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ABSTRACT
LOOK WHO’S TALKING, LOOK WHO’S LISTENING, LOOK WHO’S HEARING:
A DISCOURSE ANALYSIS OF THE PARENT-TEACHER CONFERENCE
By

Bonnie I. Rockafellow

The research question driving this study is: What effect does the discourse in a
parent teacher conference have on the participants’ understandings and satisfaction with
the conference? Questions that arise out of this central question may be: What does the
discourse of a parent-teacher conference look like? What are the effects of the teacher’s
language choices on the parent-teacher conference? What are the effects of the parent’s
language choices on the parent-teacher conference? Is a Discourse of education! evident
in the parent-teacher conference? Are power issues at play in the discourse of the parent-
teacher conference?

This research responds to the continuing sense of frustration and dissatisfaction
that teachers and parents express with regard to conference experiences relating to
student progress and performance. I conducted this study in two suburban school
districts. The study is grounded in the social constructivist theoretical perspective and
was influenced further by related research on the physical setting of parent-teacher

conferences as well as thought and preparation for parent-teacher conferences.

I Discourse in this study refers to the totality of the interaction, the speaking and listening that occurs in the
context of a parent-teacher conference, including the identity and placement of self—what Gee calls an
“identity kit.” The discourse in parent-teacher conferences for the purpose of this study also includes issues
of addressivity and dialogicality (Bakhtin, 1986). What sense is being made from the words used during
the conference? Issues of power and authority enter into this consideration of discourse as well through the
unintentional choice of words and meanings assigned.



To consider these questions, I analyzed seven spring parent-teacher conferences.
One first grade, a third grade, and a combination third and fourth grade classroom from
two suburban school districts participated. From the analysis it is evident that: (a) all
interactions between teachers, parents, and students are significant in forming meaning
and uhderstandings; (b) the teachers’ choice of words correlated closely with the
teachers’ beliefs about the purpose and function of the conference; and (c) a ritual plays
out in conferences.

Recommendations for the future involve a more focused planning of conferences
by teachers in order to avoid default interactions that are ritualistic and dissatisfying to
the participants. Teacher education programs must provide new and different ways to
interact at the parent-teacher conference to facilitate more effective adult communication.
Educators need to consider new events for interacting in order to fulfill the goal of
creating parent-teacher conference experiences that are satisfying, relational, interactions
between parents and teachers. Further research and study of language, meaning, and

action that facilitates more satisfying parent-teacher conferences is needed.



Copyright by
BONNIE I. ROCKAFELLOW

2002



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This work would not be complete without thanking the parents and teachers who
were willing to make their parent-teacher conference experiences available for discourse
analysis. Without their willingness to let me observe, videotape, and then share their
reflections on the conference experience we would be unable to unpack the power of
discourse in the parent-teacher conference. I would also like to thank the members of my
committee for their support during this process. Dr. Laura Roehler, committee chair, Dr.
Arden Moon, Dr. Douglas Campbell, and Dr. Cheryl Rosaen provided me multiple
opportunities to discuss the perspectives represented by the participants, identify my own
bias and consider alternative explanations. Their patience, challenges and understanding
allowed me to clarify my thinking and improve my presentation of ideas. My sincere
appreciation is extended to each of you.

In addition to my formal committee, I would like to thank my support network.
My husband, children, and extended family have provided the project impetus and
completion accountability across the years. Each time I became discouraged the parents
around me would share current parent-teacher conference experiences that reinforced my
resolve to find additional information that offered potential answers for their unsatisfying
experiences. My children constantly reminded me of my responsibility to model the
completion principle we as parents had preached to them. Any job worth beginning is
worth completing. My love and thanks goes out to each of them for their long-suffering

while this project progressed.



Finally, I must acknowledge the professional response of colleagues who have
listened to my assertions regarding the power of parents in the lives of learners. Peggy
listened and responded tirelessly to many versions of the assertions throughout this study.
Each time we gathered for a professional meeting they would have to listen to my

challenge of “what about information for the parents.” Thank you for your thoughtful

challenges and continued support.




TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF TABLES .......o oottt tete e ettt eb e e b e ns s eneeaeenees xi
LIST OF FIGURES ........cocoioeteeieteen ettt et as sttt eas e se s s ene Xii
CHAPTER 1 ...ttt ettt ve et b e et ne 1
INtOAUCHION. ...ttt ettt sa et e b e et e e beeaeebeennnnan 1
The Purpose of This Study.........coceueeeiiiiiiniiniriinireer ettt seee e 2
Discourse as Used Within This Study..........cccceveevenrreeerienieceeeneeeeeeeee e 4
Defining DISCOUTSE ......ccvceeieiririrereieirieirestesee e sse e e e e e esa e e esnens 4
TYPeSs Of DISCOUTSE ......cueuiriririiiiirieieerte ettt et sa e te s e sa e saeseereesenes 6
Generative languUage..........cc.c.eeuerieceiinirenieniiereeeet ettt a e saens 6
Familiar [anguage...........cccooceveririeieiiieececeeee e 7
Authoritative language..........cccoceveeriririieniisieneneneeere s ee e see e enens 7
Academic 1angUage............coueeueriieerinieieieteese e 7
Functions 0f DISCOUTSE ........cc.ccveviirireniiiirenientnenienicenesie st e e eeseseeeenans 9
POSTHONING ...ttt ettt 11
Referential PETSPECHIVE. .......ccceviruirireririrerietcteeee ettt aes 12
Zone of Proximal Development.............cccccccreinrrnineninencnenineneeenenes 13
INtErSUBJECLIVILY ....coueruienieeieeeee ettt nas 14
Teaching and Learning Theory.........cccccoovviniiininiiieceeeeecreeeeee e 15
Behaviorist PErSPeCtiVe. ........oeeuverieiierieieiirieieeseei et 15
Social Constructivist PErspective..........ccccevvvevevvierceeevnnieinrienerseesreeeceesevesns 17
School as an INSttUtION.........cccouiiierieniiireie e 18
Parent-Teacher INteraction.............ccocvevvevieereerienencceneetecene et 20
Discourse in the Parent-Teacher Conference...........cccccevirinevieninencennnnenne. 22
Parent-Teacher Conference Structure............ococccvvecnneninenneninecenese e 26
Prevailing Model for School and Parent Interactions..........c.ccccecevvenenieniecercreenennens 26
Factors That Shape DiSCOUTSE............covuimiiiniiininiiinicie e 28
CHAPTER 2 ...ttt ettt st sttt st s be st et s e s b sa e e e e e e s s e e snennan 31
CaUtioNATY NOLE......ceiceiiriieeiietetertceretetcercrac et se ettt e sbe e se s e see s e e snessasaas 32
Teachers and Parents TOZEther ..........cccccuevuieienienieninenenceere ettt 33
A Behaviorist View of Literacy Teaching, Learning and Parent
INVOIVEMENL ......cvemiiiiiitricrtcrtet ettt st st aesan e 34
A Social Constructive View of Literacy, Teaching, Learning and
Parent INVOIVEMENL .......ccoueeuiirncirieieienctncneteeeeee ettt ne 36
Literacy Includes Language, Thought, Meaning, and Action....................... 39
Referential PErspective .......c..ccccevviiniiiiininincninininicinicinceneceseensenees 41
INtErSUBJECHIVILY ...covoueereeneiriciecee et 45
Application of Intersubjectivity and Zone of Proximal
DEVEIOPMENL .......coceeeeiieiccticcincirctete et 46
POSTHONING ....covovevcneeieniieieenerie ettt et se e enan 48
General WOrld VIEW ........cvierieiniincicircietnceeeesteeet et ss e sae e 52

vii



Illusions and PErSPECLIVES ........ccceevereeeiereeieeieesie et et eeneeane 52

BELIELS ..ttt e nes 53
Parent-Teacher COmmUNICAtION ........cccuvievviiieeiieiiieceie e eeeeee e s eeeeeane 55
Literacy and Parental Involvement .............cccooveireinieinienieicececeicerenenene 57

Current Parent-Teacher Conferences.........ccoovvevveevicvieiicieieeeeeeeeeeee 58
Teachers’ and Parent’s Prior knowledge of Learning and Teaching............ 63

SUIMMATY ...ttt bbbt s et sr e et be et beene s 68
CHAPTER 3 ...ttt ettt esaresssssar s saesaesssaeesstesssssastssontsssnsessssessnsesssntessnsessans 72
How Does Discourse Influence the Parent-Teacher Conference?...............coeuuene... 72
MEthOAOIOZY ....veviutreiriteieete ettt ettt et et e se s te b e b e s e nesnannen 74
INErVIEW SHIAtE@IES ......coverrereiierierteie ettt ettt ee e st e s e e s s e saee s neaas 74
Observation Notes and Taped Data ...........cccceeevieienieieeciecieceeceeeceee e 76
DiSCOUrSE ANALYSIS.....cocerieiririnieieenietne ettt sttt sr s seeene 76
Defining Discourse Within This Study........ccceccocereniniiniiiieninirreerreseereeneene 77
Re-creating History for the Conference.............cccooevininiiiiiiincniniinccciecenne 79
Stimulated-Recall INtEIVIEW .......cocuveveeeiiieiiiceeieeeeceeee et eeee s s eeeeeseane 79
NFCSR §01 103y naT: 11 (o) 1 WSRO 80
Selection of the SChOOL DISHIICES ....vveivuiiieeerieereeieei ettt eeereeeeeeereeeeeeeeseeenaes 80
Selection of the FAMILIES.......ccooiviiiieiiiiiiiecciecctecctee et sanes 80
Study Design and Population Involved............ccccoeiriiiniineniinceeeeeeene 80
Schedule for Entrance Into Site for Data Gathering...........ccccecceeeievieviccneenneen. 83
Frontier SChOOl DISHIICL.........cooiviiiiiiiceeectieectr ettt eserae s cesneesenareeeeeans 85
First-Grade Classroom: Ms. Smith..........cccccoiviiiiiiiiiiiieecec e 87

Y C TR ) 11 =1 0= 1 & ST 87

Shelly’s CONfETENCE........cceeiruereerierterieeeeerer et 87
Third/Fourth Multi-Age Classroom: Ms. Katti..........ccccecvnininiernenenceeneenne 87

Rhonda’s CONTEIENCE. .......ooouvieeuiieriieerirreeieeeie ettt esrr s eaeeesnaeeeaeeas 89

AMDBEI’S CONTEIEIICE ....veeiveevieerieieeeeeetee ettt e e teeesbeseesteeeseaseeessnsees 90

SEEVE’S CONTEIENCE ...ttt ettt reseteeeeeeessesnereeesneeseennnes 90

SUNSEt SChOOI DISIIIC....c.uvierrrierriiriinreinrice ettt st esreessreesreessseestesessressreesane 92
Third-Grade Classroom: Ms. COOPET ...........ccceeeeiecieneererieeereee e eanenns 92

