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The point we want to argue in this chapter is that access to knowledge, in-
cluding literacy, is socially situated and culturally constructed, That is to say,
access to knowledge is created in the way we collectively conduct our face-
to-face social interactions and social relationships and in the way we give
meaning to the pursuit and enactment of knowledge. What people are ex-
posed to, what they are purposefully taught, and what they actually learn are
constrained by social arrangements in which we convey who is supposed to
know what and under what circumstances and by the meanings that cohere
in these social arrangements. The argument, developed by Frederick Gearing
(Gearing & Sangree, 1979) and extended by Clement and Eisenhart (1979,
Clement, Eisenhart, & Harding, 1979) continues as follows: Most of the
information that we acquire in schools, and elsewhere, is cognitively easy to
learn. If we are exposed to the information, given supportive opportunities
to practice it, and permitted to demonstrate our knowledge of it, most of us
will learn it without much trouble. This does ot happen because social bar-
riers or cultural norms define and limit the type and the amount of informa-
tion that is supposed to be exchanged within and between social groups.
These different pattemns of knowledge use, leamed first in community
and family social interactions, instantiate and direct the meaning of knowl-
edge displayed by social groups. In families and communities knowledge is
made social property, with parcels of it belonging to certain groups, other
parcels to other groups. Because conventional social practices and cultural
norms limit the occasions for interaction among certain social groups as well
as the knowledge that is considered appropriate or natural for people in cer-
tain groups to have, information, skills, understandings, beliefs, preferences,
interests, and abilities become concentrated in certain social groups and are
uniikely to appear in others (Clement & Eisenhart, 1979). If such patterns go
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undetected or are ignored, they create the foundation for unequal access to
knowledge into the future.

Some would counter this argument by saying that this social distribution
of knowledge is inevitable in nonschool settings, but schools are supposed
to, and do, overcome such social factors, After all, schools take all kinds of
children, mix them together in classrooms, try to teach all of them the same
things, and try to evaluate all of them using the same measures. This argu-
ment continues: If some children get less of what the school offers, it is
because they don’t try, they don’t have the “ability,” or they don’t get the
support from home that they need. Schools are said to be, for example,
“color-blind” and “gender neutral.” On a theoretical level, we agree that
schools could overcome the social and cultural channeling of access to
knowledge, but in practice we are afraid that U.S. schools do not do so, at
least not as well as they might. One reason why we who work in schools are
not doing as much as we might is that we are often unaware of exactly how
this channeling occurs.

In what follows, we will illustrate some of the ways that access to liter-
acy is socially and culturally channeled. The examples begin with studies of
children before entering school and in elementary school and move on to
studies of young people in high school and college. The first example illus-
trates how the meaning of language use is first constructed in the social ar-
rangements of children’s families and communities; it is taken from Heath’s
work on language socialization. The second example demonstrates the role
of the elementary school in organizing social groups and constructing mean-
ings of literacy; it is based on Borko and Eisenhart’s (}986) study of second-
grade reading groups. The third example explores the contribution of high
school and college peer groups, and it draws on the work of Fordham and
Ogbu (1986) and of Holland and Eisenhart (1988a, 1988b). After presenting
these examples, we will discuss some of our ideas about how problems as-
sociated with the social and cultural channeling of access to knowledge might
be addressed in schools.

THE CHANNELING OF LITERACY BY COMMUNITY

Shirley Brice Heath (19824, 1982b, 1983) examined children from dif-
ferent communities first in their homes and later in their schools. She was
concerned with the way early experiences in the home generate patterns of
communication that then may or may not correspond to those encountered at
school. Drawing on Roland Barthes’s description of “culture” as a “way of
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wking” from the world, she demonstrates how ef.trly commun_ic‘azive patterns
taght in the home organize knowledge and mediate the way itis acquired in
schuol. She compares African-American working-class children gf Trackton,
white working-class children in Roadville, and middle-class children, both
Alrican-American and white, living in Gateway {fictitious names).

In Trackton life is a continuous busile of social interactions with no
fixed schedules or formal routines. Children leam that in order to gain the
attention of others they are expected to be entertaining and creative in their
use of language. Parents are not interested in their children’s rote learning of
words and phrases; rather they emphasize the need for youngsters to extend
ideas from one situation to another, to recognize similar situations, and to
gain control of an audience through language use. Children are rewarded for
being creative and innovative in their story telling, and from a very early age
Trackton infants leam to assume the roles and guises of others as they recount
stories. The type of questioning that predominates in the home is heavily
dependent on analogical reasoning skills: Children are asked questions such
as, “Now, what you gonna do?" or “What's that like?” with a demand for
creative and oftentimes witty answers, and no exact standards for correct-
ness. For Trackton parents, these linguistic skills are necessary for children
so they can stand on their own in the world.

