a social situetion has r2maved the michfer'@
| right to scaffold - t2 teach ” This indictmeni is particuiasty poignant wa Fght of the
centrality of tests in the lives of most studeats,

At the same time that learning & 2 socisd apd

learned in schocls. Goodenough (1963: 259, in Erickson 1888) del ines m,-»;lmﬂ‘ LER AT

learned and shared standards for perceiving, belisving, judsing and aciing on the

actions of others. Using this definition, Frickoon 11958) Sofln s moaohls
cultural communication becanse the ieacher uses learnsd wave of thising, sotang

and feeling thai must be mastered by the wudent. He ccaciudes that i iz che

teacher's respensibilty to act as bridge » mediaier o Soial

regardless of the multiculiwiral comgosition of a ghven cim&?mﬁ;' Iz the pext
section of this paper, the valus of colladorsiion asa Wav o meiiale Ej:@ inizractions
of learners and teachars and among learnaes 23 peers from a vma"y of suitures

will be examined
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{I: Coltaboration as a model

Collaboréuon has two meanings: 0 work jointly with ethers and to
cooperate with the enemy. This duality, embodied in the meaning of the word,
reflects the tension around collaboration In most traditional mainstream
classrooms. On one hand, learning is a social process that is mediated primarily
through interactions between teachers and students, and through students'
interactions with each other. On the other hand, when students consult with each
other and share knowledge, their behavior is generally referred to as cheating. In
addir.ipn. students are evaluéted individually with tests that usually are based on
single correct answers, drawn from the geaerally culturally bound knowledge of
- the teacher or the text.

This section of the paper will draw primarily on sociolinguistic research
which suggests the implications that coiiaborative fearning might have for the
education of minerity students. Collaboration will be examined in terms of both
form and content (Mehan 1979; Erickson 19822, 1982b). In other words,
collaboration will be discussed both in terms of social participaﬁon structures and
‘academic task structures (Erickson 1982a) or the collaborative making of meaning.

Kathryn Au and her colleagues (cf. Au and Mason 198]: Au and Jordan 1981)
have challenged the assumption that the poor achievement of minority studeats (in
 this case, Hawaiian students) is due to 2 skill or knowledge deficit. Insr.ead, they
argue that the social organization of traditional classrooms is responsible for this
failure to achieve. In controlled experiments, Au and Mason (1981) examined the _
relationships between learning to read and different social interactions or
“participation structures” (Philips 1972; Erickson and Schultz 1981; Erickson and
Mohatt 1982). In one classroom, the participation structure of the reading group
vas similar to mainstream classrooms, In this classroom, the students waited to be

called on and spoke one at & time. In the second classroom, the students were
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slioved 1o collaberate or take turns in “jeint performance™ so that their aaswers
were overlapping and built on one another. Their interaction can be characterized
a8 ona of close cooperation and syachronization of Speech (Au and jordan 19%81).
This style is similar to the “talk story” which is a common famiiy and éommunity
eveat far these Hawaiian children. In the lessons that were organized like the talk
story aad which eacouraged collaboration, the students were more enthusiastic and
participaied mors frequeatly in the discussions. In addition, their performance on
the resding tests that were administered immediately after the lessons, was
sigaificantly higher thaa their classmates’ who participated in the traditional
readiag grovp format.

. | Au and Mason (1981: 113) developed the construct of a “balance of rights” to
dsseribe the relationship betwesn the classroom social structere and student
suceoss. A balaace 6! rights includes three dimensions: the teacher allows more
thaa e eAiid 1o 5paak 2t & time; the teacher sanctions student selection of tapics
“r thas Incistin g that they caly speaX about the topic thai she chooses: and the
wecher oliews the childres 10 spesk ot the times they choose rather than dictating
Vheu ey are atioved to speak. Au and Mason (1931) write that there is a balance
mum thres dimensions sre cooperatively controlled by the students and

.-m Ia this particulsr instance, the children wers ailowed to control both
Weir sole 2ad timiag 0 tpnlcn._ while the teacher retained control over the topic
e tiscomion. Whils the fecus of this study i3 on social participstion in reading

. M the suthors (Av ud‘ joﬁu 1931) report that jearners’ interactions with

W poor groups sl the learning centers was a significant factor in the studenis’

