Chapter 9

Guidelines for doing research

This chapter will ...
« present a set of guidelines for planning, carying out and evaluating
research projects,

9.1 Introduction: The research cycle

The research process is hest understood as a eycle of six actions. I'hese
include identifying concerns and forming questions, choosing the most
appropriate research approach for addressing the questions, gathering :._.n
data, analysing them, reflecting on the __.:__:nw..u:._ deciding what to do
based on what was found, and disseminating or in some way sharing what
was learned with others. The process is cyclic in that cach step leads ro the
next, with the findings from one project gencrating new concems w:;
questions for further investigation. The six steps, illustrated in Figure 9.1,
are expliined in greater detail below.

9.2 Identify concerns and develop research
questions

The first step in the research process entails identifying particular con-
cerns or issues arising from one’s professional life as an applied linguist.
For example, one’s focus might centre on concerns with the _n_”m.n_. i.c:__.
discourses that give shape to the institutions and activities comprising one’

social or professional community. Alternatively, one’s concerns may be with
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Figure 9.1 Research cycle

improving conditions for language learning in one’s teaching context or with
coming to a deeper understanding of an individual or group of individuals
from a parvcular community with which the researcher is associated,

Once concerns have been generated, they can be prionitised according
to their importance or significance to the rescarcher, and from this
ranked list a specific topic for investigation can be idennified, Once the
researcher has decided on s or her specific focus, the next step is to gen-
erate a list of questions about it. For example, an interest in the more
macro heliefs about a parncular ethnic group embodied in a particular
group’s social institutions can lead to the following questions: What official
documents produced by the social institution refer to or in some way deal
with the ethnic group in question? What themes or topics related to the
group charactenise the documents? A concern with improving language
pedagogy can lead to further questions, such as: What interaction patterns
are typical of this learning context? What roles does the teacher play in
constructing them, and what role do the students play? What kinds of
lingwistic actions are students becoming appropriated into via their parti-
cipation in these patterns? And so on.

Once a set of questions on which to focus has been chosen, the re-
searcher needs to consider whether they are reasonable i hight ofany con-
straints he or she may have in terms of time, and availability of resources.
[t may be, for example, that the question asked is both significant and of
great interest 1o the researcher, but he or she lacks the resources needed
to address it adequately. A final decision to be made before beginning
to collect data 15 the intended outcome. That is, the researcher needs o
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consider what he or she plans to do with the findings. Perhaps, the goal
is to present the findings at a peer-reviewed conference specifically for
feedback on the study, with the ultimate aim of publishing a report of
the study in a referced journal and thereby contribute to professional dis-
cussions on that particular topic. Alternatively, one may wish to use the
findings to help to justify changes to a particular instructional or organisa-
tional programme. Whatever the objectives, they will help to guide the
implementation of the study, so it is important that they are clear to the
rescarcher before commencing the study.

9.3 Identify research approach and sources of data

Oncee the research questions have been articulated, the next step is to
formulate a plan for gathering data to help to answer them. "This entails
identifying the approach that the researcher considers to be the most
appropriate, given the questions asked. Six of the more commonly used
approaches to the study of language, cultre and learning from a sociocul-
tural perspective were presented in Chapter 8, The approach one chooses
is, of course, very much tied to the questions one is asking. For example,
if the concern is uncovering rhetorical patterns typical of a particulur col-
lection of oral or written texts, then a discourse analytic approach would
be appropriate. If the concern is not only with uncovering points at which
the use and interpreration of particular linguistic cues by participants in an
interaction differ, but also with the effects the differences have on the
subsequent unfolding of the communicative event, then an :.:n.:.:.i::...._
sociolinguistic approach would be appropriate. It is also necessary at this
point to identify the participants and setting of the study. These decisions
are also based on the research questions in that they will lead the researcher
in choosing a particular context and identifying members of that context.
Once the setting and participants have been identified, the researcher must
determine the particular sources of data.

It should be noted that while there are several possible sources of data,
the sources one chooses are determined in part by the research approach
taken. An ethnography of communication, for example, will require data
from multiple sources, including, for example, videotapes of the commun-
icative event of interest, field notes from long-term observations of the
event, and colleetions of documents that are important to the accomplish-
ment of the event. On the other hand, a micro-analysis of one commun-
icative event may require less data from multiple sources collected over i
period of time, and more finely tuned transcriptions of the event itself
in order to caprure the moment-to-moment movement of actions in the
interaction. Some possible sources of data are discussed below.
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9.3.1 Interviews and questionnaires

[nterviews are conversations conducted with parncipants. They are ,
audio- or video-recorded then transeribed for analysis. Interviews arg
typically of three types: stractured, semi-structured and open. The purpose of
structured interviews is to obtain speafic kinds of information on a particus
lar topic. The interview questions are compiled prior to the interview,
leaving little opportunity for the interviewee to address other topics. This
type of interview is helpful when one has a set of specitic questions in mind
and is interested in seeking answers to only those questions, The purpose
of semi-structured mterviews s also to get answers to specific questiony
and so here, wo, the interviewer comes to the interview with a set of pre-
formulated questions. However, unlike structured interviews, here the
interviewee is afforded opportunities to elaborate upon his or her answers,

Open interviews are even less structured. Here the interviewer is free to
direct the discussion as he or she wishes, expanding on some issues, rais-
ing others for discussion and so on. The interviewee also has more free-
dom ro raise additional topics for discussion and in other ways move the
conversation in various directions. An advantage to both semi-structured
and open interviews is that one may end up with unanticipated perspect-
ives on the research topic. They are particularly useful if one is interested
in obtaining others’ ideas on a general topic, or in uncovering others'
understandings of particular concepts or terms. A disadvantage is that the
interview data may be difficult to code and analyse, especially if each inter-
viewee addresses a different aspect of the topic or decides to move the
conversation towards different topics altogether.

Questionnaires are similar to interviews except that they ask for written
responses from the participants, Like interviews, they can be structured,
semi-structured or open. Structured and semi-structured questionnaires
solicit specific kinds of information to be given in short answers or by
choosing one response from several options. Questionnaires that are more
apen-ended ask participants to use their own words to provide opinions or
information on a particular topic.

9.3.2 Think aloud protocoals

This method of data collection involves asking individuals o verbalise
their thoughts while engaged in a particular activity. The purpose of this
method is o glean from individuals' comments the cognitive processes
and strategies they are using to accomplish the task. This is a useful source
of data if, for example, one is interested in gaining an understanding of
an individuals perceptions of his or her involvement in a task. Think
alouds are uswally audio- or video-recorded, and later transeribed for
analysis.
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A variation of the think aloud protocols involves asking individuals to
provide comments on their participation after the fact. This is often used
when taking an interactional sociolinguistics approach, where particip-
ants are brought in to observe their taped participation in an event and
asked to stop the tape wherever they thought their linguistic actions were
being misunderstood by the other participants, or where they might have
misunderstood those actions of their interlocutors. The researcher then
begins his or her analysis of contextualisation cue difference at those points.

9.3.3 (Participant) observations and field notes

Observations require the researcher to be present for an extended period
of time in the communicative event or context being studied. For example,
if the researcher is interested in the activities that are of significance to a
classroom community of language learners, he or she can choose to spend
time in the classroom observing the activities. If, during the observations,
the researcher decides to participate in the context, he or she is considered
to be a participant-observer. One can decide to participate fully in the
events, for example, acting either as an aide to the weacher in the classroom
context or as the teacher. An advantage o full participation is that the
presence of the researcher is likely to raise few concerns or questions
among the other participants in that context. A major disadvantage is the
difficulty one faces in trying to observe and colleet daa and at the same
time be a fully involved participant. A more reasonable position may be to
participate as an interested observer. In this case, the other participants are
aware of the purpose of the researcher’s presence but he or she does not
have to be involved Ffully in all activities.

Written accounts, or field nates, are usually kept on these observations.
These notes can be more or less structured, depending on the questions
that have been asked. Far example, prior to observing the classroom the
researcher can make a list of behaviours in which he or she is particularly
interested. While observing, the rescarcher ean then use the list to note
whether and how often the behaviours oceur and the contexts of their
accurrences. Alternatively, interest may be in documenting the myriad
ways students participate in their classtoom interactions, regardless of
whether they conform to o particular list. In this case, the fickl notes
become detailed deseriptions of the different behaviours observed.