) 3 (STE AR C) 01 (=) (= 11+ TSR 93

ADS CONTEIENCE ...ttt ettt e saeeseanesesaeens 93
Explanation of Data Analysis ..........ccccoveviniiiiniiiiniiiiniceiecesenes 94
When the Questions Began...........co.coueeueeienineninincncnieeereereeeetesresae e saesnens 97
CHIAPTER G ....eeeeeeeeeeeeteeeete et et eseessatesstsseteesstsssesesesesstessssesssesasesssstssssesssntesssassne 101
The Conference FOIMAL ..........ccueiviiniieiieiniiciiineccerenreeereenecerressreesseessesssssesans 101
Frontier SChOOI DISHIICE.......ucoieviiieiiicreecieicctet ettt eeereeeeseeeeeaeeeesaseeesans 103
MS. SMith CONFEIENCES .....ccuvvieeiriieriiiiitieierreesnrteeeireeesreecssareessseresssssnssses 103

MS. Katti’s CONFEIENCES.......ccuvvrieeeieieiienireeeeesireeeeeesssreeeesssssnereesesessnnns 107

AINDET ..ottt e e e e s s s ane s e e bae e s ssaees e nassesanees 108

SEVE..eeeiiereeieeireeeeirecetreersteeeeaeessbareeseeesseeesssaesesseessasssesssesesessnressanses 110

RRONAA ..ottt sreesse b esbeessessessseessesseeeansensesnnes 114

Sunset SChOOI DISIICE........c.coveeierieeeeeeeieeteeeeereeee et tee e e raeeeeessesseeeaseesnees 116

viii



HEIdi.....coeee et 117
Al ettt ettt n e ean 118
SUITMATY ...ttt ettt et e st et e s e seteeseessaessss e seassseessessseesssesssesnnnensneen 120
CHAPTER 5 ...ttt sttt sttt s sba st st et et et et e s e e esaesassessnensennes 122
OVEIVIEW ...ttt ettt s se et et e st e st et et et sse s e s e s asasssassasssansans 122
Section One: Individual Discourse History Creates Ways of Acting and
Responding in CONfErences .........ccevueerenuenienininenrenirinteesesesessessessessesseeessenaens 124
Politeness in Public Situations..........cccceceeerienennniennenineninenesesie e 126
Discourse History for These conferences...........ccoceeceeveevenvenienseenesieeseeieenean, 127
Oral Discourse HiStOTY .......cccceeruererviirienenienrienereestesessnesesssenseessesaessnenns 129
What the Parents BelieVe...........cccoueviririneninricrenccesicrcnrestsestese e siesvens 131
What Teachers Believe About Their Communication With Parents................ 134
Stated Purpose of Conferences ............coeeveeueceerrceescnenenenneneesceseeeseeenns 135
Multiple Perspectives of the Purpose and Functions of Conferences in
SCROOIS ...ttt 136
Assumptions and EXpPectations ..........cccecuevceeeeerieneenirenieerenenreneneesesseseens 139

Section Two: The Interaction Phases of the Parent-Teacher Conference—Who
Gets to Talk, Territorial Prerogatives (Positioning Within Parent-Teacher

DISCOUISE) ...uecureereireenietirectesestesteseesseeseessessessesstessessassessessessesssesssensessasnseassesssens 145
Conference GIeEtiNg ..........cccueeereververieruertiiisienenientesteesesessessessessessessessessessanns 145
Potential Positioning Through the Greeting of the Conference.................. 156

The Work of the Conference: Academic TalK........c.cccrevererenrecerenreinrecnenenens 159
MS. COOPET.....cotrriririrtiiiiicnttnrccntt ettt eb et aas 161

MS. SIIth ..o 161

MBS, K@U ..ottt ettt et 164

TheE CIOSINE.....covtiieeieieieieeeetetetectee ettt et et se et r e s et e s e e sae e e s 166
Summary of the Ritual of Parent-Teacher Conferences ..........ccccouveereveincncencnen. 168
THMIE .ttt sttt 171
TOITIEOTY .ttt ettt ettt sttt s s st 171
KNOWIEAEE ......cveeeeeeienteeeneeerteenie sttt ee e st sre st bt s b s vnaes 174
Teachers Level of Satisfaction With the Conference ............cccooevvivenenennennen. 176
Silence Speaks VOIUMES .........cccoeeuetreniecrntninecnesteectcteee e seeaenees 178

Hurry, Hurry There Is So Much to Tell .........c.ocoooviiininiiieeee 186

The Artifacts Used in Conferences............coceeveeueveneccnueneenenennenerieeneeninnens 201
SUMIMATY ...ttt sre s s 209
CHAPTER 6 ....ceeereereeeeeerteeaseesassses st estese e ese st ssesessesesse et esesseneesestesassensesansans 211
OVEIVIEW......eereerererernenerteeeseeseesessesestese st see et ese st e et esentsseneese s esemeesenteseneesessensenesaenes 211
FINAINES....coveerreeereeereieitc e s s 211
General IMpliCations.........c.ccccucueriuiiiiiiiiniic e 218
MISMACREA.......oeeeeieeiretieceeetr ettt se et ee e se e ee st e e sens 223
MaLCREd ...ttt sttt s e e nas 226
Implications for Teacher Education and Teacher Practice .........c.ccoccouvverirncrnuennas 238
Enduring Questions for Future Research.............ccccocvcviiuecvinnnninincninccenccnns 239



Closing TROUGKLS ......c.ccoiviiiiiiiiiii ettt 240

APPENDICES ...ttt ettt 242
A-Preconference interview form.........c.coceureveiinirnincnnieccecee e 243
B-Postconference interview Prompts...........coeceeeereverrerteereeneeeseeseeessesseseensenes 245
C-Letter of introduction and brief abstract ..........cc.ccocecvevinnicicinincniienene. 247
D-Consent fOrM .........ccecuevirenrenenriniieererterese ettt se e ae s e saenes 250
E-EXit INTEIVIEW ....oouiieiiiiiiiiiiieieieiciecte ettt ettt ettt sae e snaes 255
F-WeeKly NEWSIEHET .........ccovuiieiirenierecctetceteeeete e 261
G-NaITatiVe TEPOTL.......coueovieriiiieieieitetneeertenierte sttt see e st e e se e e s e e saesaeeses 263
H-Formal report fOrm ..........coccoiiiiieinineeececstcteiereie et 265
I-Sample of informational articles ..........c..coceoeveineriniineinnncceeeeeeaene 268

REFERENCES ...ttt sttt ettt et sttt sa e 270



Tablel

Table 2
Table 3
Table 4
Table 5
Table 6
Table 7

Table 8

LIST OF TABLES

Views Regarding Homes and Literacy AcquiSition ...........coccceeeeerierenieencrenene. 57
Study PartiCipants ..............cocereeniiiicninicniniecineentecee e 82
Textual and Oral Discourse HiStory .......c..cccceeerevenienienienenernerecereeseeenes 128
District Function of the Parent-Teacher Conference. ........cc.ccoceccrveinuennene. 136
Types of Language...........ccceeveieeiiiinieieieiere st tesie st ee e e sse s s e 138
Conference Primary SPeakers...........coccevuvurenirurinieinineecniecnineseereneseesenens 166
Topics of Concern for Parent-Teacher Conference..........c.ccecvcvrenereneennene. 170
VIBWS .ttt ettt sttt ettt ettt es s s sttt be st e b et s e enaenassene 220

xi



LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1 Emerging Perspectives ..........ccoecivieerieenieinieiniecsieise et 22
Figure 2 Factors That Shape an Individual’s Discourse.........c.c.coceeereuivenireenrerenrenens 28
Figure 3 Ms. Smith’s ClasSrOOm .........ccocvveirieiierierieeeteee et sveens 86
Figure 4 Ms. Katti’s ClasSTOOM .........ccceiririiiiviiieinicee sttt estesae e aeeens 88
Figure 5 Ms. Cooper’s ClasSrOOMm .........cccovveeiiienerieriieeeceeeeeseese e e e e e e e e e eneens 92
Figure 6 Amber’s Conference Table..........c..cocevivierieiniinnnenenenerereneseee et 108
Figure 7 Steve’s Conference Table...........cccvveviiiininiiieniinninenenene e seses e sa e 111
Figure 8 Rhonda’s Conference Table ............ccovveviiicniiiciinninciiiciccceecccne 115
Figure 9 Ms. Cooper’s Confernce Table.........c.ccccevueirieriininenininereneceeeeneeeenees 117
Figure 10 Discourse Interchanges...........c.cccoccccniiiiniiiinninnicciincneeccceee 125
Figure 11 The Potential Mismatch of VIEWS ........ccccocuviininineciiniinieieieenececereseneene 142
Figure 12 Levels of COomMmUNICAtION ..........ccveiirriiriininieireirereertee et 144
Figure 13 Interaction Phases..........ccccveiiiinininieninieineeeeiee e 145
Figure 14 Mismatch of Perspectives...........ccocerieuiviriiieinieenieirieesee et eieseesaeesaenes 152

xii



CHAPTER 1
Introduction

1 know you believe you understand what you think I said, but I'm not sure you
realize that what you heard is not what I meant.

The above truism is often stated with a humorous intent. However, when we
consider this truism in light of the parent-teacher conference, it creates a feeling of
dismay. As a parent I have attended a multitude of parent-teacher conferences; as a
teacher I have been involved in even more. The results of some of these experiences
were less than satisfactory. I kept asking myself why is it so difficult to generate a
parent-teacher conference that is a satisfying experience for all participants. My
experiences and frustrations with the parent-teacher conference provided the impetus for
this study.

The purpose of this study is to investigate what influence discourse' has upon the
parent’-teacher conference. In this study I looked at positioning of the participants within
the parent-teacher conference as one of the effects of discourse. I considered what
“speech genre” might be in use within the conference. Just as the definition of discourse

indicates, the interaction between teachers and parents is pregnant with issues that have

For the purposes of this study, Discourse(with a capital “D”) embodies within it the concept of “ways of
being.” When the word discourse occurs within the text with a small “d” it is in reference to the dialogue or
language that is occurring within a context. Gee addresses Discourse as an “identity kit” (Gee, 1991). In
Gee.'s terms “A Discourse is a socially accepted association among ways of using language, of thinking,
feelln_g, believing, valuing, and of acting that can be used to identify oneself as a member of a socially
meaningful group or ‘social network,” or to signal (that one is playing) a socially meaningful ‘role’”(p.143).

The term parent in this study is inclusive of all adult caregivers who interact with the school on behalf
of a student. Today’s society has a wide variety of adults assuming the responsibility of the parent to
students. References to parents in this study include relatives, and state appointed individuals that interact
Wwith teachers on behalf of the student in order to promote academic achievement.



the potential to allow students to improve academically or limit their achievement. This
study sought to answer the question: What is taking place in the discourse of a
parent-teacher conference?
The Purpose of This Study
The purpose of this study was to consider what influence discourse has upon the
parent-teacher conference. Questions that arose out of this central question were:
1. What does the discourse of a parent-teacher conference look like?