-lﬁl The colisborative production of discourse described in the Hawaiian studies

| um with the Afro-Amsrican call and response patteras (cf. Erickson

| ﬂm Erickoon (1984 33-85) documents the ways ia which 1hs call sad response
bovossa e speabier aod the sudieacs Jesd (o 8 "collaborative production of
hm is sl menifestation of the socia! relationship of sulidarity beiween
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the sﬁeaker and his or her partners in the audieace”. Both biues singers and
preachers make the collaboration between their audience and themselves explicit.
For instance, both a biues singer and a preacher might ask 'Will semebody help
me? at the end of a phrase, which would elicii a response from the audienée
(Erickson 1984a). Erickson concludes after an analysis of a lengthy transcript of a
discussion ameng black teenagers, that while the conversation might appear to be
difficult to follow when judged by mainstream discourse conventions because it
doesn't follow a literate style finear sequence, it is logical and can be characterized
by the audience/speaker interaction. '

Michaels and her colteagues (cf. Michaels and Cazden 1986; Michaels 1981)
studied the instances in which coflaboration occurs during "sharing time” (show
and tell) in the early grades inner €ity classroom. Collaboration in this study is
defined as the "connected stretches of discourse, in which jointly, teacher and child
develop an elaborated set of ideas on a particular topic...” (Michaels and Cazden 1985:
133). They characterize collaboration by the following pattern - a child says
something (generally in response to a teacher's question), the child is questioned
and she or he responds with new information that is an efaboration. This is a very
specific form of collaboration that differs in its participation structure from the
Black American discourse patierns discussed above. Michaels and Cazden sugéést

that one reason for the disproportionately peor achievement of minority students is
that they do not participate equally in the collaborative classroom activities like

sharing time in which basic literacy skills are learned and practiced. In these
studies, Michaels and her colleagues found that teachers collabomted more
successfully vith some children than others, The degree to which the teq.cher and

learner shared discourse conventions and strategies that are reprmntahve of

mainstream culture determined the success in their coliaboration. In sum, we can
speculate that collaborative discourse strategies and conventions that are described

in Erickson's (1984a) study prevent effective teacher-student collaboration in the
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~ classrooms that Michaels studied. The denial of uppor%unsmes for children to
participate in koy learalng activities raises profound issues of equity in educaﬁon
~ In his stedy of the social orgaaization of an eiementary ciassroom in an
urban neighborheod, Mehan (1979) found that successful interéctiuns occured
when teachers and students syachronized their gestures and sj:aeech with each
other. Specifically, he described the ways in which students learned to insert talk
at appropriate junctures, choose topics that were refevant to the previous
discussion and make contributions in order to initiate taik during lessons or to keep
- the floor. As a result of his study, he advocates a "pluralistic” approach which
would reflect a flexibility of classroom organization and would incliude multiple
ways of speaking and acting rather than insxsung that fearners conform w
- standard forms of discourse. |
The examination of collaborative learning has impertant implicaticas fos
the distribution of power- and authority in the classroem. In a traditional claésmom.
the teacher maintains the position of authority ia conirolling both the disz::eurs@
style and access to participation in the discourse as discussed above. Mehan (19793
describes the conventional sequence of 2 discussion i in aclassrocmass two or thros
part sequence: the teacher asks a question, the student replies and the teacher
~evaluates the student's response. ‘A pumber of studies of Native 'Amérii:an
 classrooms (cf. Philips 1972, 1983; Erickson and Mohatt 1982; Barnhardt 1982)
provide evidence that the cultural assumptions about authority that are u;herent in
these classroom participation structures differ from those found in t.he
communities of Native American children. ' _
Susan Philips (1972, 1983) studied the participation structuses in the schools,
homes and community-wide sociai activitles of Ithe Warm Springs !ndians to
discover the cultural contexts and social conditions that define whea s g@rson, uses
speech. In a typical classroom, she discovered that the teachers contrel whe will
talk and when they will speak. At home, most talk is doae i conjuaction wiih
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physical activity, usually work. Talk i3 then interspersed wiih work, which in torn
shapes the interaction. Phliiss fwvnd tha ai CommUBIty eveanls, 1alk was evenly
distributed with almost no interruptions. . Several Poopls wemed 1o direct the
.maetings, which reflects the values of act pﬂacémg'aamif above others and of
directing attention to onessif or to other individuals, She found that both
~ individual autonomy aad collective grmup responsibility are fostered in this
culture, in ways that encourage seif-coatro! rather than centrol over others.
Philips discovered through her observations of ciassrooms and community
events that Native American studeats were reguirsd to act in ways that ran counter
to the behavioral expectations in their community, in order to participate in
mainstream classrooms. For instance, in these classrooms they would have to -
appesa! t a singte individual {thé teacher) for a 1urn sgeak they would have to
speak in a given time period and that sams individua! (e tsacher) rather than the
whole group would function as their audisnce, Thee children were not used to &
single adult authority. This situation is further complicated by the fact that the
teacher was not a member of their community, but an cutsider. This same paitern
was reflected in the children's play. The Native American childrea would often
choose to play team games. They were refuctent to play games such as follow-the-
leader, in Which one person would have to enact a role that inveived coptrolling

the activities of others. Additionally, they were able 1 sestain games for long
perinds of time (refative to their Anglo p2ers) WILhout aduli Supesviston.