9.3.4 Video-recordings

Video-recordings of communicative events and activities are able to cap-
ture aetions as they oceur in real time. They allow the researcher to study
the connection between () linguistic actions and spatial organisation,

GUIDELINES FOR DOING RESEARCH

:;.::w:w:n actions and body movements, including gestures, posture and
?Gn_ movements and (¢) communicative stability and change across time
in ways that cannot be performed by any other means of data collection,
Decisions about where to place recording devices, how many devices to
use, and how often to record are important to the quality of the data col-
lected. For example, placing one camcorder in the corner of a fairly small
room may not permit all of the activity to be captured. Likewise, the
single camcorder may not capture all the sounds of the classroom. For
example, voices of individuals sitting in the far corner of the room may not
be detected. Thus, it is important for the researcher to know the setting
well enough to be able to set up devices in ways that will allow him or her
to record all the sights and sounds particular to the context.

9.3.5 Personal reflection jounals

Personal journals are documents produced by the researcher in which he
or she records his or her feelings and reflections. They usually contain two
parts. In the first, the researcher records detailed descriptions of incidents
readings, observations or other events considered significant to the research
context. In the second, the researcher records personal feelings, opinions
and reactions to the incidents, readings, observations and events. Journal
recording is typically done according to some schedule — for example, at
the end of each week of data collection. While journals are often si:.r.:
they can also be kept as audio- or video-recordings. In addition to —:.:i._..
ing the researcher with additional decumentation of events and activities
taking place in the research context, the journals can help to make appar-
ent whether and how the researcher might have influenced the collection
and analysis of data.

9.3.6 Archives and other documents

Archives are collections of official documents that provide a histarical
record of a context, They can include written reports, records, tapes,
newsletters, memoranda, physical artifacts and other materials that are
typically stored in libraries, offices and other sites designated as official
repositories. Such data can provide different viewpoints on a tapic, and
thus aid in comparative analyses across contexts, In addition, other docu-
ments and physical artifacts — some of which may not have official starus
but may be pertinent to a particular research setting — may be useful to
identify and collect.
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9.4 Collect data

Onee the participants and sources of data have been identificd, the next
decision concerns the time period during which data will be collected.
When one decides to collect data depends on one's research questions. If,
for example, the researcher is interested in perceptions of newly arrived
adult immigrants in a language programme of their language needs, then,
clearly, the data need to be collected when the individuals first enter the
programme. Likewise, if the researcher is interested in documenting his
or her own development as an apprentice in a particular programme, or
another individual’s development as captured in personal reflections, then
data should be collected over an extended period of ume in order 1o pro-
duce enough data to be able to document any changes that occur.

One last point needs to be considered before the process of daw collee-
tion can begin. No matter what questions are asked, what research approach
is taken or what sources of data are used, the process of collecting data
must be systematic. That is to say, decisions about the process of data col-
lection should be clearly articulated, and methodical. 1f, for example, it is
decided to ask adult language learners to generate a list of their perceived
needs, all participants of the group should be involved. If, however, the
researcher decides to ask just a few learners, he or she must be able ro state
the criteria used in selecting the individual respondents. For example, it may
be decided to seek responses from females only, or from individuals with a
particular first language. Likewise, if the researcher decides o videotape
instances of a particular communicative event, the criteria for deciding when
and how often to tape must be stated clearly, and the specific methods used
to tape followed as systematically as possible for all recordings. Otherwise,
as pointed out in Chapter 7, one runs the risk of collecting data that sup-
port ane’s own version of reality, whether or not it adequately reflects the
reality of those whose contexts of experiences are the focus of study.

9.5 Analyse the data

Analysis of the data is the fourth step in the research process. This entails
coding, or transforming the data into another form. How one codes
depends on the kind of data collected and the larger research questions.
For example, coding can invalve identifying specific linguistic features of
a set of verbal data and transforming them into numerical values, as with
corpus-based analyses of texts. Alternarively, if one is working from tran-
scriptions of videotaped interactions, and the concern is with patterns of
interaction, the researcher may begin the analysis by coding utterances
according to their functions as speech acts (e.g. coding the utterance ‘what
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did you say?' as a request for information) or according to the illocution-
ary force as determined by the role they play in the intemction (e.g.
coding the urterance ‘what did you say?" as a statement of disapproval),
In other cases of interaction, the focus might be on finding specific com-
municative event boundaries, and coding the cues used by participants to
open and close them.

Often, the researcher will need to construet his or her own coding frame-
waork, although it is uscful to draw on and, where possible, incorporate
coding schemes that others have used. Whatever coding framework the
researcher decides to use, it is important to define it ¢learly and to use it
consistently across similar sources of data. Once the data are coded, the
next step involves searching across datasets for regularities or patterns
of occurrence, and grouping and organising the regularities into larger
segments for subsequent qualitative and/or quantitative interpretation. In
terms of analysis across large datasets, the larger segments can function as
o framework with which to make systematic comparisons with subsequent
segments and to identify and interpret individual actions within them. As
Kasermann (1991) has noted, such o framework is useful in allowing for
systematic identification and comparison of both conventional and non-
conventional behaviour, at least as it pertains to a particular bady of data.

A last step involves arranging the findings so that they fairly and aceur-
ately represent the data. Hymes’s (1980) SPEAKING model, relevant to
an ethnography of communication approach and discussed in more detail
in Chapter 8, provides a useful framework for representing and comparing
findings from investigations of particulur communicative events, Qualit-
ative data can also be represented by transeriptions, diagrams, Aow charts,
and pictures, in addition to written deseriptions, In the case of quantitative
analyses, findings can be represented as numbers and displayed in the form
of tables, charts and graphs,

A chart such as the one provided as Figure 9.2 can help researchers con-
ceptualise and organise their methods for collecting and analysing data.

Questions Data collection Data analysis
What do | want How will | get data to find answers? How will | examine
to know? data?

—
Participants/ | Source When
context

1. What are leamers' | 15 newly Individual | Istclass of | Thematic coding;

perceived language | amived adult | interviews | language frequency counts
needs? language course
leamers

Figure 9.2 Matrix for organising methods for data collection and analysis
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9.6 Reflect on the findings

Once the data have been sufficiently analysed and the findings presented,
the next step involves reflecting on the findings in relation to the questions
originally asked and, where appropriate, identifying steps for using the
findings to meet one’s intended outcomes. Some questions to guide reflec-
tions on the findings include: What did you find? OFf the findings, which
ones did you anticipate and which ones were unexpected? Were your ques-
tions answered adequately or were there obstacles that prevented you from
completing the project® Could the project have been done differently?
How so? What new knowledge or understanding can you take from your
study? What might your next steps be?

9.7 Share findings and take action where
appropriate

The final step in the research process entails sharing what has been learned
with others and, where appropriate, taking action. No matter what was
found, there will be something worthwhile to report from which others
can learn. Ways to share the new knowledge or understandings include
more structured activities such as formal presentatons of the findings to
one’s colleagues at a meeting arranged by a local, state, regional, national
or international professional organisation. The researcher can also decide
to submit a report for publication consideration to a professional journal
or newsletter. Less formal means for sharing can include presenting the
findings to others as part of a discussion group that takes place in real time,
face-to-face interaction, or as part of an electronic chat room run by one’s
professional community. One can also decide to post the report to an clee-
tronic bulletin board or to one’s own personal web page.

How and with whom the researcher shares information and findings
from the project depends in part on the consequences he or she anticipates
the project to engender, and the degree of support he or she believes is
needed to help to ensure their realisation. In addition to enhanced under-
standings of a particular context, possible outcomes from engaging in
rescarch can include enhanced communication and collaboration between
the researcher and his or her colleagues in a particular programme or
organisation, or between the researcher and his or her students; enhanced
self-awareness of one’s professional role as an applied linguist; and in-
creased awareness of one’s larger social context and the role the researcher
can play in facilitating change. Figure 93 lays out in detail the questions
to be considered when planning, conducting and evaluating any kind of
rescarch project.

GUIDELINES FOR DOING RESEARCH

A. Introduction to problem
Is the stated problem clear and researchable?
+ Is the rationale for the problem clearly presented?
* Has related background information been provided to suppart the need for this study?
+ Is the research problem situated in a relevant theotetical framework?
» Are the research questions stated clearly?
* Is it ddear what the study will contribute to existing understandings?

Is there a thorough review of literature?

+ Are cited references relevant to the preblem and up-to-date?

« Are the majority ol sources primary?

« Are the results of dited studies compared and contrasted rather than summarised?
+ Does the review make clear the relevance of the problem?

B. Methods

Did selection procedures identify participants and contexts appropriate to the problem?

+ Are characteristics of participants and site described?

* Are reasons given for participant and site selection?

+ Are selection and identification of participants ethical (e.g. informed, voluntary,
confidential or ananymous)?

Are methods appropriate and odequate?

« Are sources of data adequately described and appropriate for answering the
research questions?

+ Ate the methods for data collection appropriate for answering the research
questions?

= Is it clear how, when, and by whom the data will be collected?

* Is there a theoretical rationale given for the particular methodology?