2. What are the effects of the teacher’s language choices on the parent-teacher
conference?

3. What are the effects of the parent’s language choices on the parent-teacher
conference?

4. Is there a Discourse of education at work in the parent-teacher conference?

People make decisions and have conversations daily on an automatic level.
Seldom do people give conscious thought to the meaning of each word or string of words
uttered. This level of language automaticity is what allows us to go through our daily
lives and carry out our responsibilities in a cohesive, relatively effortless manner. The
accomplishment of tasks at an automatic level allows us to focus our energies on more
unfamiliar cognitive experiences. We can’t expend cognitive energies on everything we
do because our lives would become excruciatingly laborious. While language
automaticity frees us to focus on other aspects of our lives, this automatic language also
has a downside. That is, we don’t always examine the assumptions our language is based
on. Could unexamined assumptions about language and its usage, combined with this
automaticity, generate some of the dissatisfaction that I felt as a parent and teacher during

and after parent-teacher conferences?




In the chapters that follow, I examine the discourse of parent-teacher conferences
in order to answer the research questions posed above. In Chapter 1, I define and
highlight issues involving discourse, cognitive theories, and the communication factors
that shape the discourse of parent-teacher conferences. In Chapter 2, I develop the issues
of discourse, cognitive theories, and communication from the discussion of Chapter 1.
Chapter 3 provides the procedures involved in selecting my research site and participants,
as well as the tools I used to gather my data. Chapter 4 examines the physical setting for
each conference and reports the discourse histories and resulting use of words within the
parent-teacher conferences I observed. In Chapter 5, I examine the discourse of the
parent-teacher conference to consider its impact on the participants’ satisfaction and their
understandings that result. The study concludes with Chapter 6, which considers the
findings and implications for parents, teachers, and teacher educators that I generated

from this study.



Discourse as Used Within This Study
Defining Discourse

Discourse, which has become a prominent word in recent research of interactions
between people, has served multiple purposes down through history. Discourse is
derived from the Latin dis-curus, “to run in different directions” (Singer, 1993) and was
considered to be synonymous with talk. Discourse soon moved to include conversation
and, when used in early linguistic discussions, was expanded more to an organizational
form beyond the level of a clause or sentence. For the purposes of this study, Discourse
(with a capital “D”’) embodies within it the concept of “ways of being.” When the word
discourse occurs within the text with a small “d,” it is in reference to the dialogue or
language that is occurring within a context. Gee addresses Discourse as an “identity kit”
(p. 142, Gee, 1990).

In Gee’s terms, “a Discourse is a socially accepted association among ways of
using language, of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing, and of acting that can be used to
identify one’s self as a member of a socially meaningful group or social network, or to
signal that one is playing a socially meaningful ‘role’” (p. 143). Discourse analysis is
now inclusive of the structure of language as well as the contextualized use of speech.
Most recently, discourse has been recognized as having a social component. When we
consider discourse it must be in relationship to a specific community or context.

Discourse has also been used to describe a specific talk within specific disciplines
such as mathematical talk or scientific talk. This more narrowly defines discourse as
specific ways of using language or words, which identifies the user with a discipline of

study. When we consider scientific talk we draw a verbal image of a person who may be



dressed in a specific way, i.e., a laboratory coat. This person may also be placed in a

specific setting, as one who works in a medical laboratory or uses instruments like a

microscope. Further envisioning may create even more detail as we build an image of

someone with poor vision, wearing glasses, looking tired, talking in a symbolic language,

and so on. This sense of the word discourse is what I am thinking of as I use it in this

study. Discourse includes Gee’s definition as Discourse being an “identity kit.”

Gee gives five specifics that are a part of this definition of Discourse.

1.

Discourse is ideological because it displays values and viewpoints that define
membership. The choice and usage of words grow out of an individual’s set
of values and perceptions. Since individuals are members of a variety of
groups, all holding ideologies, they select words when they speak that reflect
the ideologies of the groups they have positioned themselves in for the current
verbal interaction.

Discourses are difficult to criticize when being used by members of a
discourse community since such criticism would bring into question the
speaker’s own group membership. If people are critical of the Discourse in a
way that diminishes its strength, that criticism removes the speaker from being
within the Discourse and within acceptance.

Discourses not only define membership but also take a stance that is in
opposition to other discourses. When I am with a group of teachers and make
a generalized critical comment about teachers, those with whom I am talking
will often respond with a comment that seems to remove me from the
Discourse group “of teacher.” Or if I am speaking as a parent, but make a
critical statement regarding parents to a teacher group, they will accept me
back into the “Discourse group” which defines teachers. As a Discourse is
utilized, it draws on certain objects, concepts, viewpoints, and values and not
others. In some cases the selection or rejection of objects, concepts,
viewpoints and values used in discourse may be benign; in other cases, these
choices are by design.

Therefore, using a specific discourse may marginalize the viewpoints and
values that are central to other discourses. Those outside of a particular
Discourse are able to discern the boundaries. Perhaps this is why my nieces
and nephews would often warn each other when my words changed and

- became a “teacher’s voice,” which signaled to them to pay attention and
obey. It may not have been so much the voice as it was the way in which I



used the words. These children were able to discern a change in the
Discourse and the attached power that the change generated.

5. Discourses are concerned with the distribution of power and hierarchy in a
society. Societies give value and social power to some Discourses over
others, which can lead to an acquisition of social goods like money, power,
and status (Gee, in Mitchell & Weiler, 1991). In the following section I will
describe the types and functions of discourse. These types and functions can
contribute to the distribution of power and establishment of a hierarchy
during discourse.

Types of Discourse

Researchers like Bakhtin (1986) Gudykunst (1991) Ochs, (1986) Cazden (1988)
and Barnes, Britton, and Torbe (1995) provide ideas and categories for thinking about
several types of discourse. Generative, familiar, authoritative and academic discourse
types provide useful descriptions of interactions for this study and are discussed in this
next section.

Generative language. Bakhtin’s idea of generative language, which offers more
invitations to respond to and create extensions or transformations of ideas, (Bakhtin,
1986; Wertsch, 1991) classifies words as internally persuasive or authoritative. The idea
of an internally persuasive language is generative language. Internally persuasive
language incorporates more open-ended exchange and ways to mean and it provides an
opportunity for both the hearer and speaker to generate new ideas from the utterances
shared. Within the generative type of language are relational words. These relational
words allow for the joint development of information by combining generative and
affective words. Words used from this category are concerned with the establishment of

shared information, generative responses, and empathy. Relational words include

language that invites response and elaboration,; this category of words includes words that



jointly generate meanings and involve active listening and responding. Many examples
of “take up” focus on repetition of the speaker’s words.

Familiar language. Familiar language is often reflective of home language.
Affective words are frequently used to describe connections between people and objects.
An example of familiar language is given in Wertsch: As a child (Danny) shares about a
piece of lava that he received from a recent trip to Hawaii. Danny refers to the piece of
lava in a familiar affective frame of reference, with this statement; “I’ve always been, um,
taking care of it. It’s never fallen down and broken” (Wertsch, 1991 pp. 113-114). This
language pattern uses words that reference responsibility for caring.

Authoritative language. Authoritative language discourse assumes that text or
utterances demand an “unconditional allegiance”(Wertsch, p. 78). Another way to think
about classifying words is to focus on words that present information and report facts
(Gudykunst, 1991). Bakhtin refers to a (Wertsch, 1991) classification of words that are
authoritative. Authoritative statements are more closed in nature; the tones and actual
words leave the hearer as the receptor of information, leaving little room for challenge or
alternate views. Classroom language has often been described as authoritative language.

Academic language. Academic language includes words that provide
explanations that are likely to be dichotomous scientific terms. Language used in
classroom discourse often exhibits a classroom genre’s specific “indexical” characteristic
(Ochs 1988). When the teacher spoke of Danny’s lava rock using descriptive terms such
as big or small, smooth or rough, sile moved toward the scientific definition to
“decontextualize” the talk from the student’s original contextualization. Formal

classroom language is more propositional, where information is to be presented as static,



singularly interpreted. It allows for less interaction and expansion on the part of the
hearer. Cazden (1988) uses the idea of “teacher talk,” such as when a teacher uses more
of the formal language words. The words in teacher talk focus more on reporting facts
than on creating an invitation to respond.

Cazden (1988) points out the work of Mary Budd Rowe in researching the
changes that the use of silence and wait time can bring in the interaction patterns between
teachers and students. Rowe indicates that when teacher-student interactions increased
wait time from the typical one second or less to three or four seconds, these changes
occurred:

1. Teacher’s responses exhibit greater flexibility.

2. Teachers ask fewer questions, and more of them are cognitively complex.

3. Teachers become more adept at using student responses.

4. Expectations for the performances of certain students seem to improve.

5. Some previously invisible people become visible.

6. Students are no longer restricted to responding to teacher questions and get to
practice all four of the moves (i.e., soliciting, responding, reacting and
structuring) (Cazden, 1988, p. 60-61)

The speech style of the teacher creates the sense of the language of a lesson. The
talk of the lesson has each of the four moves, soliciting, responding, reacting, and
structuring, as well as a rapid pace. It creates the authoritative language that leaves little
room for challenge or extension. While a slower speech style allows for more
“exploration” (Barnes, et al, 1995). Perhaps we can connect the slower pace to Bakhtin’s
idea of generative language, which offers more invitations to respond and create

extensions or transformations of ideas.



From the discourse types presented here, research clearly identifies classroom
discourse as what the teacher and students engage in. I enter this study with the suspicion
that when parents and teachers have conferences, they engage in a Discourse of
education. The insights highlighted by the classroom discourse research provide “clues”
for me to consider as I look at discourse in the parent-teacher conference.

Functions of Discourse

Discourse analysis is one system of study that allows the researcher to infer
meaning from utterances of the participants in conversations. Since it is difficult to get
“inside” an individual’s mind and ascertain the intent of the speaker’s words or the effect
(sense made) for the listener, the researcher is left with the utterance of individuals during
conversation. Davies and Harre (1991) present discourse as a public process with
meanings being dynamically created and it is crucial that the participant’s view of the
event be drawn out. Conversational interaction exhibits a multitude of ways the
participants can order their words in relationship to their perspectives of the dynamics of
the conversation.

The discourse concept of “face” and “face threatening acts” from Goffman (1976)
expands an understanding of Davies and Harre’s “positioning.” Face is understood as an
intangible that is emotionally invested, can be lost, maintained, or enhanced (Coulthard
1992, p. 50). Face can be compared to Davies and Harre’s “ways of thinking about one’s
self. In positioning oneself during a conversation, the speaker selects words, sometimes
carefully and at other times not so carefully, that affects the face of the participants. The
hearers also position themselves as they infer meaning from the speaker’s words. These

multiple perspectives that occur throughout any conversation involve ways of thinking



about one’s self relative to the other participants, either saving or losing face. The
participants utter words and infer meanings selectively, based on their prior experiences.