Children in Roadville grow up in an environment that is very different.
Here children are held to strict eating and sleeping schedules, and they are
carefully “taught” how to use words correctly from their first days. Parents
spend much time giving directives to their children, and questions are pre-
dominantly of the kind “What is this?” or “Where is that?’~—questions that
test for the referential meaning of words and for knowledge of facts already
known to the speaker. Special attention is given to telling the truth and not
telling “stories™ that depart from the facts.

From the above it is clear that the preschool worlds of Trackton and
Roadville children are miles apart, despite their geographic proximity. Fur-
ther, the middle-class children from the town of Gateway are different from
both the Trackton and the Roadville children: They are directed along paths
that will be consistent with the demands made of them in their school years,
and later in their working life. From infancy, children are seen as conversa-
tional partners. Thus they learn to listen and respond to others. Gateway
children are asked predominantly “what” questions (as are children from
Roadville); however, they are also taught to link old information to new in-
formation and to search for creative solutions (in this way more similar to
Trackton children, although Gateway children are given more structured ex-
periences for acquiring information than Trackton children).

When they begin school, both the Roadville and Trackton children enter
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a world where its “ways with words” are somewhat orthogonal to what they
have learned in their homes. Initially Roadville children are able to perform
adequately as they find a place for their learned ability to follow rules, to
give the referential meanings of words, and to tell the “truth.” However, as
the school begins to demand imaginative thinking, merging reality and fan-
tasy, Roadville children are quickly confused as they find conflicting rules in
the school and in their homes.

On the other hand, Trackton children are well practiced in the skills of
learning by observing others when they begin school, but the rigid format of
the classroom-—the stringent spatiai and time rules, the demand for exacti-
tude, and the emphasis on correct answers—baffles these creative entertain-
ers. Heath describes how the Trackton children would insist on trying to take
the floor during story time (as they would do at home), and how teachers
saw this initially as a lack of “normal manners” and later as evidence of
“behavior problems.” Over a period of time, the communicative differences
between Trackton children and the “mainstream” children and teachers led
most of the former to be labeled “potential reading failures,” despite the
incredible interpretive and linguistic skills evidenced by the same children at
home.

After wracking the school progress of the children in her study, Heath
found that success in school was closely associated with community mem-
bership. Middle-class students from Gateway did best, followed by those
from Roadville and then by those from Trackton.

Many others have also drawn attention to the communicative break-
downs between teachers and students from different communities (see Chap-
ters 6, 7, 8, and 11). They stress that what young children know about lan-
guage and its use is learned as part of the interactional/communicative
routines of the group in which they grow up. Early home social environments
shape the way children go on to understand the world by providing them with
a particular set of mediational tools by which they learn how to make and
take meaning. The social routines and mediational tools may be quite differ-
ent from community t0 community, Parents, community members, and later
teachers distribute information through particular mediational channels, only
insofar as they know how to “give” it, and students are abfe to acquire the
knowledge presented only insofar as they know how to “take” it. If signifi-
cant differences between ways of giving and ways of taking go undetected or
unaddressed, exchanges of information are likely to be haphazard or unre-
warding, and the best intentions of parents, teachers, or students may go
unrealized. Only when carly patterns of learning are consistent with, or can
be attached to, those used in the schools are children likely to benefit from
the instruction provided there.
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THE CHANNE_LING OF LITERACY BY ABILITY GROUP

Our second example comes from a study conducted in four second-
grade classrooms of a public elementary school in Appalachia, during the
1981-82 school year. The study was designed to investigate students’ “con-
ceptions,” or ideas, about reading and their reading experiences in each class-
room. We were particularly interested in whether students differed in their
reading conceptions and whether any differences seemed to be reflections of
different reading experiences in school (the following discussion is taken
from Borko & Eisenhart, 1986; note the similarity of our findings to those of
Allington in Chapter 17).

At the study school, there were no typical minority groups. With the
exception of one African-American child in each classroom, all the students
were white, and most were middle class; they shared the experience of grow-
ing up in a small town/rural county of Appalachia. The four teachers were
white, middle class, residents of the area, and in their 20s, with at least 5
years’ experience at the school.