* Is it consistent with the thearetical framewodk of the research?

+ Are procadures lor analysis, including descriptions of codi |
ok bk ysis, g descrip ng procedures, fully

» Are they appropnate for the kinds of data that are collected?

C. Findings

Are results appropriate and clearly presented?

+ Are the data reported clearly?

+ Are the connections between the questions asked and the findings clear?

* Is enough evidence presented to support claims?

+ Are all cases arising from the analysis fully accounted for?

D. Discussion
Do the results of the data analysis support the conclusions?
« Mre explanations for the findings reasonable, appropriate and adequate?
* Does the argument made stay within the limitations of what the data allow?
« Are results grounded in the theoretical framework that motivated the research?
+ Are findings compared to those ol previous studies?
* Are conclusions supported by results?
* Have possible limitations of the study been discussed?
* |Is the contribution this study makes to the field clearly stated, and appropriate?

Are there recommendations for future action?
* Are recammendations lor future research gven?
* Are the recommendations adequate and appropriate?

Figure 9.3 Guidelines for planning, conducting and evaluating
research projects

169



170

TEACHING AND RESEARCHING LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

9.8 Summary

Research is an essential component of the professional lives of applied
linguists. In addition to being informed consumers of research, it is o
our collective benefit as o field that we become skilled in conducting our
own investigations. We must be able o ask relevant questions, choose
appropriate methods for collecting and analysing data, be rigorous in the
process, and be willing to reflect on the findings, making changes to our
practices where appropriate, and share what we have learned with others,

In addition to enhancing our understandings of our worlds, engaging in
rescarch can help us to develop the skills we need to articulate more clearly
concerns that are of significance to our particular circumstances, interests
and needs as scholars and teachers of language and culture, their epistemo-
logical foundations, and both the theoretical and empirical questions these
concerns give rise to, At the same time, the process affords us opportu-
nities 1o move past what we already know and towards the development of
new perspectives and different lenses for interpreting and understanding
familiar surroundings.

Further reading

Denzin, N. and Lincoln, Y. (eds) QUO0) Handbook of qualitatnoe researeh (2nd edn),
Newhury Park, CA: Sage. This collection of essays provides o guide o conducting
research using qualitative methods. The volume is divided into six seetions: locating
the field; major paradigms and perspectives; strategies of inquiry; methods of col-
lecting and analysing empirical materials; the art of interpretation, cvaluation and
presentation; and the future of qualitative research.

Gubrium, J. and Holstein, ). (eds) QO0Y) Hamdbook of mterview research: Context and
method. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. The contributions to this book
examine interviews as a means of collecting research data. The various chapters offer
discussions on the conceptual, methodological and practical issues surrounding the
use of interviews as an instrument for gathering data,

Johnstone, B. (2000) Qualitative methods in sociolingnistics. New York: Oxford University
Press. This book provides a detailed discussion on the use of qualitative methods
in rescarch on language and society. Tt includes discussion of topics such as general
theoretical and practical questions about research, and the principles of selecting,
collecting, and analysing language use,

Lofland, J. and Lofland, L.H. (1995) Aualyzing social settings: A guide to qualitative
abservation and analysis 3rd edn). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co. This is a
comprehensive and practical guide 10 the collection and analysis of qualitative data.
In their discussions, the authors include a wealth of illustrative examples, 1t is con-
sidered an exemplar of research methods texes,
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Miles, M. and Huberman, AM. (1994) Qualitative data anidysis: An expanded sonevobslk
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. The authors have created a practical sourcebook fin
researchers on how to design, aml use qualitative data analysis methods, Phey
deseribe several ways o display qualitative data including, for example, mateies
and networks in addition to narrative text and pravide practical suggestions for thel
adaptation and vse.
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Chapter 10

Contexts of research

This chapter will ...
« describe a framework for conceptualising research contexts;

« offer suggestions for research projects lor each dimension of the
framework.

10.1 Introduction

[n the preceding chapters, we have laid out some of the more significant
assumptions about language, culture and learning embaodied in a sociocul-
tural perspective on human action, and we have reviewed how the concepts
have informed teaching practices. In terms of research, we have discussed
several issues related to the ‘doing’ of good research, discussed some of the
more typical approaches that are currently being used by applied linguists
to study language, culture and learning, and offered a set of guidelines for
planning, conducting and evaluating research. .

In this chapter we look at how we might identify topics and questions
that are appropriate for empirical investigations. The discussion is framed
around a conceptual map that arranges social activity into four dimensions.
| discuss the characteristics and scope of each dimension, and for each |
include suggestions for research projects. The suggestions are presented
using the model of the research process described in Chapter 9. They are
included as examples of how readers might plan and conduct studies of
relevance to their professional contexts.

CONTEXTS OF RESEARCH

10.2 Contexts of research

As T have tried 1o make clear in this text, the general aim of research
on language, culture and learning from a sociocultural perspective is on
understanding our worlds, our varied identities and roles as social actor,
and the varied consequences arising from our long-term involvement in
our worlds. Since our communicative lives are complex and layered,
understanding them involves unfolding or teasing apart the many layers
af meanings. We need to understand not just how we act as individuals in
any particular moment, but how, as individuals, we construct and are con-
structed in particular communicative activities, We also need to under-
stand how these activities inform and are informed by the larger social
institutions to which they are linked, and the larger beliefs, values and
attitudes within which the institution are nested.

fgure 10.1, which is an adaptation of a map proposed by Layder
(1993) for doing social research, presents a conceptualisation of the many
layers involved in research on language and culture from a sociocultural
perspective. As can be seen, the framework is composed of four over-
lapping dimensions: social structure, institutional contexts, communicative
activities, including language socialisation practices, and the individual.
Fach of the four dimensions represents particular constellations of
empirical characteristics that are typical of different levels of social
activity.

Such a map is useful in that it ‘tie[s] together the interpersonal world
of everyday life with the more impersonal world of social institutions’
(Layder, 1993: 206). That is, it makes apparent the interconnectedness
of the more situated aspects of life to the more macro issues of social insti-
tutions, beliefs and ideologies. While the scope of the dimensions differs,
the analysis we engage in for each is similar in that on each level we seck
to describe what is going on and interpret the meanings of the activity
from the perspective of those whose worlds we are investigating. We also
seek to explain the activity by connecting what we have learned on one
level to how the activity is constructed on other levels, This means, then,
that uncovering the meanings of individual behaviour requires us to locate
it in its larger contexts of action. Likewise, understanding social beliefs and
attitudes entails connecting them to their instantiations in real-world con-
texts, in our language games.

Limiting our focus to only one level will constrain what we can see, and
how we come to understand it. For example, suppose we look only at
changes that occur in individual behaviour in classrooms and find that,
aver a period of time, the behaviours in question change only slightly, If
we stay at this level, we may, perhaps wrongly, attribute the lack c_w. change
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e
Friendship circles
Sports and social dubs

Figure 10.1 Contexts of research

to the individuals themselves, claiming individual inability or disinterest
in making the changes. If we include an analysis of the classroom activities
in which the individuals were involved, however, we may find that the
opportunities for participation in the activities, at least for some indi-
viduals, were limited. This lack of opportunities may help to explain, in
part, the lack of change in individual behaviour. And so on. The point is
that without attempting to understand our findings in light of social activity
on other levels, our understandings will remain incomplete.

CONTEXTS OF RESEARCH

CYZITETRY Derek Layder on the interconnectedness of micro and
macro elements

Ewmn_,o phenomena make rio sense unless they are related to the social
ities of individuals who reproduce them over tme. Conversely, micro
henomena cannot be fully understood by exclusive reference to their
nternal dynamics’, so to speak, they have to be seen to be conditioned by
circumstances inherited from the past In other words, micro phenomena
have to be understood in relation to the influence of the institutions that pro-
vide their wider social context. In this respect macro and micro phenomena
are inextricably bound together through the medium of social activity . ..

Layder (1993: 102-3)

A final point on our research concerns the kind of understanding
of social activity we hope to achieve through our research endeavours,
Remember, from a sociocultural perspective, that full understanding can-
not be hased on what something appears to be, no matter how detailed our
analysis. Rather, it requires us to follow its development over time. T'his
point was made about documenting language learning in Chapter 8, but in
fact it holds for all social activity. If our aim is to understand social action,
we must come to see it fully, in ‘the cultural, institutional, and bistorical
situations in which this action oceurs’ (Wertsch et al,, 1995: 11; emphasis
added). Thus, as Vygotsky (1978: 64-5) noted, ‘the historical study of
behavior is not an auxiliary aspeet of theoretical study, but rather forms its
very base’.