Another discourse analysis concept is register, i.e., identifying ways of speaking
within in any community and identifying specific patterns with particular situations. The
concept of register as used in discourse analysis refers to the speaking conventions of a
particular role and also is used as a speech marker of that role. Researchers like Cazden,
Michaels, and Heath have shown that classroom talk is of a specific register, which
separates it from other discourses. Classroom talk occurs in a well-defined register of
teacher-initiated questions (I), student response (R), and teacher evaluation (E). Since we
know that “any social institution can be considered a communication system” (Cazden
1988, p. 2) and that oral language is the main tool of this communication system, it is
valuable to make communication patterns within these parent-teacher conferences visible.
The “language of curriculum, the language of control, and the language of personal

identity™

(Cazden 1988, p. 3) operate as a part of the social institution of school.

Do the language of curriculum, the language of control, and the language of
personal identity also operate in the parent-teacher conference? My study includes these
language functions, “the communication of propositional information, the establishment
and maintenance of social relationships as well as the expression of the speaker’s identity
(Ibid.). I also examined in this study as referential (participant) perspectives, power and

positioning in operation through discourse, as a part of the social institution of school. I

considered the discourse of the parent-teacher conference and an awareness of classroom

: Language here is the word taken from Cazden’s introduction to Classroom Discourse (1988). It is

used here in exchange for discourse, meaning the words that are used and are reflective of text, power and
identities.
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talk as a speech register to help me to look at the discourse as it unfolds between the
parent and teacher.

Positioning. One-way discourse functions involve the positioning of individuals
is through their use of discourse. Positioning is the dynamic and continuously changing
view of self in relationship to the people with whom we engage in discourse (Davies &
Harre, 1991). This positioning is frequently done unintentionally by participants through
their choice of words and perception of roles. Bakhtin (1986) writes of the speaker’s
words as being manifested primarily in the choice of a particular speech genre or
discourse.

This choice is determined by the specific nature of the given sphere of

speech communication, semantic (thematic) considerations, the concrete

situation of the speech communication, the personal composition of its

participants, and so on (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 78).

Positioning creates a view of self that then determines how power is distributed
and utilized to gain the social goods a society has to offer. Erickson (1975), in his
research of counselors’ decisions regarding student programs of study, demonstrated how
important being able to operate within a specific Discourse is in gaining access to social
goods, in this case a specific class or course of study. In the educational setting, the
social goods include access to knowledge, a validation of different knowledge, which
may reward or withhold status in the immediate situation. Embedded in this element of
positioning is the issue of power, power that is both personal and institutional.

In the parent-teacher conference, this “turning to someone else” for the speaker

involves all that the listener is and represents. Addressivity issues involve concepts of

“who is doing the speaking,” (Wertsch, 1991 p. 53) which calls up images across time
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past as well as time present. Other images are also called up through the issue of “who is
being addressed” (Ibid.) with all of its historical implications as well. When parents and
teachers come together at the parent-teacher conference, their understanding of words as
too 1s to convey meaning versus words as sources to generate meaning (Wertsch, 1991)
rmays introduce or allow for misunderstandings to be created. Goodman (1989) addresses
tlhhis 1ideainaction when pointing out that educators seem to ritualize their talk to parents
aracd p>arvents passively absorb what they are being told. This model is used in many “how
to> =awticles that discuss what a “good” parent-teacher conference looks like (How to Talk
t> FZcxrents and Get the Message Home, 1983). Goodman states that this situation often
Plac e s parents and teachers as “actors” on an “antiquated stage” (p. 19).

Referential perspective. Another function of discourse is the role it plays in the
“referential perspective” (Wertsch, 1991 p. 109) of the speaker in giving explanations and
ANS~~rers. This referential perspective relates to the ways in which speakers express
tlhl'ar:':lselves in relationship to what they believe the hearer is able to understand or expects.
B‘3‘l(l’ltin (Wertsch, 1991) stated that utterances play off from the hearer and are not
L2 XS § 1 T¥erent, independent or self-sufficient. This knowledge helps the teacher form
al:)I')I\leriate responses that encourage generative interaction. For example, when a student
Byve = ap answer that differs from what a teacher was anticipating during the common IRE
Seq"““ence of the classroom, a teacher with knowledge of how utterances play off of the
are, . . .

may ask the child to explain why he/she gave that answer. Traditionally teachers
Simply xespond in a manner that indicates the incorrectness of the answer and move on to
ahot‘hel' student for the correct answer as though it exists apart from the student’s personal

anWledge, Understanding referential perspective allows a teacher to consider a broader
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rang e of responses as appropriate. Only as teachers began to consider their own discourse
style s and those of the children within the classroom are they able to rethink their views
regaxding what is occurring in the classroom. The differences in language use and
meaming hinder student achievement.

When considering referential perspective and interactions with parents many
fact o rs similar to the interactions between teacher and student are present. Often parents ’_
are  wamable to interact fully with a teacher because teachers miss the opportunities for h
‘tal< i xragup’ the cues a parent gives.

Zone of Proximal Development. A third function of discourse is its mediation of a
PSX= < n’s ability to learn with others beyond what he or she might learn alone. I will
bol"row from Vygotsky (Wertsch, 1991) the term Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD).
Forxr the purpose of this study, the ZPD is used more universally than in a social
S X s tructivist definition. According to Burbules (1993, p 122), ZPD designates:

a ‘state of readiness’ in which a student will be able to make certain kinds of

conceptual connections, but not others: anything too simple for the student will

quickly become boring; anything too difficult will quickly become demoralizing.

This state of readiness is the point at which the student’s range of possible

e*itling and the teacher’s range of possible meaning is near enough to come together
tllr() Wagh the work of dialogue and shared experiences to construct shared understandings.
Tllus dialogue between student and more knowledgeable others is not a matter of one
QVQ . . .
T Ppowering another through the use of words until the weaker acquiesces; rather, the
Qiagy . .
O gue provides the means to generate a common language which allows them to be

<

Q(:’l'tlprehensible” to each other (Burbules, 1993 p.113). Gadamer describes the results of
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intexrsubjective dialogue as the creation of a “fusion of horizons” for the participants

(Buxbrules, 1993, p 111) or, as | have described, a merging of the ranges.

ZIntersubjectivity. Language functions as a mediational tool that allows for thought
de~w e 1opment and idea formation (Wertsch, 1991). In light of this, teaching becomes less
of = txansmission of static information and more a joint construction of understanding
-

(Caa=—=den, 1988; Bames, et al, 1990). This involves a concept called intersubjectivity. The

.

g80&aa 1l setting and definition of a problem situation that encompasses both participants’
VIe~>rs can be considered intersubjective. Intersubjectivity occurs when one
COX™ <~ ersational participant (be it peer, or elder) interacts with another in such a manner as
to <X ourage the construction of shared understandings through this dialogue. A dialogue
nvo X ~ing all participants demonstrates total involvement in actively working to achieve a
Sshaxred understanding of the situation at hand. A redefining of the focal situation must be
Acc <>xmplished which generates a joint perspective. The work of the dialogue is to

T A« Fine a focal situation to come to shared understandings. Efforts to give explanations
ana X ationales for interpretations and resulting actions about an event can be considered

a
ttel‘):lpts to create intersubjectivity.4

A factor, which must be taken into account in order to generate intersubjectivity,
= the participants overlapping range of shared understandings. This dialogue must occur
Wit}lin a range that facilitates the creation and negotiation of new information into
Pl‘é\"iously formed ideas and concepts for all participants. All participants in this dialogue

hay
Ve ©Opportunity to consider and restructure their understandings in ways that have not

4
A Ereater or lesser degree of intersubjectivity may be generated based on the longevity of interactions

as \a,
<11 as the diversity of participants’ social and cultural histories.
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beexra < onsidered before and allow their individual range of understanding to begin to
merge with each other. The individual’s range of understanding has developed through a
frarxra e~wvork of philosophy about teaching and learning. The next section provides an
exaxxaimnation of two theories for teaching and learning.

Teaching and Learning Theory

BeFzcx~siorist Perspective

’L

The general philosophy of western cultures is atomistic and individualistic
(WertSch, 1991). Individuals are said to act in isolation and their speech is based on an
aSS U xrw ed independent individual intention. This western disengaged image of self has
br OWa = It about a sense of a singular meaning being transmitted from a sender to a receiver
by Thae wse of words that indicate a “conduit metaphor” (Reddy, 1979). An example of

this - “<onduit metaphor” used in speech is when the speaker asks of a listener, “did you
Bet jg¢o»

Growing up and being educated in the western culture, where a behavioristic
perspective (objective and atomistic) permeates action and thinking, encourages
ec:l“lcéltors, parents, and students to think about knowledge in small units that would be
le%ed through repeated presentations. This learning is demonstrated through a student’s
Observable behaviors. Generations of adults have experienced education within this
bel-1a-\'ioristic framework. In the behaviorist view, learners are considered either passive
o reactive in relationship to their environment. The teacher, as information dispenser, is

= SI>°tlsible for getting just the right arrangement of information so the students can get

“i T -
"X he teacher is the active dispenser and arranger of information while the student is

the
P assive receiver.
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As a behaviorist, learning is “nonpurposive habit formation demonstrated through
a chhaa =z ge in observable, (physiological) overt behavior. These habits are formed through
condl i tioning” (Bigge & Shermis, 1992, p. 75). Teaching is, according to Skinner, “the
arraxx ggement of contingencies of reinforcement which expedite learning” (Bigge &
Shexrxmis, 1992, p. 110). The main purpose of teaching is to transmit a culture to children
and s-outh (Bigge & Shermis, 1992). Teachers are to shape proper responses, thereby
beirn = xesponsible for inducing in students the behaviors specified in the behavioral
objectives. Historically the behaviorist family of psychological thought has had
Preexw inence (Gagne, 1985; Skinner, 1953). In the next paragraph this perspective is
3PP 1i ed to knowledge about literacy that individuals may possess.

Parents and teachers have extensive experiences from which a behaviorist’s view
fre aading as mastery of individual elements and skills was used. The ability to repeat
lettel‘ mames, individual units such as phonemes and graphemes, and finally verbalizing
Whay € words was the sequence of reading instruction. Breaking word knowledge into
Sy sub-units in a teacher-identified order, which must be learned in a teacher-identified
Crdex was the accepted instructional process. Reading was considered the process of
CleQQ'ﬂing orally, if children understood a passage and yet was unable to read the passage
=1 Qud, they were considered nonreaders (Chall, 1983).

Parents and teachers have experienced comprehension taught as a separate skill
With Inultiple sub-units. A singular view of meaning was generated when reading, since
WQrdS are a conduit where the meaning has been encoded into a word and the reader

Sy
1y decodes the meaning of the author. The receiver is passive, the speaker or author

s th
< ©ne with power.




Soc ZcxZ Constructivist Perspective

Research on learning has recently advanced cognitive theories to the forefront in
education. Social constructivist learning theory is one of the theories in the cognitive
farm i 1y of thought. Cognitive theories move explanation of human behavior beyond a
stirra w a1 us-response conditioning pattern. A social constructivist perspective considers the
contexxt of human behaviors and choices. The individual becomes an active part of the
en'v i x-<>mment, both interacting with and upon their environment (Bigge & Shermis, 1992).