Despite the absence of minority groups, we found evidence of distinct
social groups and associated information distribution. Here, students were
officially divided according to *“reading ability” as measured by standardized
tests administered at the end of first grade. They were apportioned into four
reading groups, as required by the district in all second-grade classrooms.

In general, patterns in the data suggest that students’ ways of thinking
about reading were related to their reading-group experiences. Low-group
students were consistently more likely than high-group students to comment
on behavior and procedures, and teachers were more likely to focus on stu-
dent behavior and instructional procedures in low groups. Reading skills,
and, to 2 more limited extent, global reading ability were also recognized in
low-group students’ conceptions, although they were mentioned less fre-
quently than behavior. This ordering reflects the higher frequency with which
teachers stressed behavior and reading skills (as contrasted to giobal read-
ing), particularly in public performances in the low groups. High-group stu-
dents were consistently more likely than low-group students to comment on
global reading ability, and teachers more often gave high-group students op-
portunities to engage in such reading. High-group students also mentioned
global reading ability more often than behavior in expressing their concep-
tions, reflecting the higher frequency with which teachers were observed to
focus on global reading in contrast to behavior.

In this school, each reading group, together with the teacher, seemed to
be operating with a distinct and closed informational system. Each system
was exemplified by its own set of mutually supportive and reinforcing read-
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ing activities, student and teacher behaviors, student understandings of read-
ing, and criteria for successful performance. In low-ability second-grade
reading groups, students defined learning to read as a process of attempting
to behave appropriately while sounding out words, following procedures,
and using materials correctly; and they identified as successful those students
who performed accordingly. Correspondingly, the teachers {using the desig-
nated curriculum) stressed and rewarded correct decoding and appropriate
behavior.

This system operated in marked contrast to the system in high reading
groups. Here, students focused on “reading a lot” and “reading fast" and
were beginning to orient toward reading for meaning. Teachers stressed and
rewarded these activities while virtually ignoring student behavior and pro-
cedural aspects of the reading program. Together, teachers and high-group
students constructed a system in which success was measured primarily in
terms of global reading and comprehension.

Implicit in these reading systems were differing criteria for success. For
students in high-ability groups, success in group is equivalent 1o success in
class. Students’ strong performances in high-group activities are likely to
bring them good grades on report cards and high status in class as well as
praise from teachers. For students in low groups, in contrast, success in
group is not equivalent to success in class. Strong performances in group
may bring praise from the teacher but are not likely to bring students good
report card grades or high status in class. The reading program thus becomes
a means not only of grouping students to facilitate instruction but also of
manifesting different views of success and of the relationship between suc-
cess in group and success in class.

The situation makes movement into a higher group very difficult for
low-group students. In order to move up, not only must these students simply
work harder and learn more; they must also learn qualitatively different in-
formation. To do this, they must learn to think differently about reading and
must direct their efforts toward different aspects of learning to read. Yet the
closed system of the reading group, with its set of mutually reinforcing
knowledge, beliefs, and practices, does not provide the opportunities for
these changes to occur, at least not quickly.

It is easy to see how such a reading program can produce a widening
gap between high- and low-group readers as students progress through
school. It js also easy to see how the self-perpetuating systems of knowledge,
belief, and practice that operate within groups become the mechanisms by
which some students-—namely, those in low groups—Ileam that they do not
have, and are unlikely ever to have, access to the “real” rewards of schooling.
Thus, they may be encouraged to look elsewhere (e.g., to peers, to non-
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selool-siunctioned activities) for satisfaction and status. Regardless of back-
ground or home expericnees, students in low groups are_vu!nerable to ‘such
pressures. Stadents from communities that offer flltematwgs.tp educano_nal
suceess (oL, through family money or networks, illegal activities, or getiing
pregmant or married) will find it easier to turn away fr?m the school, but the
need to “turn away” can be created in the school setting when students ac-
quire different information and, as a consequence, are not afforded equal
access to school-based rewards. _

The works of Fordham and Ogbu (i986), Holland and Eisenhart
{1988a, 1988b), Ogbu (1974), and Willis (1977) powerfully illustrate how
lack of success and status in the reward system of the school can lead older
students not to want to {or not to care whether they) do well in school .or
subvert the purposes of schooling. We take up this body of work as our third

example.

THE CHANNELING OF SCHOOL KNOWLEDGE
BY PEER GROUP

Fordham and Ogbu (1986) describe how making good grades and oth-
erwise doing well in high school are defined by some African-American high
school peer groups in Washington, D.C., as “acting white”"—a socially en-
forced categorization that discourages bright young African-Americans from
trying to do well in school. Willis's (1977) work reveals how the peer groups
of working-class boys in Britain discourage their members from doing well
in school, and Eisenhart’s recent work with Holland (Holland & Eisenhan,
1988a, 1988b) suggests how the attraction of participating in the campus
romance system diverts bright college women from their schoolwork and
future careers.