This means, then, that in addition to gaining a sense of what something
is, we need to undertake a historical examination of bow it came to be. This
requires longitudinal investigations, that is, studies of activity — from the
micro to macro levels = over time. From such analyses, we can discern the
conventional or typical instantiations of the activity and the wider socio-
historical and political forces that have given shape to these instantiations.
We can also discern how individuals gain or are afforded access to the
activities, how it is that individuals attempt to use the resources towards
their own ends, and how, through their evolving participation, they develop
their particular strategies.

10.2.1 Sociocultural structures

This dimension is generally concerned with the large-scale, society-wide
worldviews that are embodied within and both inform and are informed

7%
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by the institutional contexts of a community, their communicative prac-
tices and the individuals situated within them (Layder, 1993). These
worldviews encompass beliefs, values and aturudes towards social phenom-
ena such as group identities (e.g. social class, gender and ethnicity) and
intergroup relations. They also include understandings of social constructs
such as personhood and freedom, and social issues such as linguistic
rights and language policies, education and public policy, racism and
discrimination,

A primary concern of research in this dimension is with explicating the
worldviews embodied in particular public and other official documents,
and documenting the linguistic and discursive means by which they are
oriented to, distributed, and maintained, by those whose documents they
are. The general aim of such research is to raise our awareness of how
language is used to create particular viewpoints and particular representa-
tions of the world, and of how these views can persuade us to act in par-
ticular ways. In so doing, those engaging in such rescarch hope to clear
a pathway to social change. Sources of data can come from a range of
genres, such as official written records and other public documents, news
discourse, documentaries, and advertising. In addition, they can come from
a range of fields such as medicine, law, public policy, education, labour
markets and so on.

This macro dimension of sociocultural structure has been of particular
interest to applied linguists. Two directions are evident in recent literature.
In one, the concern is with bringing to the field's attention significant issues
specific to language, such as linguistic rights, language policies, and lan-
guage education. Tove Skutnabh-Kangas (1999, 2001), Robert Phillipson
(1992, 2000), James “Tollefson (1991, 2002) and Alastair Pennycook (1994,
1998), for example, are well known for their writings on these issues. In
general, these writings provide insightful and even provocative viewpoints
on ways the ficld might address these important language-related issues.
However, they should not be confused with empirical investigations, That
is, by and large, their concern is not with explicating the contextually situ-
ated meanings of these issues for particular individuals or groups. Rather,
it is with framing the issues within larger social theories in order to better
understand their complexities, If particular examples from the ‘real world'
are used, it is often to illustrate theoretical claims, not to make a case about
particular ‘real world® meanings.

A second direction recent literature has taken is towards the examina-
tion of context-specific ways language is used in official texts to create
particular visions of social phenomena like gender and class, and social
issues such as discrimination, democracy and so on. Here one finds the
work of, to name a few of the more well-known writers, Norman
Fairclough (1995a, 1995b, 2000), ‘Teun van Dijk (1993a, 1993h), Roger
Fowler (1991) and Ruth Wodak (1997; Reisigl & Wodak, 2001). The work
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undertaken by this second group is more aptly termed empirical in that
their focus is on the interrogation of texts collected from specific institu-
tional contexts.

While the goals of this research are in keeping with this dimension,
same of the carlier studies have been eriticized, and rightly so, for their
lack of systematicity and rigour in explicating the eriteria for choosing
samples of texts to examine and in locating their interpretations of the
meanings in the specific contexts of use, as realised by those whose texts
they are (cf. Collins, 1997; Widdowson, 2000). As noted in Chapter 8 in
relation to the analysis of data, if the methods are not clearly stated and
systematically utilised, it raises the question as to whether the text samples
are chosen to fit with the researcher’s own viewpoint rather than o illus-
trate the particular worldviews embaodied in the settings from which the
samples are drawn. This point is not meant to steer one away [rom doing
such broad-based research; it is only to call attention to the need for
rigorous and systematically employed methods no matter what the scope
of the investigation is.

I have included here, in Example 10.1, an illustration of the kinds of
studies currently being done in applied linguistics concerned with the
dimension of sociocultural structure. Tt is useful in that it illustrates both
the weaknesses and strengths of current discourse analyses concerned with
macro social issues. It is weak in that it lacks any explanation of criteria for
choosing the texts and of methods for their analysis and thus raises ques-
tions about the legitimacy of the findings. At the same time, it illustrates
the potential value such studies have for understanding the wider social,
political and cconomic ideologies embodied in more micro contexts and
social relations,

Example 10.1 Sociocultural structures

Lin, AM., (1997) Analyzing the ‘language problem’ discourses in Hong Kong:
How official, academic, and media discourses construct and perpetuate
dominant models of language, leaming, and education. Journal of
Pragmatics, 28: 427-40.

Purpose: The purpose of Lin's analysis is to examine how the ‘language
problem’ has been formulated in offical public discourses in Hong Kong.

Data sources: Lin cites the following as sources for her data: government
education %o_..Q document and repons, academic articles and reports, and
public media such as ‘influential newspapers’ (p, 427). No other information
15 given on means for assunng that excerpts taken for analysis were repres
entative of the larger corpus
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Data analysis: No specific means for analysing the callected data were given
in the repont, but it is summised that a broad-based discourse analytic

approach was taken,

Findings: According to Lin, the offical documents she examined perpetuate
particular conceptualisations of the notions of language, learning and educa-
tion, including the following:

« The goal of education is to produce a labour force for businesses

« Schools need to focus on development of leamer proficiency in English
and Chinese as a means to satsfy economic, political and other
demands.

- Language leaming goals should be defined by job-market needs,

+ Teachers and students are considered 'sub-standard workers and leamers’
(p. 427),

According 1o Lin, these conceptualisations ‘impose a labor-production model
of education, denigrate the value of the child’s mother tongue, impose a
one-sided cognitive model of language and language leaming, assume an
ahistorical, non-sociocultural, computer-model of the social actor (e.g the
child, the leamer)’ (p. 438)

Conclusions: Current discourses are perlous to language leamers as they
cannot help in the development of effective educational programmes and
practices. Official discourses must change to reflect views of language, learn-
ing and education that can lead to the development of educational pro-
grammes that meet leamers' sociocultural needs and ‘equip them wath the
necessary fesources to survive and succeed in, as well as to contribute 1o,
our society’ (p. 439)

Suggestions for research projects

To recap, research on macro sociocultural structures involves the system-
atic collection and analysis of contextually situated oral and written texts
for the purposes of uncovering the particular ideological assumptions
embodied in their linguistic and discursive arrangements. Questions that
can guide projects undertaken in this domain include the following: What
social, cultural and ideological perspectives about the notions of language
and culture are contained in a particular set of classroom texts for English
language learners? What are the official language policies embodied in the
standard practices of an educational or business organisation? How are
these informed by beliefs about language and language users in the larger
social context? What political ideologies about race and ethnicity are
found in a particular professional organisation and how do they influence
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the kinds of practices found in that organisation? How do teachers con-
struct learmners’ identities in their stories about their experiences in their
classrooms? Tow do these constructions reflect the cultural and political
ideologies of their educational institution?

Research project 10.1

Perspectives on the English-speaking culture(s) found in textbooks
used in EFL classrooms

Identify concerns and pose questions

As we know, the resources and tools we use in our classrooms shape
our leamers' development in significant ways. Understanding what may
be passible for their development in terms of, at the very least, social and
cultural understandings requires in part that we understand the social and
cultural meanings embodied in the tools and materials we make available
to them. Thus, we are led to ask: What are the typical images and themes
on culture that are found in one type of instructional tool common to EFL
classrooms, textbooks.

Identify appropriate approach and sources of data

A discourse analysis would be the most appropriate approach for this
study. Choose texts that are available for use in your classes. Make sure you
are able to articulate the criteria you used to make your selections. Since
examining every page would make the task unmanageable, choose spedific
sections from each text to examine. You may choose to look at every other
chapter or a certain percentage of chapters from each text

Collect data

Create a provisional analytic framework to use on which to note and clas-
sify the thematic content within each selection. Figure 10.2 is an example
of one that can be used, or you can construct one that addresses your
particular concemns.

E.n&um data |

Examine each selection, noting and classifying the content, Once you have
examined each selection, look across ﬂ_msmma for recurring 5«%”_.8 or
concepts, or categories. Quantify the number of units that fit within each
(as, for example, percentages) and choose the best, most representative
examples for each theme, concept or category. You might construct a dia-
gram to represent the semantic and other relations comprising a theme or
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Representations
Words and | Visual representations: Where approptiate,
phrases note demographics of individuals (e.g.
socioeconomic status, gender, race, age),
scene and location (e.g. geographical
location, urban, rural) and so on.
Topical content
Personal life
Family life
The community
Sports
Health and welfare
Travel
Education
The workplace
Current events
Religion
Arts, humanities
Political systems
Science
Environment
Other

Figure 10.2 Analytic framework for analysis of EFL texts

category. Construct a set of statements about the data that you feel best
represent what you found.