The participation of Native Americaa strdents ip discussions decreased as |
they advanced through school. This retuctance to seeak was sarticnfarly evident
| when the teacher tightly conirolled opportuniiies for rysconse, In contrast, the
students willingly participated in activitier that were focussed on group rather
than individual performance. in other words, they talked mors when they retained
the authority to decide whea 5 speak aed in aroup asitvities that do aot craate lhe.
uncomfortable distinction between the iadividual serformer and the audiencs.
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Phitips (1972} conctudes that in muiticultural classrooms, teachers shoujg
ieach in 3 mannsr that aliows for complementary diversity in communication
styles and participation structures through which learning and the measurement
of learning are enacted. Au and Masog (1981) reached a similar conclusion from
their study of Hawaiian children. They wrote that culturalfy congruent classrooms
may prevent damaging conflicts between teachers and students,

The shifi in the power siructure in classrooms which aliows for
collaborative learning as a styie that is culturaity tongrueni with the learperc
home and community styles may decrease the phenomenon of resistance among
minority students. If studenis zre given opportunities to learn by working
together, they no longer need to choose between holding on to the style of their
family and their peers, and the mainstream classtoom style. Two studies in Native
American communities document successfizl ways of teaching that bave been uses
by Native American teachers Erickson and Mohaw {1982) compared the
organization of social reiaticnships aad teaching behaviers of & native Odewe
Indian teacher to an Anglo teacher in & comparabie classrcom of Hative Americar
studen!s in Northern Ontario, They were especially interesied in how the 5w
teachers exercised their authority, Carol Barahardt (19823 focked at three
classrooms in Afaska that have Athabaskan studenis and teachers w document how
these teachers and students were sescessiul in their work together.

Erickson and Homait (1982: 145} found that in the ciassroom taught by the
native teacher, there was a sense of pacing which indicated “shares eXpectaticns
and interpretive strategies 651 the pari of the participanis on (he interacticns
scene”. The teaching behavior of the Odaws Indian teacher appeared to be
culturally shaped in isems of tempo, i9r instance the speed of tzacher-studeni
interaction, and in terms of dirscuivaness, inciuding the amoupi end types of
conirof used by iﬂ;e teacher. For oxample, whegp sis starlod group work, the active

teacher moved through the rovia more SO¥IY thaa hep Angic counlerpar: and
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talked with large groups rather than individual children. Talk with individusiswas

private and performed at 2 ciose distance 3 comparsd with the Angle isacher who
frequently called acrossthe room. Within the constrainis of a standard curriculum
and traditional teaching methods, the Native American teacher intuitively found
ways to accomodate the Odawa principles of etiquette, In fact throughout the year,
the non-native teacher adapted his teaching siyle im the direction of greater
congruence with the commuaity participation structures. We can speculate that
these smali changes in the social relations and participation struciures of
classrooms may make sigaificant differencss in the ways that children engage in
the school curriculum and thus have a profound effect on their achievsment,

In her study of Athabaskan classrcoms in Alaska. Barnbardt (1982) also
found that the pative teachers adjusted their temnos 10 the verbal apd non-verbal
timing established by the studemts, The teachers in thess classrooms did aot

dominate with their talk or physical pressnce. Barnhardi drsw a comparison
between the teaching styles of the Athabaskan teachers and iazz band conductors.
The role of both the teacher in thess classcoms and of jaz band coaductors is to
initiate the action or help get the group started and then hecome part of the group,
providing direction and support whea roquested with a2 minimal amount of
interference. Like the jazz baed conduciors. Athabaskan teachers did not feel
obliged to continvally perform for their stndents or to Tisidly exercise their power
and authority.