The peer group at Capital High where Fordham and Ogbu did their
study provided a definition of how its members should “take” from high
school, and individuals had to learn how to conform in one way or another
to its standards if they were to remain in the group. Fordham and Ogbu found
that “studying hard” or “excelling” in school were viewed negatively by the
African-American peer group. A deeper analysis of the group’s structure and
attitudes revealed that it emphasized an identity as “black” and constructed a
culture (a way of taking) that directly opposed those activities that were
viewed as being a valued part of white culture. Thus the African-American
peer group opposed academic success and numerous other activities that
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were seen as “acting white,” such as speaking standard English, reading po-
etry, or joining the “It's Academic” Club.

Fordham and Ogbu’'s research is a powerful demonstration of the ten-
sions that arise between two opposing cultures and the hardships faced by
students who attempt to defy their peer group and culture. In particular, aca-
demically competent African-American students either had to expend enor-
mous efforts to displace attention from their academic success so as to remain
acceptable to their peer group or had to disengage themselves from classroom
work, hence becoming underachievers. Compliance or performance consist-
ent with the school culture labeled “white” threatened them with being called
“brainiacs” and with being ostracized by their peers.

Fordham and Ogbu's work speaks to the need for a greater understand-
ing of the influence of the peer group in channeling leaming in the school
(see also Eisenhart & Holland, 1983). For whatever reason—whether it be
the perceived job ceiling for African-Americans in society, the cultural iden-
tity of African-Americans in opposition to the “white™ standards and values
expounded in the schools, or some other factors—the peer group exerted an
influence on its members that undermined academic success. In this way
African-American students were encouraged not to take from the school, not
to learn what the school had to offer.

Holland and Eisenhart’s (1988a, 1988b) work is yet another illustration
of the role of the peer group, this time defined in terms of gender, in mediat-
ing school learning and success. This research shows how schoolwork be-
comes marginalized in the lives of African-American and white college
women, as another more salient identity becomes central to their lives: the
identity of a female in a romantic relationship. Holland and Eisenhart de-
scribe three initial orientations to the world of college work held by the
women in their study: “work in exchange for doing well,” “work in exchange
for getting [it] over,” and “work in exchange for learning from experts”
(1988b, p. 273). They show how it is mostly those women who initially held
the_latter orientation—work in exchange for learning from experts—who
were able to go through college without losing enthusiasm for schoolwork,
school achievement, and career aspirations. For most of the rest, early dis-
appeointments with schoolwork, combined with a pervasive peer culture that
emphasized involvement in the campus “culture of romance” (19882), soon
overwhelmed career goals and minimized the perceived importance of school
leaming and achievements.

In a very real sense then, students’ memberships in different social
groups are an organizing factor in their experience of formal education, with
serious implications for school success and academic achievement. Social
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environments where youngsters practice the skills, knowiedge, beliefs, vo-
cabularies, and social relations of those around them in safe and low-risk
situations (Dobbert & Cooke, 1987). Warm, trusting, culturally sensitive en-
vironments are not created overnight; they require extended exposure to and
involvement with the people of interest and then hard work to produce mean-
ingful translations from what is aiready known to what might be learned. In
this regard, McDermott (1977) suggests building teacher-student relation-
ships of trust. Trust, according to McDermott, is a product of the work that
people do to achieve a shared focus. Thus trust is context-sensitive; it can
develop only when two or more people take the time to show they care for
each other. It is an achievement that is managed through sccial interaction.
According to McDermott, trusting relationships are a crucial first step for the
success of any educational endeavor,

Build Scaffolds

Another thing anthropologists know is that in nonschool education chil-
dren almost never learn directly from true experts. They learn from slightly
older peers or (merely) competent adults, who, taken together and over time,
can be viewed as providing the “scaffolding,” or intermediate teaching and
learning forms, that allow novices to develop into experts. Greenfield (1984)
talks of such scaffolding as the activity of a teacher trying to close the gap
between specific task requirements and the skill level of a learner. A good
example of such scaffolding can be seen in the interactive processes occur-
ring between a mother and her infant: The mother’s actions are always con-
tingent upon her child’s responses—each time challenging her infant further
and thereby producing effective learning situations.