Reflect on the findings iyt
What did you find out about the social and cultural content contained in
the textbooks? Which findings did you anticipate? Which were most sur-
prising? What might account for these meanings? How relevant are these
meanings for your students? How might you add to or in some way change
the tools and resources that students will use in the classroom?

Share findings and take action .

It is likely that your findings will be of interest to those who teach similar
courses. Thus, it would be worth while to share @ summary of your findings
with your collea either as part of a faculty meeting, or as a posting to
an electronic bulletin board for EFL teachers, In addition, you might send
your review 1o a journal for publication consideration.
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Research project 10.2

The representation of teenagers in the news

Identify concerns and pose questions

As we know, our sodial identities are constructed in part by the larger beliefs,
practices and ideologies found in the wider social contexts in which we live.
Through the various forms of media such as newspapers, television pro-
grammes, and magazines individuals are portrayed in certain ways, and
these portrayals give shape to our understandings of individuals as social
beings. The questions here then are: How are American (or other cultural
group) teenagers portrayed in the media? More specifically: How do stories
appearing in newspapers portray the lives and activities of teenagers?

Identify appropriate approach and sources of data

The most appropriate approach is discourse analysis. Choose the news-
papers from which data will be collected. If you are interested in more local
portrayals, then choose newspapers that are community-based. If the con-
cem is with more global portrayals, then choose newspapers with a larger
scope, le. that are geared to a regional or national market. Whatever
choices are made, be sure you can articilate the rationale behind them,
Specify the time period over which data collection will ocour making sure
that you will collect enough data to allow pattemns to emerge (eg. once a
day vs once a week).

Collect data

Create a provisional analytic framework to use on which to note and clas-
sify the content of the news stories. Figure 10.3 is an example of one that
can be used, or you can construct one that addresses your particular concems.

Analyse data

Total the number of stories found from each newspaper for each collection
period. Examine each selection, noting and dassifying the content. Once
you have examined each selection, look across datasets for recurring
themes or concepts, or categones. Quantify the number of units that fit
within each and choose the most representative examples for each theme,
concept or category. Construct a set of statements about the data that you
feel best represent what you found.

Reflect and reconsider

What topics were most frequently dealt with in the news stories? How were
youths portrayed in these stories: e.g. Productive contributors to the com-
munity? Troublemakers? Sympathetic characters? Difficult to control? Celeb-
rated? Did news stones vary by gender, race, or age? That 15, were some
groups represented in particular kinds of stories more than others? What
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Topics Demographics Tone of coverage (i.e. words
(e.g. age, SES*, race | used to create positive vs
gender, ethnicity) negative spin)

Educational issues
Mﬁ_ﬂ.
Crime (perpetrators/victims)
Accidents
Social health problems
(e.g. drinking, smoking, |
drugs, eating disorders,
teen suicide)
Race relations
Employment, workplace
Community activities
Other

* Socloeconomic Status

Types of
agﬁ-.mﬂrwﬁ particular story to broader social context)
Event (relating account of a specific event with no fink to some broader issue

or concam)
Figure 10.3 Framework for analysis of news stories

can you conclude about the portrayal of teenagers in news stonies? How might
these images shape the everyday lives of teenagers in your community?

Share findings and take action . !

If you work for or are familiar with a youth community organisation, you
might want to share your findings with them. Together you can discuss
whether the representation of teenagers works to their advantage or dis-
advantage and together develop ways 1o enhance their public portrayals.

10.2.2 Institutional contexts

This dimension has to do with the institutional contexts constituting our
social communities. These contexts are shaped by specific goals that are
drawn from the larger worldviews in which they are nested. .._..rcmn goals,
in turn, give shape to particular kinds of comImunicative activities “ws._.v.&..
ticular kinds of social roles and relationships in those conrexts. Families,
schools, churches, civic organisations, places of work, professional groups,
friendship circles, neighbourhood and other social and special-interest
clitbs and associations are some of the more significant social institutions
in which we hold memberships. - —
The general concern of research in this dimension is with cx_._.mu::n
the communicative practices and activities that characterise particular
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institutional contexts, including the communicative resources and patterns
of participation by which the social roles and role relationships within
these activities are produced and regulated. That is, it secks to make
visible the socially constituted nature of the institution, the communicative
activities comprising the institution, including their relationships to cach
other, and the communicative means by which individuals are appro-
priated into or assume particular social roles and role relationships as part
of their invalvement in these contexts.

The general approach to such studies is ethnographic. Sources of dara
typically include notes from long-term participant observations, audio
and video-recordings, interviews with participants whose contexts they
are, and collections of official documents. Combining the use of the
ethnography of communication framework with discourse and conversa-
tion analytic techniques to analyse the data allows us to see how more
micro-social actions are connected to larger patterns of use, and how these
patterns are embedded within and, on another level, help to constitute
particular communicative meanings, beliefs and ideologies.

A sampling of research concerned with the institutional context was pro-
sented in Chapter 4. Remember the concern here was with documenting
learners’ communicative worlds outside the classroom with the aim ol
using them to transform the contexts of the learners” schools. As with
research on the more macro issues, doing ‘good’ research here involves
rigorous and systematic use of data collection and analysis methods,
Because of the broad range, amount and type of data typically collected
for these kinds of studies, it is sometimes easy for researchers to ‘get lost’
in their data. That is, they may ‘lose sight of concrete communication in
the sense of actual communities of persons. Forms of formalization, the
abstract possibilities of systems, hoped-for keys to mankind as a whole,
seem to overthrow the dogged work of making sense of real communities
and real lives' (Hymes, 1974: 7). To ensure that the sense being made is
reflective of those whose worlds are being studied, it 1s especially import-
ant for researchers to make clear how data were gathered, including the
specific sources used, and how reflective of the entire corpus of data are the
examples used in the research report.

I have included a short overview of a study of an elementary school
programme, (Example 10.2) as an example of the kinds of studies cur-
rently being done in applied linguistics concerned with the dimension
of institutional context. Like the earlier example, it has both strengths
and weaknesses. While it explains more clearly its sources and means of
collecting data, it does not make clear how the data were analysed, how
the different sources of data were analysed in relation to each other, and
how reflective the samples are of the whole body of data. It is useful,
however, in demonstrating the links between the members® social actions
and the shapes that the communicative worlds in their schooling com-
munity take,
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Example 10.2 Institutional contexts

Toohey, K. (2000) Learning English at schoal: Identity, soctal relations and
classroom practice. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters,

Purpose: The multipurpose of Toohey's study is to uncover: (a) the specific
communicative practices by which a group of language-minority children
engage with their teachers and each other over the course of their primary
schooling, from kindergarten to grade 2; (b) how these practices distribute
and regulate the kinds of social identities and roles the children are socialised
into; and (c) the consequences in terms of opportunities for leaming
afforded by these practices,

Partiapants: With the help of the kindergarten teacher, Toohey identified
six language-minority children attending primary school in a large suburban
school district in Canada to follow over the duration of the study. The
children represented three different language groups, and lor each group,
one male and one female child were chosen.

Data sources: Toohey used a variety of sources typical of a broad-based
ethnography from which to collect data over a three-year period. For
example, she and her research assistants kept field notes while participant-
observers in the setting. They also audio- and wideo-recorded regularly
scheduled sessions, and interviewed the teachers and parents of the chil-
dren several times over the duration of the projea

Data analysis: Little explicit mention is made of the analytic techmiques used,
but it is surmised that a discourse analysis of the transcnbed recordings,
interview data and field notes was the primary approach

Findings: The general finding arising from this longitudinel, ethnographic
study 15 this: the children’s opporturities for leaming were enhanced in situ-
ations where they were given the chance to take on desirable and powerful
positions in the situations, when they had access (o their peers’ expertise,
and when they were allowed to play, and use English, with their peers.
Influencing the availability of these opportunities were seating arrangements
(eg where children were made 1o sit for certain activities, and who ther
seat neighbours were), and the kinds of parhapation structures afforded by
the mstructional practices (e.g. teacher-whole group, small group work, indi-
widual seat work, and so on).

Conclusion: The kinds of leaming opportunities afforded to language-minarity
children shape their success as leamers. Improving language-minority
children's learning opportunities involves minimally making teachers aware
of how schooling practices shape, in fundamental and consequential ways,
these leamers’ possibilities for success.
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Suggestions for research projects

As noted above, the general concern of research in this dimension 1y
with explicating the communicative practices and activities, including par-
ticipant roles and role relationships, embodied in particular social nsu-
tutions, Questions to guide research projects in this domain include the
following: What communicative practices and activities comprise a partcu-
lar institution? What beliefs and assumptions about language and culture
are embodied in them? Whose interests do these serve? How compatible
are the activities within institutions and how do they compare across
institutions?