Renald and Suzanne Scollon {1981) faned that in the Favukon Sthabaskan
villages they studied, students are often caught in a bind. Manvy members of this
_community, including some of their parents, are pon-literate. Thus “to learn to
read and write fluently would seem metaphorically io be leaving the community
- and to be no longer Koyukon" (Ericksnn, 1987:25) This rencessris a special form of
resistance and one that will not disareear if schools beenme more sullurally

sensitive, In this case and others, changes need to t2%e nizce in the society oo a
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whele regarding meﬁzbers of minority groups as well as within the schools through
~ Culturally responsive pedagegy (Erickson 1987),

Several studies of minerity children, particuiarly ih‘oée who ars peor and
who have grown up in large families, have documented 'me members of these
groups frequently have more interest and practice in working with their peers as
compared to other adults, including their teachers. While many of the cross-
cultural studies have focussed on teacher-student collaboration, this paitern of
social interaction suggests the importance of student-student coliaboration in a
classroom. If student resistance to fearning is seec in part as a result of an
individual making the choice between the worid of one's peers over that of the
mainstream autherity figure, this form of collaboration could offer an alternative
route to resistaznce.

Martha Coonfield Ward (1971) studied ths ways in which children acquire
speech in a small alf-black communily near New Orfeans. She found that these
children engaged in more verbal interaction Witk their peers than with adults;
with adults they were taught to be siizni or to withdraw. Because of the material
conditions of their home life, the value of cooperaticn is emphasized as there are
few toys and many young children. Ataa eariy age, young children learsed to rely
on each other and overt peer or sibling rivalries are noticeably absens,

A similar observation was made by CGay and Abrahams (1972) who found that
in poor black families, the older children perform most of the interactional and
educational rofes with their siblings. As chiidren in these families grow older,
their communication with adults beccmes limited. Younger children flearn
toncepts of work, respoasibility and ceoperation in addition to how to live op the
streets and how to socialize successiully, from their older peers. These children
Seem to think of learning as a give-and-take rsiationship between the individuals
who have the knowledge and those who have yet iy lsarn. Thus a !eamag:r in one

context will become a teacher in the nexl situation. This is in direct contrast to
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many Lraditional cfassrooms in which cooperation may be framed 2 cheating and
~ choosing to cooperats rather thzn o tompote may b2 read as not working o one's
potential.

Ray McDermott (cf. 1974: 105) has fooked at reading groups in early
elementary classrooms, He writes that given s particular social erganization,
reading failure for certain students is 3 social achievement:

.reading disabilities are products of the w3y in which the people in

the classroom use their categories for interaciion o prodess Satvses

and identities, or ways of attending stimuli, in the classroom setting...

Any formal differences in the communicsiive styies of the teacker

and the children can introduce havoc to their relations and the

messages of relationship they consequeatly send o each siher.

Reading skills get caught in this batle over which cues are to be

attended - peer group cues or tsachor cuss,

McDermott's studies add evidonce to the ergomont the! enfloburolivs lenguiag

'mong students could provide sn sfiernative to sindeat Feabinn 25,

Henry Girous (1983: 293) writss (s the thoery of pen

focus the social practices of scheoling. Hiz maalwsis

s
g

of collaborative learning in many mineriy culiores:

Furthermore, resistance theory ravsais b idenlogy waderiving
such a curriculum, with its emphasis on individusl sather than
collective appropriation of knowisdge, and how this empPhors drives
a vedge between students from differont social cissses. This is
particularly evident ia differen; approschos to koowlsdgs wepamried
in many working-class and middie-class families, Enoviedge in {he
working-class culture is ofisc sonsiroed sa tho Feimsigioy af
solidarity and sharing, whereas within middle-class cultyre,
kaowledge is forged in individua compodition aad is sren as o hed
_ of separateness.

In her description of the Warm Springs Indians, Philips (1972, 1983) writes

e

that children spend more time as a group thas with aduiis, The emphasic in this
culture on collective responsibility suggesis the importaste ef inciuding
collaborative activities among peers in classrooms. la the clagrooms thai she
- observed, Philips tound that Native Americaa students participaid core aciively ip
studeat-run groﬁp projects. These students generaily ignored thy insiructions te
pick & leader, they exhibited little conflici over vho shouid be directing the
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activity, and they ésmpiezeﬁ their tasks without nseding the intervention of a
teacher, |

Aaother lens which can be used to look al the above shuation Is eme of
competence and incompetence {nole; these two terms ars used advisably). In other
words, the Native American students were competenl participanls in student-run
groups and other speech events that had participation structures that were similar
to those of the community, while they displaved less competence ia speech events
such as class meetings and reading grewps which required culturally different
participation structures.