Expanding upon the use of language as a conveyor of meaning, the social

Corns=starwactivist considers language to be a thinking device infused with cultures and
COnte=>cts (Wertsch, 1991). “Learning is a persistent change in knowledge, skills, attitudes,
Values, or commitments” (Bigge & Shermis, 1992, p. 85).

Jerome S. Bruner, a noted cognitive psychologist, states that learners are
“infol‘rnation processors, thinkers and creators” (Bigge & Shermis, 1992, p. 123). The
SOcia constructivist view presents the learner as transactional, one who actively selects
il'lf‘c'l"l'l':lation, forms perceptual hypothesis in the interest of attaining goals. This view of
Cac hing and learning allows for sense making by the learner based on the total context of
he itl'ltnediate and past environments of the participants. Brunner explains the process of
ed“IQ'El‘tion as consisting of “being able to distance oneself in some way from what one
mows by being able to reflect on one’s own knowledge” (Bigge & Shermis, 1992, p.

23 >
The teacher, in the social-constructive perspective, takes on the role of facilitator,

UShay . . . .
=4 Techniques such as direct instruction, modeling and scaffolding (Cazden, 1988) to

JLuY
i ™M O te movement of the leamers through a sense-making process of the world around




them. The teacher in this view is a co-constructor of meaning while interacting with
others around a specific subject. This co-construction of meanings takes place as the
dialogic quality of language occurs. The listener attempts to understand the speaker by
matching the words spoken with a “counter word” (Voloshinov, 1973, p. 102 in Wertsch,
1991).

Gee writes about this process of understanding as humans being choosers and
guessers in establishing meanings for words in specific contexts (Gee, 1990). Therefore,
teachers, in this social-cultural perspective, become co-constructors of knowledge in the
process of teaching and interacting with the students. Given this social-constructivist
view, it is not unreasonable to assume that teachers and parents are also constructors of
meaning during the parent-teacher conference. Since teachers and parents bring specific
contextualized knowledge of the student to the parent-teacher conference they will be
engaged in co-constructing a shared view of how the student is able to learn and best
demonstrates his/her learning. This co-construction of meanings has some societal
restrictions. These societal boundaries are also embedded in the experience teachers,
parents and students have had and what sense they made of the experiences. These
boundaries are often so embedded in our institutions that we are unaware of the effects

they have on our choices of meanings inferred and language response (Gee, 1990).

School as an Institution
As the public school movement solidified, schools became more centralized and
parents’ choices about instruction and content were greatly limited. Then, as legislators

and educators sought to professionalize teacher status, control the curriculum and the
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organizational aspects of schools through institutions, i.e., public schools. The separate
institutions of family and school possess the potential to be exclusively encompassing
(Goffman in Lightfoot, 1978, p. 188), acting as though each are totally separate entities.
Schools with this encompassing tendency may build intangible walls, which discount the
meaningfulness of life outside of itself, and operate as though the individual participants’
lives are totally within and separate from any meaningful, valuable outside influences
(Ibid.). Out of this encompassing tendency grows the impression that only what occurs in
school is a “real” picture of the student’s performance ability. One documented example
of this perspective is in Denny Taylor’s research as recorded in Learning Denied (1991).
In response to this exclusivity, the National Congress of Parents and Teachers
(PTA) was founded with two primary goals: parent education and creating ways for
parents to improve educational conditions for children (Perry & Tannebaum, 1992).
Parents wanted to have a voice and break the exclusiveness of the institution of school.
However, PTAs became in effect, a ritualized way of supporting institutional decisions
and defining the barriers between schools and parents (Lightfoot, 1978). The home and
the school were oppositionally positioned and particularly the parent opposing the
teacher, became the norm as public schooling gained momentum (Perry & Tannebaum,
1992). Parents had struck compromises in supporting schooling; they sent their children
to school with hopes that they would gain a larger piece of the “American Dream” (status
and goods). Parents have always been aware of the potential losses to their smaller
communities and culture but the hope for “something” better was worth the risk. The
separateness of these two institutions, family and school is a reality. It seems that only in

rhetoric does another picture exist.
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As I began to consider the discourse of parent-teacher conferences and how
discourse contributes to or hinders the experience for all participants, I tried to step back
and look at all the elements. Other researchers have taken a similar approach. Many
people have written about parent-teacher interactions, yet few have focused on the actual
discourse in the parent-teacher conference. Discourse is more than words arranged in
grammatical structures. One reasonable way to think about discourse is as it functions as
an “identity kit” (Gee, 1990 p. 142). The groups within which the speaker functions
guide the choice of words, modes of acting, and ways of thinking..

In conducting a thorough literature search about the parent-teacher conference, I
found that most of the articles dealt with things like the value of parent-teacher
conferences (Wissburn & Eckart, 1992; Lynch, 1992), room arrangement (Knox &
Candelaria, 1987), and being prepared with student work (Flood & Lapp, 1989). Yet I
found little that addressed the issue of language choice and discourse during the parent-
teacher conference.

Parent-Teacher Interaction

Formal parent-teacher interactions have been around since the early 1900s when
Parent Teacher Associations (PTA) were formed and instituted as a ritual of schools.
School open houses are also an institutionalized ritual introduced by schools to allow
parents into the school but only through the terms of schools. While these opportunities
for parents and teachers to come together were potentially beneficial, the codes of polite
society restrained personal intimate conversations from occurring during such public
occasions (Brown & Levinson, 1978). Noting that the societal boundaries of politeness in

public would control the range of interaction at these events, schools could point to the
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“opportunities for parental involvement” they offer in response to official mandates.
Each of these organized events has served to trivialize meaningful individual parent
interaction with teachers and others in the school system (Lightfoot, 1975).

Historically, the rhetoric for the involvement of parents in school has taken the
form of “parents as volunteers; parents as receivers of information about the school;
parents as policy makers; and parents as tutors working with their own children at home”
(Rich, 1987, p. 16). The PTA promoted all of these forms of involvement and
standardized them, which in the end validated the parent as cookie baker, receiver of
information, and observer of policy (Perry & Tannenbaum, 1992).

Parent-teacher conferences have been the traditional avenue to conversing
between the home and school. These regularly scheduled conferences serve several
functions:

1. To indicate to state agencies that an effort is being made to keep parents

informed about the educational progress of their child (interview with teachers
and principal of PDS school, 1992).

2. To gain information about the student (Wissburn & Eckart, 1992).

3. To provide opportunities for communication between the home and school
regarding the student for the purpose of establishing alliances (Darling, 1988).

4. To exhibit to the community the openness and accountability of the education
system to its constituents (Haberman, 1992).

What seemed to be missing was how to think about the words and the resulting
meanings that are used with parents during the conference. While the research and
articles were informative, information about the nature of the discourse during the actual

interactions was limited.
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The emerging changes in theories of teaching and learning may create further
misunderstandings when parents and teachers interact. This study considers the impact of
the level of emergent theoretical understanding that teachers have and the theoretical
understanding that parents possess along a continuum of theoretical change as represented

by the drawing below.

Figure 1 Emerging Perspectives

Traditional 7&

Behaviorist Views Social Constructivist Views

>

Classroom Teachers

W

Parents

Discourse in the Parent-Teacher Conference

In the parent-teacher conference, language is the primary medium for sharing
information. Language is socially created (Gee, 1990) and therefore has boundaries for
joint understanding across national and social groups. Language is also a tool for
thinking and feeling, along with establishing social identities (Rodriquez, 1982).
Research has documented that institutions also use language for these functions (Fisher &
Todd, 1986; Cazden, 1988).

As a researcher, I asked myself what is embodied in talk that allows some
conferences to be fulfilling and others lacking? What do we project by our word choices
in the parent-teacher conference? What effect does our choice of words have on the

parent-teacher conference? Does a teacher’s talk need to be significantly different when
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talking with parents than when talking with students? Does the discourse of a parent-
teacher conference directly affect the feelings of satisfaction for parents and teachers
equally? AsIlooked through the literature for answers to these questions, I found the
need for more definitive information. This void in knowledge about discourse in the
parent-teacher conference further motivated me to pursue this study.

This question of choice relates to the locus of power in the parent-teacher
conference. Often over the years my own children have appealed to me, as their parent,
to not question events at school since they could possibly experience repercussions. Are
there repercussions if patients question their doctor? What happens to the doctor if the
patient complains about service? Is there a chain of command in place for the medical
field, as there is for schools? If parents are dissatisfied they report it to the principal,
superintendent, or school board member? As I thought about the application of this
analogy of doctor and patient it opened the need to explore how teachers and parents
perceive power through the discourse in the parent-teacher conference.

Frequently the traditional model of classroom instruction leaves the student
simply “parroting” the words of the one holding the “power,” rather than developing an
understanding, which will encourage utilization of content in new settings (Barnes et al,
1989). However, misuse in the application of concepts of intersubjectivity and ZPD
could also leave students in a state of confusion. For example, teachers who talk with
students in ways that indicate the teacher doesn’t know and have no idea where
information can be found to give direction leaves students feeling like little learning is
taking place. Students may feel disoriented in that their original horizon (sense of

knowing) is gone without any new horizon to focus on. Arriving at jointly acceptable
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explanations and understandings for the time and place participants occupy is one goal of
instructional dialogue, thus the fusion of the teacher’s and student’s horizons.

The concepts of intersubjectivity and ZPD provide ways for students and teachers
to further develop their understandings and diminish power differentials. Teachers find it
difficult to occupy both an all-knowing position and the position of learner. Further
misuse may occur when teachers have not looked thoughtfully and carefully at how they
use language in explanations of concepts. Often middle-class European forms of
language are the only medium for acceptable responses in a classroom. This form of
privileging limits the knowledge that students have for using multiple tools (pictures, oral
language, and text) for discourse and often stifles further interaction between students and
teacher.