Research project 10.3

Students’ funds of knowledge

Identify concerns and pose questions

As we know, students come to school with rich reservairs of cultural and
linguistic knowledge developed in the context of their families upon which
teachers can build to create a more meaningful leaming environment in the
classroom. To uncover some of the knowledge and skills your students
already possess, you can conduct a funds of knowledge project, based on
the work done by Luis Moll and his associates and described in Chapter 4.
A question that can guide your research is: What funds of knowledge and
resources do students bring with them from their home contexts?

Identify appropriate approach and sources of data

One approach appropriate for this study is discourse analysis. A primary
means for collecting data can be through interviews and questionnaires
with your students and their families. In addition to being primary sources
of data, students can also be involved as co-investigators and asked to
conduct interviews or complete questionnaires with their family members.
They can also be asked to create portfolios in which they include written,
visual, graphic, audio, video and other kinds of materials that they feel best
represent their home communities.

Collect data

Together with the students develop an interview protacol or questionnaire
they can use with their family members. Develop a time line for con-
ducting the interviews and completing the questionnaires. Since the
findings are to be used to transform your dlassroom environment, it is
advisable to conduct the study early in the school year. Provide students
with ﬂ.g&&:& for creating home portfolios along with a deadline for
completing them.
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Analyse data

Together with students, read the transcribed interviews and completed
questionnaires, noting recurring themes and topical patterns. Follow the
same procedure for the portfolios. Summanse and amange the findings
from the interviews, questionnaires and student portfolios into particular
funds of knowledge.

Reflect on the findings

What funds of knowledge do students bring with them to school? How
similar or different are they across students? How do they compare with
the school's funds of knowledge as represented in the curricular and
instructional practices and policies? What do they tell you about the needs,
interests, and abilities of your students? How do they compare with the
funds of knowledge you bring from your home context? How might they
be incorporated into your classroom leaming community?

Share findings and take action

Together with the students, design means for sharing what you have
leamed with the larger school community. You might also create a web site
and invite other school communities to do similar kinds of project. Also
consider presenting your findings to a professional group of teachers, What
you have learmed may help them to decide to make changes to their own
classroom communities,

Research Project 10.4

Family literacy practices in multilingual environments

Identify concern and pose questions

While we know that many families arriving to our communities come with
many languages, often within the same family, we know far less about how
families with multiple languages manage their communicative expenences,
and more particularly their literacy practices. Thus, the question guiding this
project is: What are the literacy practices of one multilingual family?

Identify appropriate approach and sources of data

The approach to take here is broadly ethnographic, including methods
typical of an ethnography of communication to capture the range and
scope of literacy practices, and discourse analytic methods for analysis of
written documents that include transcriptions of taped conversations and
interviews with participants, and the maternials they use in their literacy
practices (e.g books, newspapers, lists, letters, etc), Given the range of
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data to be collected, it is most feasible to begin with one family. The findings
here can lead to new questions for exploration with additional multilingual
families.

Collect data

Collecting data involves long-term participation with the group of particip:
ants. It can include regular conversations with the family to discuss literacy
practices and their perceptions of them; observations of the indivit
family members as they go about their daily lives to uncover the ways that
literacy practices enter into and are used by the individuals to construct
their worlds; and collection of matenials that are important to the group i
terms of what they read and what they write. i

Analyse data

Transcribe the videotapes and identify the common features of the litéracy
practices. Use Hymes's SPEAKING model as a beginning framework
Desaribe the patterned uses of print, the codes of language they Involve,
and interpret the conventional meanings in light of how they are used by
the family. In addition, analyse your field notes and participant interviews
for recurring themes and use them to help explain the literacy activities In
light of the larger sodal and cultural contexts,

Reflect on the findings

What literacy practices are most commonly engaged in by this family? Do
they vary by language? What do the practices mean to the family? Do the.
meanings vary by family role (e.g parent vs child)? How important are
they to maintaining their identities as multilinguals? How closely are they
supported by the larger social community?

Share findings and take action

Your findings will have much to offer teachers and administrators in K-12
schools and adult education programmes, and both local and state policy
makers. You might consider offering workshops on your findings for these
groups. You might also see if there is interest among families in your com-
munity who have similar multilingual backgrounds in organising and par-
ticipating in literacy-based clubs,

10.2.3 Communicative activities

This third dimension is concerned with the identification and charae-
terisation of the communicative activities sustaining, and sustained by, 2
particular institutional context. In addition to everyday activities by which
institutional members of particular communities live their lives, attention
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i also given to those practices by which novice members or newcomers are
apprenticed into the institution’s activities and the specific means by which
they are assessed or evaluated as bona fide members. Communicative
activities include oral and written events as well as those accomplished
with electronic means, such as e-mailing and electronic bulletin board
postings.

The aim of research in this dimension is to identify, describe, interpret
and ultimately explain the locally situated meanings of the communicative
actions by which individuals jointly produce their encounters. The focus
here is not on individuals within their activitics, but on the particular
activities that shape and are shaped by individual involvement,

Several approaches can be used to accomplish the goals of this dimen-
sion, Ethnographies of communicauon are typically used to uncover the
conventional linguistic patterns of participation and communicative plans
shared by group members and by which they accomplish their activities,
If the activity is accomplished through face-to-fuce interaction, conversa-
tion analysis is sometimes combined with the more gencral ethnographic
analyses to uncover the particular interactional features oriented o by
the participants to produce order in the conversation. Studies like that by
Jacoby and Gonzales (1991) and Capps and Ochs (1995), noted in Chaprer
2, are good examples of how to combine ethnography of communication
methods with more detailed analyses of conversation.

Studies can also take an interactional sociolinguistic approach to examine
points of mis-communication to uncover differences in meanings attributed
to particular cues. Examples of such studies were presented in Chapters 2
and 8. Finally, discourse analysis can be used to uncover particular lin-
guistic cues used to index larger contexwal meanings. Examples of studies
taking a discourse analytic approach were presented in Chapter 8.

Similar to the studies undertaken in the other two ﬂm.zn.ic:? in
addition to audio- and video-recordings of the encounters, data sources
include field notes taken from participant-observations, and interviews
with the participants themselves. The sampling of studies of commun-
icative activities cited in Chapter 1, the language socialisation practices
reviewed in Chapter 3, and the review of communicative activities par-
ticular to classrooms reviewed in Chapter 5, are examples of the kinds
of studies typical of this dimension. In addition, I have included a short
overview of a study (Example 10.3) which examines one particular activity,
testing routines, as instantiated in the classroom practices of three differ-
ent teachers. It is notable that in her report, the author provides details
on her sources of data, and the methods she used to gather and analyse
them. As pointed out carlier, such information helps the reader to make
sense of and evaluate how well the findings represent the larger corpus of
collected data,
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Example 103 Communicative activities

Poole, D. (1994) Routine testing practices and the linguistic construction of
knowledge. Cognition and Instruction, 12 (2): 125-50.

Purpose: The purpose of Poole's study is to examine how routine classroom
testing events are linguistically encoded, and within these events how cur-
ncular knowledge is encoded.

Data source: The data were gathered over a four-month period from the
classrooms of three teachers each from a different junior high school, all
located In an urban area of southem Califomia. They included field notes
taken during observations of 50 class hours, audio- and video-recordings of
39 of these dlass hours, infarmal discussions with the teachers, and more
structured intenviews at the end of the data collection period. Data selected
for analysis included the following identified activities: two pre-test reviews,
six post-test reviews, and the written tests which constituted the focus of the
reviews.