Au and Mason (1981; 117) term this a "competence/incompetence parados”
vhich refers to childrea whe are capabls of soiving a wide range of problems ai
home and who appear slow i5 learn 28 school 12 is speciated that this
intompetence arises from ths differeaces between the social organization of the
home and the schoof (Au and Mason 1981 Philips 1972, 1583).

In their study of an inper city classroom, DeStefano ané her colleagues
(1982) examined students' language during reading instruction. They found that
the students’ relative success in becoming literate was masked by an emphasis ca
appropriate participation in the reading evenss, They concluded that what counis
as literate behavior in this classroom has more o do with mﬂiowing'the rufes and
procedures for suciél and communicative behavior thaa comprehending the text,
Thus, the students could pe competent readers in their ﬂ;ﬁmprehe;nsion of the
material or in an academic context, ver they might be judzed incompetent in their
performance or in 3 sociaf context.

The sociolinguistic studies described above suggest that adaptations in the
participation structures of classrooms shoutd be introduced in order to make schoofs
mere culturally céngmen; with the homes sad communities of their students,
Their introduction may have a profound effsct on chiidron's learning. The

suggestion is that these changes should be made at the fevel of content and form or
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social interaction. In other %rds. ‘Ia addition to teaching explicitly about various
culiures, adaptations need {0 be made at the level of “invisible culw?e" (Philips
1983). The above research indicates that a classroom participation structure which
iﬁcludes collaborative le_arning between teachers and students and among students
as peers reflects the communi.ty norms and values of various minority groups. It
runs couater to, but does not exclude, the North American mainstream values of
individualism and competition. In this sense, coliaboration js defined to encompass
both content - the joint production of meaning or learning by constructing
understanding through transactions with others, and form - social interactinns that

are based on mutual participatios.

Hl: Towards a community of fearners

The development of a community of learners in 2 classroom Rolds the
possibility to change the hegemonic practices that currenily exist and offers s new
perspective on the view of schools as vehicles for cultural reproduction and student
resistance. The conceptofa cummimity of learners offers an educational structure
that emphasizes the social nature of learning, allows the teacher to become
immersed in the students’ cultures, can increase the cultural congrueace between
the home and community and the school, and offers the possibility of reducing the
resistance often enacted by minority studeals in mainstream cmfooms. Ir
students and teachers work together in collaberativa relationshins, ma notion of
schools as a site for the reproduction of power relationships and sacizal structures
will necessarity have to be modified. In the final section of this paper, | ;wiu move
towards a deficition of a community of learpers by first discussing the ways in
which the concept of a community of learners differs from both speech
communities (¢f. Hymes 1972; Gumperz 1972) and interpretive commuaities (cf.
Fish 1980; Radway 1984). I will conclude with a discussion of what a commﬁuni&y of

learners is or might be.
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hinlivral View of Collaboration

Speech communities have besn defiped oy sociokinguists gs groups of peaple
who share bolh 5 cominon iRnguags andine Enowisdge of 457 to uss (Al language
appropriately ia dally Uife { Hymes 19720, The ectaderies of speech communitles
often coincide with sther divisiops such a8 race, class, aad religions or ethaic
groups (Gumperz 1972). In 3 tlassroom, wtudents sad teachers may shars 3
language at the same time thes they ewmploy different ways of using and
interpreting the discourse tha: is 2nscied thers {Hymes 1972). Communities of
learners can be built across Ipesch communities % as 0 jnclude members of a
multicuftural classroom. la order for this iz work, teechers 2ad students need to be
aware of the cultural assumplions aboui verba! and monverhgl social interactions
that members of each speech community bolds, 4 first step is for members of a
community of learners 1o tegin o become gware of and to articulatz their own
knowiedge of cultural conventicns, -

In his sotion of intarpretive tommunitiss, Fish (19s0) ¢hallenges the
aul.ho'rity of the text and relocates this 3uihorlty within the community of readers.
The interpretive communities which %o descrides are situated in tulture and need
to be understood in terms of the contex: In which they are consiructed. For Fish,
then, interpretation is a product of social istsractions betweep readers in a
specified community. fan Radway (1934 33) elaborates Fish's aotisn of inierpretive
communites in her study of s cemmuaily of women who read romances, She writes:

| ~reading is a complicaled semiotis and fuadamenially suclal process

that varies both i piace and in tims. That is 1o say, differen) readers

read differently bacause they beleng to waat are Enove a3 Yarious

interpreiive communities, sach of which 2tz upon priat diffsrently

and for different purposes.