The “zone of proximal development”(ZPD) is an important aspect of talk between
teachers and parents. This zone of development is not one of hierarchical maturation
(where more years automatically denotes more knowledge), rather it is one of knowledge
outside of one’s acquired discourse. When teachers use new ideas and meanings that are
applied to the old words, such as those employed in literacy discussions then they need to
operate within the parent’s ZPD to accommodate new understandings. An example of
this is when process writing and inventive spelling are used in the classroom with little or
no prior explanation given to parents. Parents are unlikely to be familiar with the purpose
of these activities regarding the use of these instructional strategies in literacy teaching
and learning. Teachers who try to work within the parents’ ZPD can create opportunities
for parents to extend their understandings by creating opportunities to observe and talk

about what these learning and teaching strategies provide. Parents may ask questions
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about process writing, either verbally or in written form to generate discussions with the
teacher. The teacher thus serves as a resource for new ideas, while the parents share their
oOwmn ideas regarding appropriate instructional strategies. Through dialogue and
demonstration, teachers and parents may create more intersubjectivity regarding what the
Instruction of literacy skills will look like. Teachers may develop a clearer picture of how
Wwide the differences are between their expectations and desires for instruction in
relati ©nship to the community’s goals and desires. The parents may also learn from these
interactions as they begin to understand that the instructional goals of the teacher and
their £oals are very similar while the means for arriving at these goals appear quite
di fferent
Teachers who use their knowledge about discourses, genres and ways in which
meatlings are generated may foster more productive interactions with parents. A teacher
s ing knowledge of referential perspective may be more likely to realize the potential for
parents to think and talk about their children in familiar affective ways rather than in the
QQ'rl'll)arative: formal school discourses. This realization can help teachers understand why
lbE"t"ellts may view their child differently than the teacher does.
In addition to issues of power, addressivity is a component of discourse that can
l31‘()"ide insight into the notion of positioning. Wertsch (1991) points out that issues of

S

aaq . . . » . . ..
Qressivity or the quality of turning to someone else” are involved in communication

b
th

t S e]dom at a conscious level. The consideration of who is being addressed and all of
S hj story and environment that is represented by that person is a part of addressivity,
al

Qng with the same information about the person doing the speaking. This in-depth

th
Q‘“‘gl'n about who is involved is crucial in the word choices individuals make.
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P arent-Teacher Conference Structure
Although D’Evelyn (1945) wrote about parent-teacher conferences 50 years ago,
her observations continue to be reviewed and rehearsed today in an effort to improve
Ccomnversation and interactions between home and school. She addressed such issues as the
teacher carrying primary responsibility for the construction of a successful conference by
arramn ging the room to provide an atmosphere of privacy, equality, and congeniality. The
teacher is admonished to listen first without judgment, accepting the parent’s perspective
Of the child and events. Teachers need to encourage parents to offer solutions, again with
the teachers listening without argument or jumping ahead of the parent and their
SXXpP>1anations. Teachers should not give direct advice, remembering parents cannot be
OB & ctive about their own children. Teachers are to avoid body language that would
EXmabayrass the parent or signify approval or disapproval (D’Evelyn, 1945).
Prevailing Model for School and Parent Interactions
Implicit understanding of learning and teaching and doing school exists in the
1 . .
roer population due to the extensive experiences most have had as students. The effects
€© Theg experiences remain somewhat hidden to participants. If we view knowledge as
s
()l‘rlething that remains static and is transferred from one individual to another as in the
A jorist tradition, then the teacher is the expert transmitter and knower. Individuals
Swvary;: N . . -
X d e of the school institution become the receivers of this specialized knowledge.
Scr, : N :
O ]s become viewed as institutions that are not accessible to change or challenge.
The model most frequently adopted for home-school interaction has been
Uy 3 a; - .
T ectional, the school tells the parents, and then parents tell the students (Wissburn &

Ec
l{aJ'!:, 1992). Parents remain outside the educational circle until summoned. The
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following levels identify an example of this unidirectional view of parent-school
interaction.

1. The lowest level at which adult caregivers interact with the school is as
spectators. At this level of involvement, parents perceive schools as the
teachers’ turf and parents are not invited in.

2. If parents become more involved, the next level identified is one of active
supporter of ideas generated and promoted by the school. Parent-teacher
associations (PTA) offer an example of this level of participation. Parents
appear at school when summoned and respond appropriately to the school
directives.

3. The third level of interaction is one of engagement. A feeling of mutual
respect is present on this level. However, the authority of the school and its
personnel remains intact. The school continues to be the sole decision-maker.
At this level parents may sit on ad-hoc committees and have limited input due
to the make up of the committee. Parents are frequently selected for these
committee positions by being supportive of ideas previously generated and
promoted by the school.

4. The highest level of interaction comes when parents are actively involved in
decision-making. A different relationship exists between parent and school at
this level. Frequently this level of involvement by a parent is prompted by
anger or frustration over the perceived indifference of school leaders creating
more of an adversarial or watchdog relationship. In this unidirectional model,
the level of involvement appears to be determined by parents, teachers, or
administrators equally. However, as adult caregivers voice conflicting views,
other adults who are more supportive of school views frequently replace them.

Generally parents interact only from the lowest level of involvement, that of

=

Dectator. When parents perceive their child isn’t getting a fair deal, they may try to take
Lo

o © ]e of advocate-supporter at the third-level of engagement. Yet often these efforts are
St
> ed when the parent has little knowledge of negotiating the bureaucracy of schools

C

ITl\T‘«lUNACIE, 1990). Typically the teachers or administrators view any change of

i h
S Xwement from the spectator level by parent as interference in the educators’ domain.
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W ithin this model parents are not valued as equals, rather parents are tolerated or invited

only to support the school mandates (Wissburn and Eckart, 1991).

Factors That Shape Discourse
Whenever parents and teachers come together to talk about school issues, what
they  sayand how they say it is influenced by four factors: a general world view, views of
teaching and learning, views about school as an institution, and their views about one
another as partners in the education of the child. In this section, I examine each of these
factorsin detail. Figure 2 provides a visualization of the complex nature of discourse and

ho~~ xmultiple factors work in constructing meaning and action.

Figure 2 Factors That Shape an Individual’s Discourse

General World View
(GWV)

General Teaching &
Learning View

Schools as an
Institution View
(SIV)

Current
Parent-Teacher
Conferences
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Figure 2 illustrates the factors that shape discourse. The complex nature of
discourse is represented by the nesting configuration demonstrating how multiple factors
are at work shaping the choices individuals make when they speak. Notice the nested
factors are not symmetrical. This conveys the idea that at any given time during an

€x change, the conversants will draw upon various factors to process the discourse and
mMalk e sense of the speakers meaning and formulate responses.

The largest factor that permeates our language choices is our general world view.

This ~world view is developed through our complete life history and all of its interactions
WWith the world and people therein. The next largest contributing factor I consider in this
Stuadys js an individual’s generalized view of teaching and learning. This factor is also
QAUaite pervasive in shaping our word choices as we make meanings and communicate with
Sthers. The generalized view of teaching and learning includes such elemental things as
being taught to laugh, reach, eat, and dress one’s self. Our generalized view of teaching
e XS | learning also includes other more formal instructional settings such as church, social
=X uabg, and school experiences. This section also includes our understandings of what it
l:tlea-tls to read, write, and to know. The media and community conversations also
il)il W ence the formation of our generalized view of teaching and learning. The third factor
Figun S —_ :

e 2 presents is our view of schools as an institution. This factor encompasses the

WQI' 1d view of the value of the formal institution of school as well as our personal
e)':1:)eriences in negotiating school as a mandated instructional setting. An individual’s
Sehse of the bureaucracy in larger institutions or the responsiveness of small institutions
tha‘y boe at play in this section. This section also includes experiences that were vicarious

Cy
D S irectly involving an individual but observed and the effects touched them in some
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mamnmner). For example, your brother was kicked out of a class and you perceived that
Your parents and siblings were unable to “do” anything to change the consequences. The
s allest section represents the individual’s experiences with the parent-teacher
conference and the participants. This might include such events as being the focus of a
Parxrent-teacher conference or being a sibling that was waiting for a conference to finish. It
i grht also include being the parent of other children and having participated in multiple
CoOr ferences or school personnel interactions.
In this chapter, I have set forth my motivation and purpose for pursuing this study,
AS ~arell as the questions that have arisen. I defined and highlighted the issues of discourse
Amal ysis that seem pertinent to the purpose, cognitive theories and communication factors
that shape discourse. In the next chapter, I develop these concepts and issues in more
Aetail as they are applied to literacy instruction and the parent-teacher conference.

Qllapter 2 provides a context in which to think about the discourse of the parent-teacher

O ference.
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CHAPTER 2
In this chapter, I build on the concepts addressed in Chapter 1 by considering
discourse analysis concepts as highlighted in Chapter 1 and their relationship to parent-
teacher interactions. Behaviorism and social constructive theories are addressed through
the mmeaning teachers and parents ascribe to learning, teaching, and literacy concepts. In
the first segment, I consider how prior literacy knowledge forms the basis for an
urnd erstanding of common instructional words used in personal communication. I also
addre ss the prior knowledge about the school structures for interactions and the prevailing
Mo d e of school-home, parent-teacher interactions. For example, a consideration of
PAaxremnits’ and teachers’ responses to past experiences with the institution of school,
Perceived power usage, and the positioning of individuals in communication involve both
AT apyplication of discourse elements and social structures, which create environments that
Maay, help or hinder a child’s achievement. I review the behaviorist statements and the
QollIite:r view of the social constructive perspective. In the last section of the chapter, I
a‘CI<il‘ess individual components within the structure of language.
The driving question for me in this study remains: Are any of these theoretical
Sna Iypothetical constructs visible in the discourse of the parent-teacher conference? If
the,, _ -
<an be identified, what effect does this discourse have on the parent-teacher
Qol-lt\erence and its outcomes? The reader needs to remember that for the purpose of this
stl.lqy . . e 1 T . ey s “ <
» Discourse (with a capital “D”’) embodies within it, the concept of “ways of being.
W}len the word discourse occurs within the text, with a small “d” it is in reference to the

Aji
=1 S & we or language that is within a general context.
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As a teacher-educator, I am concerned with helping teachers and parents learn to
work together since we know that collaboration between home and school plays a
sigmnificant role in children’s literacy learning. In order to help parents and teachers learn
to communicate effectively and work together, a common understanding about concepts
Of leaming and teaching as they relate to students’ education in literacy must be present. I
ha~e marrowed my consideration of all education to focus on literacy learning since a
£Ereat many of the conversations in elementary school occur within this context.

Concepts of learning and teaching are deeply embedded in the very culture of our
lives and institutions, yet they are seldom collaboratively discussed by those intimately
1V O 1ved in the education process, i.e., education personnel and parents (Heath, 1983).

Since the meanings of words associated with literacy concepts and literacy
le*"-'I‘l'l.ing and teaching have changed significantly (Mason & Sinha, 1993) it may be useful

to <mhance parent and teacher communication concerning children’s literacy achievement
B> < stablishing a “common ground” of communication needs. Parents and teachers may
ﬁhd it particularly valuable to consider how to make their personal meanings of common
SQI-:IQ()I terms like literacy, learning, and teaching understood. Within this study, the
<z S <ourse of the parent-teacher conference is the focus area for exploring how these new
l-hle“-ltl.ings are generated and understood between parents and teachers.
Cautionary Note
In this segment I separate elements of social constructivism to facilitate
sion, but in reality, a social constructivist perspective does not function in discreet

bji
t= @amnd pieces. Due to the overlapping and interactive nature of social constructivist

th;
lllliing, when played out in instructional strategies and learning, misunderstandings can
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occur between more traditional modes of teaching, which stress transmission and more
transformative explanations of learning and teaching that grow out of social
constructivism. For example, social constructive concepts may tend to blur the more
traditional lines of demarcation between the learner and the teacher as the more
knowledgeable other. Further the social embeddedness of teaching and learning which
social constructivism acknowledges and forefronts, trends to blur traditional elements of
formal teaching and learning.