Data analysis: Poole used modified conversation analytic techniques 1o
franscribe the recordings of the pre- and post-test reviews, and used an
ethnography of communication approach to identity, descnibe and interpret
the meanings of the recurring pattems in the conversations, including speech
acts and speech act sequencing,

Findings: One of the findings that emerged from Poole’s analysis revealed
that the curricular content in these sessions was encoded primarily through
IRE sequences ‘that take the form of "test-questions” or incomplete sentence
frames' (p. 130). The questions themselves were largely display or known-
answer questions such as 'Where was the Whiskey Rebellion? and ‘What did
the immigration act of 1924 do? Moreover, the questions asked in the
pre- and post-test reviews reflected the kinds of questions found on the
written tests. For example, the question above asked by the teacher about
the immigration act appeared i this exact farm on the wiitten test, Student
responses, both in the reviews and on the test, were primarily limited to
short noun-phrases,

Conclusion: The kinds of questions asked in the pre- and post-est reviews,
and again on the written texts, as well as the student responses such questions
led 1o, constituted knowledge as ‘objectifiable, seemingly value-free form of
knowledge presentation’ (p. 143). Poole argues that long-term engagement
of the leamers In such events socialises them into a limited, constraining
understanding of knowledge as discrete, isolatable display of facts. She calls
for alternative forms of assessment in which "schoal-valued knowledge can
be assessed in a more complex form’ (p. 144).
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Suggestions for research projects

As noted above, this dimension is concerned with identifying, character-
ising and explaining the meanings of the particular communicative tools
and resources used by individuals to produce their communicative activ-
ities, Also of concern are the means by which newcomers or novices are
sed into full, competent participation. The focus here is not so much
on individuoals within their activities, but on the particular activities that
shape and are shaped by individual engagement. Research projects seck
answers to such questions as: What are the communicative means and
plans constitutive of 3 communicative activity determined to be significant
to the lived experiences of the members of a particular institutional con-
text? What social identities and role relationships are made available to
the participants in the activity? How are newcomers and other novices
oriented to and appropriated into legitimate participation? Where does
long-term use of the activity’s mediated means lead the participants in
terms of what they learn and how they learn it?

Research project 10.5

Social activity in a retirement community

Identify concern and pose questions

Communicative activities are important means by which individuals and
groups enact and construct their everyday worlds. While there has been much
recent work on actvities of youths and schooling communities, far fewer
studies have been done on adults, and in particular, on adults living in retire-
ment communities. Those interested in this population might be interested
in conducting a project that examines this group more closely, One question
to guide the project is: What s one communicative activity that is important
to creating and maintaining social affiliation in a retirement community?

Identify appropriate approach and sources of data

Ethnography of communication would be an appropnate approach. The
choice of a particular community depends on your professional and prac-
tical interests. The choice of particular activity should be determined after
you have spent time with the community.

Collect data

This study requires long-term involvement in the community as an observer
or participant-observer. In addition to making multiple video-recordings
of the activity of interest, keep field notes of your own observations and
experiences, interview the participants for their reflections and observations,
and collect all related materials, artifacts, documents and written records.

CONTEXTS OF NESEARE 1

Analyse data
Transcribe the videotapes and identify the features impor
accomplishment of the activity. Construct a framework of the ¢
or typical sequence of communicative actions as they
activity. Describe the patterned uses of language and intefp
ventional meanings in light of how they are used by the paricl
take action.

The SPEAKING framework would be useful here in dest b
activity. In addition, analyse your field notes and participant Itee
for recurning themes and use them to help to explain the it
of the larger social and cultural contexts it helps to (re)ers
community.

Reflect on the findings Wl .
What did you find about the particular communicative activity? Mo
typically enacted? What functions does it play in the larger comiiif
Whose [nterests does it seem to servel How do participants feel abio
What new knowledge or understanding about this community cat
from your study? What might your next steps be?

Share findings and take action . :
Depending on your professional role, you can decide to share your I
with those who work in or aspire to work in retirement COmMUMITIES Yo
can also present your findings to a professional organisation concatieg
with ageing and language use. More informally, you can post your HAEINES
to a professional electronic bulletin board, ,

o

.

Research project 10.6

Classroom discourse and language leaming

Identify concern and pose questions . 9
As discussed in Chapter 5, the discourse of classrooms is consequent!
to leamers’ development in that it helps to shape both the processes ane
products of leaming If you are concemed with improving classioom
conditions for foreign language leaming, one place to begin is by examin
ing the discourse of these classrooms. A basic question to guide this
project is: what are the intellectual and practical activities that teachers
and students construct in and through their discourse in a forelgn language
classroom?

10l
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Identify appropriate approach and sources of data

Ethnography of communication would be an appropriate approach to
uncovering the communicative activities comprising the discourse of a class-
room community. The level and grade of the foreign language classroom
will depend on your own professional interests.

Collect data

To get a sense of the conventional practices constituted in the classroom
discourse requires long-term involvement in the community. How often you
visit the classroom depends on how long the course runs. If, for example, it
runs for an entire academic year, you might decide to collect data once a
week. If it is much shorter, say an 8-week course, you should probably plan on
collecting data a few times a week. In addition to audio- and video-recording
the classroom activities, keep field notes, collect related matenials and arti-
facts, and plan to interview the teacher and students for their perceptions.

Analyse data

The first step of the analysis involves transcribing the recordings. The sec-
ond involves coding the discourse into its constituent activities. You might
consider involving the teacher in constructing the official coding scheme.
On the transcriptions, ask her to indicate what was happening i.e. the pur-
pose(s) directing the interaction, and label the various activities embedded
in the talk accordingly. She might use labels such as ‘transitioning’, ‘dis-
aplining a student’ and ‘drilling subject/verb agreement’, She can also be
asked to indicate points in the talk where these activilies began and ended,
and where she was unsure of what was going on. Hymes's SPEAKING
model would be helpful as a descriptive framework. Another step involves
constructing a framework of the conventional or typical sequence of utter-
ances as It unfolded in a particular activity. In addition, analyse your field
notes and participant interviews for recurring themes and use them to help
explain the significance of the activities to the dlassroom community.

Reflect on the findings

What kinds of activities are typical of the discourse of this foreign language
community? Were any a surprise to you? To the teacher? What kinds of
communicative activities and understandings of language are students
being socialised into?

Share findings and take action

Together with the teacher, you might consider how to change or enhance
the classroom discourse so that it provides more opportunities for student
involvement and for their using language that is communicatively rich.
You might also co-present your findings at a meeting of foreign language

CONTEXTS OF HESEANE N

10.2.4 Individual experiences

The final dimension focuses on the ‘intersection of biographical experi
ence and social involvements' (Layder, 1993: 9). That is, the concern s
with individuals’ experiences within their communicative worlds, Tl
focus differs from a concern with communicative activities, desoribod
above, in that it gives attention to ‘the way individuals respond to, anl
are affected by, their social involvements as against a focus on the satnry
of the social involvements themselves' (ibid.: p. 74 emphasis in the
original),

Such a focus includes concerns with how individuals use the cues
available to them in their communicative encounters to both index and
construct their everyday worlds, It focuses, in particular, on the ways
individuals index and construet their social identities and roles and those
of others in light of the kinds of identities and roles into which they have
been aseribed or socialised. In addition, attention is given to the ways that
individuals use language in the canstruction of concepts such as motiva-
tion, voice, affiliation, agency and competence. Remember, as with social
identities and roles, these constructs are considered to be fundamentally
social, developed within and thus contingent on individuals' particular
experiences in their social worlds,

Like studies of communicative activities, studies here can tke different
approaches. Sources of data typically include field notes from participant-
observations of individuals' biographical experiences, and interviews
and conversations with the individuals, in addition to audio- and video-
recordings of their experiences. The conventions of language use un-
covered by ethnographies of communication can allow closer inspection of
how individuals orient to their conventionality. The study by Hall (1993¢)
mentioned in Chapter 1, for example, provides a microscopic look at how
one individual manipulated in ereative ways a particular convention asso-
ciated with the activity of gossiping - an actvity that had much social
significance to the individual’s social community < to raise her status as a
participant in the activity.

Both interactional sociolinguistics and discourse analytic approaches
also permit a focus on individual use of language. Shea’s (1994) study of
a non-native English speaker’s experiences with two different academic
advisers, discussed earlier in Chapter 2, is an example of a study thar used
IS to reveal how an individual’s competence in accomplishing a goal was
constructed in part by his interlocutor’s willingness to participate in the
encounter. Rampron’s (1995) study, also discussed in Chapter 2, takes a
discourse analytic approach to the study of how individuals communicat-
ively experience their social worlds. Remember, his study was concerned
with the varied ways that adolescents living in multi-ethnic communities
used the linguistic resources available in their communities to stake out
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their positionings in particular interactions and create partcular social
identities. Chaprer 2 discussed some additonal studies concerned with
language use at the level of the individual. Finally, microgenetic methods
are particularly useful for investigating change on the level of the indi-
vidual. An extended example of such a study by Kim and Hall (2002) was
presented in Chaprer 8.

I have included a short overview of a study by Betsy Rymes, in Ex-
ample 10.4, on the linguistic cues used by a group of students to construct
themselves as particular kinds of individuals in stories they tell about
their experiences of dropping out of school. Similar to Poole, Rymes
provides needed detail on the sources of the narratives, and the means
by which she collected and analysed them. While the analysis remains at
the interpretive level, it is useful nonetheless in demonstrating how lin-
guistic resources are used to index agency in even the most mundane of
narratives.