Greenfield provides numerous other examples of this “scaffolding pro-
cess,” as do several authors in this volume (see Chapters 9 and 13). Central
to Greenfield’s notion of “scaffolding” is the idea that the scaffold supperts
what an individual can already do. In this way, a scaffold builds on what
Vygotsky (1978) refers to as the “zone of proximal development” of a partic-
ular individual: The fuzzy temporary boundaries of knowledge and skill are
continually being moved as individuals are helped through another stage of
learning, only to uncover even more challenging boundaries ahead. The role
of the teacher is to facilitate movement across boundaries—movement that
is best achieved by providing effective bridges between what is already
known and what remains to be learned,

Broaden School Knowledge

Anthropologists also know that most of what is really taught by and
learned from adults in schools is social and procedural information and

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CONSTRAINTS ON STUDENTS® ACCESS TO SCHOOL KNOWLEDGE 41

knowledge (the so-called “hidden curriculum” of schooling). If we judge by
time spent and emphasis placed, students spend much more time learning
how to use space, how to use time, how to follow directions and rules, how
to use specialized language forms, and how to persist through tasks than they
do learning how to use the subject matter information of school (see, e.g.,
Goodlad, 1984). From our point of view, there are no good reasons why this
information and knowledge cannot be made sensitive to the social and cul-
tural norms of the students being served. The work of Heath (1983) and Vogt
et al. (1987) is testament to the fact that nonmainstream students can leamn
the subject matter of school quite well when social relationships and proce-
dures are attuncd to patterns that are already familiar to the students.

Finally, as things stand now, almost ail school knowledge, including the
subject matter material, comes from a narrow strand of U.S. cultural tradi-
tion, one that recognizes, rewards, and empowers only a very few members
of our vast and heterogeneous society. We think this too should be changed,
not just to be consistent with the rhetoric of equity but because anthropolo-
gists know that variation and alternatives in a social system are highly adap-
tive, especially in times of change. Students’ experiences can be validates
and enriched by incorporation into the curriculum of the abundant scholarty
products of individuals and groups from around the world.

SUMMARY

Armed with all this knowledge, we should not allow the educational
and the bureaucratic managers—and now the “‘cultural literacy” and the “En-
glish-only” types-——to win most of the battles over how and what things
should be taught in schools. This thrust of our current educational reform
movement is nof consistent with what anthropologists know about the social
conditions conducive to equal access to knowledge. The school created by
the present educational reform mania for programmed instruction at ever ear-
lier grades, more homework, longer school days, tests of basic skills, mini-
mum competencies, curriculum gates, and standardized achievement assess-
ments could hardly be further from the educational world as depicted by
Heath (1983), Vogt et al, (1987), Dobbert and Cooke (1987), McDermott
(1977), Greenfield (1984), or many of the authors in this book.

When teachers are required to teach everyone the same curriculum or to
prepare everyone for the same test at the same time; when schools allocate
“professional development” or “in-service” time for speakers and programs
related to new directions in classroom management but not for getting to
know students in their homes, families, or peer groups, or for programs
based on social or cultural perspectives; and when schools employ school
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psychologists but not school ethnographers, we are not giving teachers or
students the time or resources they need to build trusting, warm, and cultuy-
illy sensitive relationships or teachers the chance to become effective “bro-
kery™ between the chiddren’s worlds and that of the school,

‘e 1esenrehs discussed wbove and numerous other anthropological ef-
forts demonstrate the inpact of the classroom organization as a potential
bartier or, at best, a facilitator, W student feaming, depending on the extent
to whichi it incorporates “ways of taking” that are fariliar and accessible to
students. 1t is imperative that teachers be made aware of the role they play in
mediating the learning experiences of their students t-hrough the ways they
organize their classroom. Itis vital that teachers realize the n::ed to under-
stand the social groups and cultures of their students and to adjust the Jearn-
ing environment accordingly. However, the time and perseverance needed for
wsuccess stores” of the kind described above cannot be ove.rstated, Heath
(1983) spent 10 years as an ethnographer and teacher trainer in the commu-
aitics and schools she describes, and Vogt et al. (1987) spent more than 10
years in theirs. But the results are clear: An understandgng of the Fultures
present in the classroom led to marked changes in educatxor_aal practice that,
in turn, produced astounding improvements in student learning. ‘

So let us end by charging you—and ourselves—to think about and in-
vestigate these matters much more critically. And let’s see if we can’t con-
struct a better educational future for the wonderfully heterogeneous children
who are trying to find their ways, to “take meaning,” in the next generations
of American society.
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