The concept of a community of learners whick 1 wish o introduce includes
the collaborative making of mesning which is described a3 2 function of
interpretive communities, and guus beyoad this potisn of community, First, in
multicultural classrosims, communiiles of learnsrs will includs members with

diverse values and urpeses for prinl. This studentz and achers will work
hC
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_togethér to listen o cdmpezing and oflen confiicting interpretations so that alf
viewpolnts are heard. Fhile smﬁem:a' and teachers will bring to the classrooms
their various cultural backgrouads, ths classroom will be a place where these
cultures are simultansously allowsd to remain distinct 2nd to be learned. This
community is not situated in oae culture but in many.

This notion of community is similar in some respects to McDermoit,
Gospodinoff and Aron's (1978: 247} conceptualization of context. They postulate that
group members use their understanding of their interactions to contextualize their
interpersonal communication. They define context as:

(1) in some way formulated by the members of the group, in words or

gestures; (2) in some way, usvally by postural pesitioning, acied sut

in form as well as content; (3) behaviorally oriented to as patterns

by the members at certain significant times: and (4) used by the
members to hold each other accountable.

In their description of 3 reading group, McDermoit and his colleagues (1973)
describe the ways in which sach movemsat or postural shift forms the contexts og
which the next movement is constructed. Thisis g physical description of the kind
of collaboration that is possible in a community of learners on pumerous levels,

As a part of an ethnographic study of how people construct their owsn
theories of reading and writing, I interviewed a twelfth grader at an independent
school (Schultz 1987; 12). She described the muftiple of readers and writers,
including her family and friends, of which she is part. Her description of her
poelry class that includes eleventh and fweifth graders as well as aduits who beiong
o the wider school community (teachers, parents, afumani, etc.) captures some
elements of a community of {earners;

It's nice to have a lot of thought going on {whea you're reading asa
group of peoplel. Sort of like when you first brajnsiorm. You throw
everything out and you go through slashing out what doesn't mean
anything. Get it down to a nice outline. So i's grzad 1o have five
minds working on something rather than just one. And aiso having
a teacher like Judith Johason who works in sor of smyatericus ways,
She asks questions and somehow manages to maks everybody want to
talk at a very free level $Scwe sort of open the poew uo s each other
that way, I think. And sverybody thinks about it differently. Like
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we're reading one Marion Moore gron 204 oae kid wae saving that

he was convinced that i was o very coniroalalionzl posm and

everybody else was saying it was a retreat, 10's nest to ooy that it

tan mean 80 many differsnt things. Thare's something abouwt it,

because it becomes so much clearer in class, I guess there 2rs

cortain books I will not read myself, liXe Ulyssss and other James

Joyce things like Finnegan's Wake and things that just would be

impossible without having people there o sort of walk you throvgh

it. And also reading [a pesm] aloud is much betier if vou have 3

group, than just reading to yourself, { think.

In a fater conversation, she said;

It's nice to bave Jenny Imy sister] sy things because somelimes

they'l be really different from how J see it and I capn adjnst g little

bit. Soit's fua.

This description of a comaunity of lesrners descrides both o collaborative
construciion and search for msaning and » sel of sgcial interactions which make
this learning possible.

Most of the seciolinguistic studies which have besp described in the
overview abave hava focussed an homogsnsous populations, members of 2 single
culture. The next stsp is for ressarchers to examine immsr city multicnitural
classrooms. Rather than critiguing the ways in which thess classrooms don't worgk,
I suggest that @ classroom in which the teachor and studenis ace achieving o
modicum of suscess be found o pursss ths gusstion: hew do teachers and studeals
form and participats in communities of isarners? Thers sre four lonss that can be
used to examine closely this concept of communities of learners: first, intercultural
differences, how does oma's social tlags, race, sthaicity er gender affect
participation iz a commuaity of learners: second, nowsr and powerlessness in a
community of learners, which voises ars srivolenad mad whick ars silonced; third,
the hegemony of the single correct soswer aad individual lesting, how does
collaborative {earning co-exist in 3 slsssroom, achool and society in which success
is measured by individualiztic lests; and fourth, sacial sonstruction thecry, where
are there opportunities in communitjes of learners for reproductics and

resistance?
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The concept of co@muniﬁes of learners has been presented as an examptle of
. Culturaily responsive pedagogy that is based on coliaboratlve learping. The nexi
question is: how are these communities enacted in multicultural classrooms and
what possibilities do they hoid for remedying the current inequities of our present

educational system in the United States.

I This paper was written for 2 course in intercultoral communicstion
taught by Dr. Frederick Erickson.
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