I have made some arbitrary decisions regarding which elements to discuss.
Breaking apart social constructivism is much like trying to divide equally a puddle of
mercury. The pieces that I have pinched off for discussion focus on thought and
language. While referential perspective, intersubjectivity, zone of proximal development
and positioning are only a few of the options possible, these are central to this
consideration of teaching and learning. In order to understand what I consider to be
evidence of a social constructive perspective, one needs to understand the theoretical
framework of social constructivism out of which this evidence grows.

Teachers and Parents Together

As people move from place to place across the United States, it may become more
difficult for consistent understandings of learning and teaching to develop (Chapter 1).
Bakhtin presents the idea that social language is “a discourse peculiar to a specific
stratum of society (professional, age group, and so on) within a given social system at a
given time” (Holquist and Emerson, 1981, p. 430). This provides valuable insight for
analyzing what parents and teachers believe they are communicating. When teachers

grew up understanding the meanings of language as they were used in their local
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community and where they then took a teaching position few misunderstandings
occurred. Now as teachers travel to new areas and interact with other individuals who
may have differing language patterns and understandings, the potential for
misunderstandings increase. The uniformity of words often hides the variance in
meanings from one societal locale to another. In the next section, I cover the variance in
meanings around literacy instruction.
A Behaviorist View of Literacy Teaching, Learning, and Parent Involvement

Earlier in this chapter I briefly defined and addressed cognitive theory of
behaviorism and social constructivism. In behaviorist thought, approaches to learning
and knowledge have varying levels of difficulty presented in an established hierarchy.
Earlier and easier levels of knowledge are instructed prior to the introduction of what is
perceived to be more difficult concepts. The very metaphors that educators use to explain
how ideas are taught and learned indicate a sense in which knowledge is encoded,
packaged as a single meaning and transmitted to another individual who passively
decodes the knowledge with the single meaning remaining intact (Wertsch, 1991). The
initiator of this knowledge transfer is uniquely qualified by having attained more time in
institutions of higher learning, thereby making the teacher an authority. Jackson (1986)
points out that studerits (and by extension their parents) recognize the power and authority
that teachers have in the classroom. Possessing a position in an educational institution
thereby assumes more knowledge and infers more power (Labaree, 1992).

An authoritative discourse may often be at work during student-teacher and
parent-teacher interactions. This authoritative discourse may create the positioning of

participants in relationship to power and authority as a function of language. An
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authoritative discourse assumes that text or utterances demand an “unconditional
allegiance” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 78). This authoritative discourse is fused with its
institution, in this case, the school. Frequently, teachers, students, and parents are
unknowingly powerless by this type of discourse. A Native American parent shared this
example.

I am a parent and was involved in Head Start because of the parent

involvement component written into that program. However, when our

son went into kindergarten, our involvement trailed off. I don’t know if

that was because we were intimidated by the teachers, if we were

somehow discouraged from participating, or if we were made not to feel

welcome (INAE/NACIE, 1990, p. 2).

This excerpt is not sufficient for us to determine why this parent ceased to
participate in his/her child’s schooling, yet the parents clearly perceived their involvement
was no longer valued.

Educators are often seen as generating negative communication experiences. In
research done by Lindle (1989) regarding parents’ expectations, teachers’ professionalism
was identified as an undesirable component. It promoted a perceived attitude of “too

9 €6

businesslike,” “patronizing,” and “being talked down to.” A response, regarding parental
concerns, from one principal indicated, “sometimes people don’t know what is best for
them” (p. 13). This type of comment supports parents’ perceptions that the school tends
to ignore or respond inappropriately to parents’ questions or desires. When we realize
that an individual’s theories can imbue language with a variety of meanings,
miscommunication and confusion are the logical outcome. If behaviorism theory is an

educator’s basis for word choice and authoritative language is the norm, then teachers’

and parents’ misunderstandings are bound to increase over time. Language and meanings
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are contexualized in prior experiences and wise teachers acknowledge the need and
provide time for additional explanation and clarification when communicating.
A Social Constructive View of Literacy Teaching, Learning and Parent Involvement

Parents and teachers can be encouraged to view the home experiences and adult
caregivers’ expertise as valuable to the literacy progress of children. Parents in the home
provide organization and control of the elements of literacy tasks that are at first too
difficult for their child to accomplish independently. As the child gains competency in
the use of literacy elements, i.e., sentence structures and communication styles,
independence in using the elements grows. Children arrive at school with a variety of
understandings about literacy as acquired in their homes. Teachers support the use of
home literacies as tools for addressing issues and bridging cultural differences. These
cultural contexts, which are perceived as strengths, have the potential to provide socially
significant contexts for involvement. Taylor (1983) has pointed out that these socially
significant contexts are what characterize families of successful readers.

Historically, becoming literate was considered to be an isolated achievement that
occurred in a formal school setting. Today, becoming literate is recognized as a process
of acquiring literacy through home and other out-of-school interactions, as well as
through the learning that occurs in the formal instruction of school (Gee, 1991). Diaz and
Mehan (1986) confirmed this view as they studied Mexican families in San Diego. Other
projects like the Navajo Parent-Child Reading Program (INAR/NACIE, 1990) shows the
possibilities of this alternative view of home-school involvement. The crucial component
becomes an attitude exhibited by the school and teachers that must answer the question:

How can we draw on parents’ knowledge and experience to inform instruction? This
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approach would foster a new formulation of what counts as literacy, broadening the
definition to include socially situated events inside and outside school.

In industrialized nations, being literate allows one to have a sense of power as
well as create a sense of harmony. Being literate is more than having skills to manage
print and oral communication through knowledge of elements such as letters, morphemes,
graphemes, words, grammar rules, and so on. In addition to this knowledge of elements,
being literate in the social constructivist perspective is the ability to compare ideas,
respond to others through written text or oral language, argue and analyze in an organized
manner (Heath, 1991). Currently some language researchers are examining the meanings
and functions of language from a social constructivist perspective. This definition of
literacy is much more complex than the folk view that many western adults hold. Today
being literate is more than get “it” (the meaning from print). Being literate now
continuously places individuals in positions of being more reflective in their interactions
and thinking. Gee (1991) states that literacy may be learned and acquired, where
acquisition is:

a process of acquiring something subconsciously by exposure to models

and a process of trial and error, without a process of formal teaching. It

happens in natural settings, which are meaningful and functional in the

sense that the acquirers know that they need to acquire something in order

to function and they in fact want to so function. This is now most people

come to control their first language (p. 146).

Work by a number of notable authors has supported this shifting perspective
(Teale and Sulzby, 1986; Heath, 1983; Taylor, 1983). Literacy in this view as expressed

by Taylor (1983) is a dynamic process of immeasurable complexity that moves

imperceptibly with the family, accommodating to the personal experiences of individual
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family members, and taking shape in the enduring events of their combined life histories.
Each family member’s experience of print is personally constructed as well as socially
owned, so that what is literacy to one may not be literacy to another. Within this context
children learn of print as a social enterprise as well as a solitary endeavor and, from this
perspective, we can begin to appreciate the plurality of literacies that are a part of a
child’s world. Common elements in this emergent view are:

1. Literacy emerges before children are formally taught to read.

2. Literacy is defined to encompass the whole act of reading, not merely
decoding.

3. The child’s point of view and active involvement with emerging literacy
constructs is featured.

4. The social setting for literacy learning is not ignored (Mason & Sinha, 1993).

Gee’s idea of Discourse as an identity kit is useful when thinking about the ways
we learn and acquire literacy. This kit is complete with appropriate costume and script
regarding how to talk and act so others will recognize our role. Such a theory provides
interesting insight into some of the confusion that occurs within the classroom as well as
potential for dissonance or barriers to understanding in the communication between
parents and teachers. As generations transition substantial differences of view have
emerged in how a teacher and student may behave. This idea of an identity kit is also
supported by the Baktinian approach to meaning and Vygotsky’s list of psychological
tools (maps, language, symbol systems, and so on) that incorporates various mediational
mans for communicating (Wertsch, 1991, p. 105).

Gee goes on to define learning as:
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A process that involves conscious knowledge gained through teaching,

though not necessarily from someone officially designated as teacher.

This teaching involves explanation and analysis, that is breaking down the

thing to be learned into its analytic parts. It inherently involves attaining,

along wit the matter being taught, some degree of meta-knowledge about

the matter (1991, p. 146).

With these distinctions in mind, we can say that acquired literacy is control of the
language of the primary discourse of a student and control of the language of the home
and the associated culture. Whereas, learning literacy involves being taught within a
secondary discourse, that of the school and its associated culture, thereby being able to
talk about literacy components is a part of school learning. The ability to function with
mastery as well as full and effortless control, in any discourse comes through acquisition
not learning (Gee, 1991). So literacy is mastered through acquisition by exposure to
models in natural, meaningful, and functional settings and current schools are not known
for providing such a setting.

Literacy Includes Language, Thought, Meaning and Action

Within the social constructivist perspective, the concept of language embraces
issues of thought, meaning, and action. Vygotsky asserts that thought is a creation of
social language functions to create language (Wertsch, 1991). This means that language
and meaning are developed through interaction within a social setting, i.e., people and
events. As children make sense of their interactions within a social group, they develop
the language to communicate within that social group. For example, children develop the
ability to think about experiences, acquire language and construct meanings that facilitate

and mediate social action. Their first experiences with language are intermental, in that

they occur by language use and experiences with others in a social setting. Children then
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develop individual (intra) mental functioning based on the specific structures and
processes of the society and language of which théy are a part. This intramental activity
is then exposed through language approximations on the intermental plane. These
approximations are reinforced, extended, or extinguished by the social group’s response.
Thus, different ways of thinking (intramental functioning) and speaking grow out of
differing social experiences (intermental functions) (Wertsch, 1991).

How might this social constructivist concept of language and thought play out in
the school interactions with students? One exhibit shows a teacher embracing the social
constructivist perspective of language and thinking through the use of emergent literacy
concepts. Another exhibit of social constructivist theory for instruction includes the use
of appropriate process-oriented means for teaching reading and writing. Process writing
programs (Graves, 1983) are another example of a social constructivist instructional
approach. Social constructivists encourage students to get their ideas transferred into text
form using any means that works for them, as a rough draft, i.e., draw pictures, note
taking, or dictation. This draft may include nonconventional ways of spelling words as
well as approximations of conventional language in the initial stages of text. Students
may bring many different forms to their writing construction as well as invented or
temporary spelling patterns that allow them to express their ideas. Perhaps the home
environment has fostered labeling, list making, or telegraphic type notes (e.g., “garbage”
reminds child to complete chores) so a student’s beginning efforts may utilize such prior
knowledge. By implementing the process approach to instruction in reading and writing,

children are provided the opportunity to operate on the intermental plane through editing
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and peer conferences and through the intramental plane as they develop and internalize
new skills and understandings needed for school literacy.