Suggestions for research projects

To recap, the concern of this dimension is with individuals’ experiences
within their communicative worlds and, in particular, with how they use
the cues available to them to both index and construct their every-
day worlds, and their social identties and roles and those of others in
light of the kinds of identities and roles into which they have been
ascribed or socialised. In additon, atrention is given to the ways that
ndividuals use language in the construction of socially mediated con-
cepis such as motivation, voiee, affiliadon, accommodation, agency and
competence. Questions that studies in this dimension seck to answer
include: How are the communicative resources of a practice used by
participants to mdex their individual, social and cultural identities? How
do individuals position themselves linguistically and otherwise in terms
of the kinds of identities and role relationships made available 1o them
in their communicative practices? Which voices seem more privileged
ar engender more authority, and which social identities are being made
relevant? How are these identities reshaped by individuals as they make
their way in their activitics and with what communicative means? How
do the participants appropriate the resources of others for their own
purposes? Whar are the different means by which individuals accom-
modate 1o, resist, or acuvely oppose their mvolvement in particular
communicative activities? What are the social, cognitive, linguistic and
other consequences arising from an individual’s long-term participation
in particular communicative activities? Whar do individuals believe about
their roles as parucipants and how, if av all, do these heliefs shape what
they do?

CONTEXTS OF RESEARCH

Example 10.4 Individual experiences

es, B. (2001) Conversational borderiands: Language and identity in an
alternative urban high school. New York: Teachers College Press.

Puipose: One of the purposes of Betsy Rymes' study of a short-lived charter
school in California is to describe the linguistic resources used by a group of
students from the school 1o tell their stories of ‘dropping out' of traditional
public schools. She looks in particular at how they construct themselves as
moral agents in these stones.

Data source: Her analysis is based on 12 video-recorded narratives told by
eight Latino students between the ages of 15 and 18, four of whom are
men and four of whom are women.

Data analysis: Rymes combines ethnographic data with a discourse analytical
approach to describe and interpret the meanings of the particular resources
used by the students in their stones.

Findings: Rymes found that these students render their leave-taking from
traditional schools as reasonable and honourable responses to the difficult
situations in which they found themselves through the use of several
grammatical cues. One cue for doing so involved the use of progressive
aspect to signal the durative nature of troublesome, or unmanageable
actions in these situations. In describing the atmosphere of the school from
which she eventually dropped out, for example, one student stated, ‘if they
want you bad theyll be waiting for you' (p. 43; emphasis in the onginal),
Another student marked an enduring antagonistic relationship with a teacher
as her reason for dropping out, stating, ‘and he was looking for me that's
why 1 couldn’t go there anymore ‘cause | knew if | would go there | would
get in trouble.’ (p. 44; emphasis in the onginal),

Another grammatical cue used by these students to evoke an ongoing
antagonistic atmosphere was through the use of the non-referential or exist-
ential 'it" and ‘there’ as in ‘it's rough’ and ‘there’s a lotta mm:mu. (p. 45) to
describe their situations. According to Rymes, these forms ‘convey a genefal
presence, an atmosphenc surround within which “the problem starts"’
(p. 50). In these same narratives, the students use particular means to con-
struct their involvement in the events leading up to their dropping out in
such a way as to engender the sympathy of their interlocutors, They often
use the pronouns ‘they, ‘everybody’ and “everyone' as agents and position
themselves as involuntary objects of these agents” actions as in the following;
“cause they got me from the back boom boom boom’, "everybody rushed
me', and ‘everybody was socking me hitting me’ (pp. 54-5; emphasis in the
original).

Conclusion: Rymes concludes that the study of the use of particular gram-

matical cues in individual namatives can reveal the intricate ways that indi-
viduals position themselves in their worlds,
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Research project 10.7

Perceptions of identity and agency in narratives of bilingual speakers

Identify concerns and pose questions

The ways in which we use language in our communicative activities depend
in part on our notions of identity and agency, that is, who we perceive our-
selves to be, how we think others see us and how we would [ike others
to perceive us, Understanding the everyday worlds of bilingual speakers
requires in part our coming o understand their own understandings of
themselves as language users. The question guiding this project is; How do
a group of adult bilingual speakers perceive themselves as language users,
and how do they construct their identities in the stories they tell about
themselves?

Identify appropriate approach and sources of data

Narrative analysis would be an appropriate approach. The sources depend
on the group you are interested in. If you are a teacher, you might want to
gather narratives from a group of students. If your interest is the workplace,
consider gathering namatives from bilingual individuals who hold positions
in your field. The number of namatives collected depends on the context in
which you are conducting your study and the kinds of claims you hope to
make.

Collect data

Ask participants to provide written personal narratives. You can provide
prompts such as ‘How did you leam your two languages? or ‘How
important are they to you? rather than simply asking them to ‘Write
about yourself. In a class situation, you might first read and discuss
naratives written by other bilingual speakers, such as Hunger for Memory
by Richard Rodriguez to get them thinking about the issues of identity and
language,

Analyse data

First, decide on the features you wish to examine. They can include, for
example, themes and topics, and use of pronouns and other linguistic
markers to index in-group vs out-group identities, or to create themselves
as characters in plots of their stories. You can also examine words they use
to describe and thus construct themselves and others as certain kinde of
individuals in relation to particular contexts or events and the particular lan-
guages they speak. You might choose to quantify the number of units that
fit within each feature. Next, identify, describe and interpret the meanings
of the patterned uses of the features. Construct a set of statements about
the data that you feel best represent what you found.

CONTEXTS OF RESEARCH

Reflect on the findings

How do these indiiduals perceive themselves as language users? What
identities are relevant to them? How do they position themselves in rela-
tion to others in their worlds? To the social contexts they consider signific-
ant? How do their perceptions compare across the group?

Share findings and take action !

There are several electronic websites devoted 1o bilingualism where you
can post your findings. If your participants were also your students, you
might discuss the implications of the findings with them.

Research project 10.8

A bilingual child’s use of language in play activities

Identify concern and pose questions L
While there is much evidence on the linguistic features of child bilingual
development, less is known about their communicative development in
specific contexts of language use. In order to understand more fully the
directions the language development of children who are raised as simul-
taneous bilinguals can take, these contexts need closer examination. Thus,
a question to guide this research project is: How does a child being raised
bilingually use her two languages to constitute her involvement in play?

Identify appropriate approach and sources of data !

A microethnographic analysis of play events is an appropriate mn.nqcmn:.
Because of the detailed focus on language use, the number of participants
can be small In this case, one focal child and her involvement in play
events with her adult caregivers can be used. If each caregiver interacts with
the child in one of the two languages (e.g. mother interacts in English, the
father in German), the dataset should include an equal number of play
events for each language.

Collect data !

Set up a video-recorder in the room where the child plays and record the
play events as they take place. Decide on a time pefiod for collecting the
data. You should have enough data to be able to justify claims about
the typicality of the child’s language use in her play events.

Analyse data

After first transcribing the recordings, code each utterance according to lan-
guage code (i.e. German or English). Utterances containing morphological
or lexical itemns from both languages should be coded as mixed. Also code
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each utterance for its communicative intent (e agreeing confirming
directing, requesting). Quantify codings for each event, and search across
datasets for regularities or patterms in terms of language code use and func-
tion and choose examples from the data that best fllustrate the patterns
found. Q:uucnagnamagu&osemasmz&.ﬁ: feel best
represent them.

Reflect on the findings

What languages did the child use in her interactions with the adult care-
givers? How closely did her code use correspond to the language used by
each interlocutor? What functions typify her utterances? Do they vary by

Share findings and take action
Consider wiiting up your report of the study and submitting to a journal
concemed with bilingualism and child development.

10.3 Summary

The ideas presented in this chapter are meant to help newcomers to the
ficld and others who are not familiar with a sociocultural perspective to
get some idea of the range of possibilities for exploration. The framework
highlighting the multiple dimensions of rescarch contexts not only helps
us to conceptualise the multiple layers of our social worlds, it also pro-
vides a guide for identifying possible topics and questions for undertaking
research. While the possibilities are unlimited, the focus of any investiga-
tion depends on one’s particular circumstances, interests and needs.

Without a doubt, conducting research on language, culture and learn-
ing from a sociocultural perspective is both labour and time intensive,
and thus, requires a fairly strong commitment to engaging in 'the dogged
work of making sense of real communities and real lives’ (Hymes, 1974: 7),
Such work is typically not for those who are looking for quick studies,
with simple answers. Rather, it is for those who enjoy exploring, who are
not discouraged by what can sometimes seem to he ::..:W\ ways of living,
and who are willing to persevere despite the bumps and obstacles they are
likely to encounter in their journeys. Chapter 11, the last chapter, contains
lists of relevant journals, professional organisations and websites where
readers can find additional materials, resources and tools to aid them in
their explorations.
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