Further examples of a social constructivist perspective in literacy would involve
inviting students to interact orally with one another in peer conferences around other
written text. Such an example could be a strategy that encourages children to orally
predict, reflect, and question text as it is being read in order to gain an understanding of
the ideas a story may contain.

We cannot automatically assume, however, that when teachers use process-
oriented instruction in reading and writing they are embracing the social constructive
perspective. Some teachers approach instruction in an eclectic manner (Hatton, 1989).
They may use instructional strategies without understanding the theoretical foundations of
the strategy. For example, if a teacher chose to use process-oriented instruction such as
writer’s workshop and still held to the belief that there is only one right way to write, the
teacher would thereby set rigid criteria that would still force the students to guess what
the teacher wanted, rather than explore and form their own thoughts and ideas. The
probable outcome would be excessive confusion of both content and process. The need
to alleviate this confusion for students would motivate a social constructivist teacher to
draw upon additional elements of constructivist theory such as referential perspective,
zone of proximal development, intersubjectivity, and positioning.

Referential Perspective

A language issue that a teacher operating within a sociocultural framework could

consider is the “referential perspective” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 109) of the speaker in giving

explanations and answers. This referential perspective relates to the ways in which
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speakers express themselves in relationship to what they believe the hearer is able to
understand or expects. Bakhtin (Wertsch, 1991) stated that utterances play off from the
hearer and are not indifferent, independent or self-sufficient. This knowledge helps the
teacher form appropriate responses that encourage generative interaction. When students
give answers that may differ from what a teacher anticipated during the Initiation,
Response, Evaluation pattern (IRE), the teacher has an opportunity to use generative
interaction (Mehan, 1979; Cazden, 1988). If a student offers a variant answer, a teacher,
with knowledge of how utterances play off of the hearer, may ask the child to explain
why he/she gave that answer. Traditionally, teachers simply respond in a manner that
indicates the incorrectness of the answer and move on to another student for the correct
answer as though it exists apart from the student’s personal knowledge. When the
teacher is able to distinguish among speech genres and social languages of students in the
classroom, they are engaging in the literate behaviors advocated by Gee.

Gee (1991) defines literacy as “control of secondary uses of language (i.e., uses of
language in secondary discourses).” A Discourse is the way an individual uses language
which instantiates and gives body to their individual communication. Children are often
examples of the meeting point of many developing Discourses (Gee, 1990). The
discourse of Trackton children was insufficient to manage and gain acceptance within the
classroom where instructional discourse was the norm (Heath, 1983). Only as teachers
begin to consider their own discourse styles and those of other children within the
classroom are they able to rethink their views regarding what is occurring in the

classroom.
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Teachers within a social constructivist framework demonstrate an awareness of
potential confusion due to the multiple meanings of many words. Discourses use the
same words and yet generate differing responses in relationship to the cultural setting in
which they were acquired. Teachers need to consider the potential for misunderstandings.
An example may be when the teacher uses the words, “Sam, the door,” intending for Sam
to close it after entry. Students unfamiliar with such implicit meanings may be unaware
of the appropriate response to such a phrase. Constructivist teachers give explicit
directions, ask clarifying questions, or recontextualize a student’s utterance in a reflective
manner in order to confirm meaning.

Wertsch (1991) gives an example of recontextualizing with his recounting of a
teacher and child interaction about a piece of lava. Wertsch’s teacher, however, did little
to reinforce the value of the student’s account. The child (Danny) began to share about
his lava in a familiar affective frame of reference, with this statement; “I’ve always been,
um, taking care of it. It’s never fallen down and broken” (Wertsch, 1991 p. 113-114).
The teacher interjects, “uh hum. Okay. Is it rough or smooth?” to reframe the
explanation into dichotomous scientific terms. The child then extended this
categorization by indicating that it was rough and extending the comparative words with,
“and it’s sharp.”

As the conversation continued, the teacher moved away from the child’s initial
efforts at sharing about the familiar affective qualities of the rock to a scientific definition
and discussion about volcanoes and so on (Wertsch, 1991, p. 113-115). The teacher’s

move toward the scientific definition was an effort to “decontextualize” the talk from the
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student’s original contextualization and recontextualize it into classroom discourse,
which exhibits a classroom genre’s specific “indexical” characteristics (Ochs, 1988).

The student may learn from this interaction that multiple ways of describing items
may be employed when the teacher invited the students to reflect on the way both she and
the student talked about the same item. However, as in Danny’s case, the potential for the
student to feel robbed of his story in relationship to the lava is also there. A further
possible outcome of this recontextualization by the teacher might have been that the
student discontinued sharing spontaneously due to anger or the frustration of not having
his efforts accepted. Michaels (1981) gives an example of a student’s efforts (Deena) to
share during show and tell and her resulting frustration with the teacher’s inability to
recognize the value of her efforts.

Given the ideas about social constructive concepts, the above examples took a
different turn when interactions involved children of cultural backgrounds different than
the teacher. When the teacher uses knowledge from a social constructivist perspective,
that teacher takes time to validate a child’s knowledge gained from other settings as well
as to extend ways of knowing from new perspectives. Teaches gain new understandings
as they talk with students about their perspectives as well as expand a student’s
perspectives by introducing knowledge about appropriate versus less appropriate matches
of Discourses, ways of knowing and situated usage.

In her research Michaels (1981) shows how confusion occurs when the implicit
expectations of a teacher are not forthcoming in a student’s response. Deena, a first grade
child, expressed her frustration with the teacher’s interruptions during her sharing time by

accusing the teacher of interrupting and diminishing the importance of her story. Often
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teachers are confused when a child like Deena grows angry and refuses to “get to the
point,” or another child refuses to respond during class discussions even though they have
right answers. As teachers utilize their knowledge about referential perspectives, they
may become more sensitive to the need to understand the other social constructivist
concept, Zone of Proximal Development for the purpose of making connections and
understanding the ideas of others.
Intersubjectivity

Language is considered a mediational tool that allows for thought development
and idea formation (Wertsch, 1991). In light of this, teaching becomes less of a
transmission of static information and more a joint construction of understanding
(Cazden, 1988; Barnes, et al, 1989). The goal setting and definition of a problem situation
that encompasses both participants’ views can be considered intersubjective. A dialogue
involving all participants demonstrates total involvement in actively working to achieve a
shared understanding of the situation at hand. A redefining of the focal situation must be
accomplished which generates a joint perspective. The work of the dialogue is to
redefine a focal situation to come to shared understandings. Efforts to give explanations
and rationales for interpretations and resulting actions about an event can be considered
attempts to create intersubjectivity.® A factor, which must be taken into account in order
to generate intersubjectivity, is the participants’ overlapping range of shared
understandings. This dialogue must occur within a range that facilitates the creation and
negotiation of new information into previously formed ideas and concepts for all

participants. All participants in this dialogue have opportunity to consider and restructure
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their understandings in ways that have not been considered before and allow their
individual range of understanding to begin to merge with each other.
Application of Intersubjectivity and Zone of Proximal Development

This “state of readiness” was referenced in Chapter 1. In many classrooms,
teachers give little consideration to preparing of students to facilitate conceptual
connections. This involves a concept called intersubjectivity. Intersubjectivity occurs
when one conversational participant (be it peer, or elder) interacts with another in such a
manner as to encourage the construction of shared understandings through this dialogue.

How does this social constructive theoretical construct of intersubjectivity become
activated in instructional practices? Using strategies of modeling and scaffolding,
(Cazden, 1988) the interactive structure of dialogue makes the cognitive strategy or
strategies possible between novice and more knowledgeable other. When a
knowledgeable person demonstrates through explicit examples, the strategies and content,
which is learned during an interaction between student and teacher, then the learning
environment is conducive to promoting levels of intersubjectivity. Through repetitive
cycles of modeling and scaffolding, supported through step-by-step explanations,
participants develop a common understanding.

One example of a repetitive cycle of modeling and scaffolding is reciprocal
teaching (Palincsar & Brown, 1984), which is a dialogue between student and teacher, in
which participants take turns assuming the position of the teacher. The teacher models
questioning and reasoning, then moves to scaffolding as the student approximates the

teacher role of questioning and reasoning. The teacher acts as a scaffold maintainer by

> Greater or lesser degrees of intersubjectivity may be generated based on the longevity of interactions
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supporting or withdrawing parts of the scaffold as students demonstrate their adeptness
with reasoning and questioning. As the participants have opportunities to participate in
this process, they begin to internalize ways of thinking and talking that may be new. This
process of reciprocal teaching allows all participants to be involved in the creation of
language that facilitates the “fusion of horizons.”

Another insight into student and teacher interactions comes from the work of
Heath (1983), which focused on the variance of language usage and understandings
within communities. Heath’s research highlights how children experience different
language patterns at home that are not always sufficient for understanding language use in
school. In her research, Heath observed families from three different groups of people in
several Piedmont communities. The people, referred to as Town people, consist of
mainstream black and white families. Trackton and Roadville are communities of
working class black and white families.

When Trackton parents wanted children to do something, they simply stated, “go
to bed.” When Trackton children went to school and the teacher would say, “Shall we
take our language books out?” the Trackton children assumed it was an actual question,
which gave room for a negative reply. This type of miscommunication would then create
a negative response from the teacher toward specific children. When teachers began to
audiotape student’s questions and answers as they worked with materials in
predetermined centers, they became more aware of how both Trackton and Roadville
children used and understood questions. The teachers then adjusted their instruction

according to this new knowledge and the overall student performance improved. With

as well as the diversity of participants’ social and cultural histories.
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knowledge of Heath’s work, teachers embracing a social constructivist perspective
become more conscious of their communication patterns and the confusion they may
generate for children, rather than immediately assume that the children are deficit in
either intelligence or cooperation.

Within this view of language usage, the teacher develops an acceptance of a
variance in children’s language usage and thinking processes rather than quickly applying
a label that indicates an intellectual deficit. A teacher in the social constructivist
perspective would be aware of the need to listen carefully to student responses in order to
facilitate operating in the optimal zone for each child in the classroom. This careful
listening generates more opportunities to consider each student’s referential perspective,
allow the teacher to identify the ZPD that is appropriate for maximum learning to occur,
generate an opportunity to develop an intersubjective approach to ideas and concepts
thereby positioning the student as a valued learner. The concept of positioning involves
issues of power that may create or dirfxinish resistance to change and new ideas.
Positioning

Davies and Harre (1991), state that:

persons as speakers acquire beliefs about themselves which do not

necessarily form a unified coherent whole. They shift from one to another

way of thinking about themselves as the discourse shifts and as their

positions within varying story lines are taken up (p. 58).

In this study, the idea of positioning is one which occurs in an “immanentist’s
view” (Davies & Harre, 1991, p. 44). This view places the conversants in a frame of time

that is perceived as real. What is said and responded to provides the information that

creates reality. Michaels’ work (1981) illustrates how positioning may be played out in a
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classroom situation. Deena expressed her frustration in her efforts to share her story
during formal sharing time when the teacher continued to interru<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>