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6. CHILDREN'S LANGUAGE AND' EXPERIENCES: SOME CONSIDERATIONS FOR LINGUISTS

H
-

II.

III.

H
<

Jnliu Koppe . —
Townsville College of Advancea Fducation

This paper focuses on five majcr areas of consideration -

An examination of two conirasted models of teaching-learning
which underlie the thinking of many teschers and linguists
involved in school programs. It is recognized that a restrictive

model may actuaily operate in a school or it may be falsely

ascumed by a linguist, thus introducing unnecessary constraints.
Implementation of an organic interaction model in schools.

Problems in interpreting test results in areas of primary or
oral language and in the secondary language skills of reading

and written communication.

The need for increased understanding of the characteristics of
learners - of children generally, of particular cultural groups,
and of individual children. Sucg understanding provides a basis
for planning programs which: capitalize on;learners' character-

istics.

Recognition of developmental patterns observed among children
and accommodation of such sequences in planning programs by

teachers and linguists.

Finally, some examples of an organic interaction model of

teaching-learning in operation are provided.

)



MODELS OF TEACHING-LEARNING

Didactic Teaching Modecl . -

"In the writings of some linguists involved in childhood

education, there is an implicit accepfanéé of didactic )
teaching. With this model, tgachers initiate action a.d
children resyond. Feedback from children to teacher is
limited. Communication among children i;.restricted.

Associated with z didactic teaching style, there often

o
exists a view of the learner as receptacle and the teacher as

the spurce of learning. Learning tends to be viewed in a

limited way - as acquisition.of new items 6f information.

Little emphasis is placed on uﬁdérstanding - integrating R
ideas in terms of past experience. 'Learning" tends to be

equated with "that which has been taught'". With teacher as

instructor and quiet rows of passive learners, 2 limited

communication system of the following type resulte:

Interaction Pattern Setting
—_ .
T 0 \\\\ Classroom
s s
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In this system there is a high risk of miscommuni-
cation if the experiential background and linguistic code
of teacher and learners differ. So poor is the communica<

tion system operating in didactic teaching that teacher
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and children are often unaware of miscommunication, A pluralistic
ignorance situation of this type is likely to be more damaging
than poor communication which the participants recognize. An
cxample of such pluralistic ignorance is provided by "too much/
too many" which iz, freguently ;éed by teachers in relation to
mathematical ideas and is alsc used with high frequehéy by
children in many Aboriginal communities. |

" 'e steal too much money' was quoted by a teacher as a child's
explanation of his father's being in Jjail. The teacher, who was
predisposed to interpret unfavourably, enlarged:

"Yoﬁ see, they think it's alright to steal, as long as

fhey‘don't Steal too much and get caught."
Thé child's "top much" simply meant "a lot".

After teaching in this particular community‘for three years,
this teacher still had not become sensitive to such differences in

meaning. It is my view that the didactic teaching model contri-

. butes to such communication problems by limiting scope for the

teacher to learn ﬁbout the children whom he teaches.

A didactic teaching model underlies a teaching style which
has been widely used in the past and which continues to be
influential. Even in schools which have moved well awayvfrom this
model, it maﬁ_continue to be limiting if it is accepted i;blicitly
by linguists working in education. A didactic model is totally

inadequate as a means of representing the ways in which children

‘ | . 4
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learn. Instead, 1 propose that we adopt an organic interaction
model which is much more corsistent with learning theory and

child development studies -

(b) Organic Interaction Model
£ child leéxns by interacting wirh his environment, both
physical und sceinl., Hz Jecyag thropph all his1;hnses. As he
feels things; smells things, sees things, menipulates them, ctc.

da

he takes intc himself infcrmstion abeut th: world. He begins to

develop a cognitive model of ric wofld, and in this, language
plays a vital ‘'rele. He begine to use symbols fecr items in his
worid. de classifies experiences, . observing similerities and
tolerating differences within classes., PBach new item is coded
and muspvbe related to previous expériences a5 the child's
structuring of his world proceeds.

A teacher whe accepts an organic interaction model of

\

learning tends to define his own rolec as promoting new learning
by children. The concept "lsnguage of instruction" is fairly
unimportant fer this teacher. Tho lirgu .s: . code which
provides a2 vehicle for childrcnfs lzain -, s the more important
consideraticn. For school starters, this i.anguage will be the
language of the child'y aecne, and perhaps, later, will gradually
extend to é szcond language or dizalect.

With an organic irteraction modei, various functions of

language can be recngnized ang accommodated;

ERIC
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structuring of the individual's world as symbols are

organized into a ncdel of reality;
communicating with socinl beings of significance to himg

self-communication and self-guidance as he directs his

behaviour through language, either spoken or silent;

verbal mediation in problem solving as verbalizing helps

to organize thinking.

i

Since the consciousness of the.éhiid, not of the teécher, is of
prime importance in this medel, children will often initiate action
while fhe chiid's peers or the teacher will respond to him.
Natural social interaction is expected as children participate
in various activities and seek the companionship of their mates.
The teacher's role includes:

determining learning goals (in~¢»nsultation with others);

structuring learning @xperiences;

promoting verbalization by the children;

helping children to focus on new aspects of experience ang

te linguistically ccde new features of experience.

Patterns of communication wiil be varied as will be settings for

interaction, e.s.

Interaction Pattcrns Settings
groups vary in size but often cconsist of Classroom
2, 3 or 4 members Playground

Beach

groups informelly structured by children

and sometimes by teacher Creek

6
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Interaction Patterns Settings
all sroup members freec to Local 3tore
initiate acticn Streets, etc.

groups regularly include parents
! and other community members
With an organic learning model, it is recognized that
children do not learn in neat compartments - oral language
during oral language lessons, reading during reading.leséons,
~ maths during maths lessons, ectc.
1f an activity is sufiiciently meaningful to impinée
strongly on a child, learning outcomes »f many types are possible.
#hile maths concepts are developing, gral language experience.may
be provided, perceptuasi skills strengt;ened,.and offen, exXperiences
provided with writteﬁ fofﬂé of langtaég. Idtegrated learning
situations with gigh interest fer the children will thus be
exploited by the teacher to obtain mulﬁiple learning outcomes.
With a class group.organized on an organic irteractiorn
model, the teacher becomes simply one member of an interacting
group - a member who admittedly has specizl responsibilities but
who observes the normal courtesies of interaction with the
childrén’s group;
In this model, the téacher‘accepts thac the children, with.
their wealth of past expericnces and learnings, will provide the
starting point for any planning-of future learning. ‘The tcacher

thus needs to learn about the children and their sccio~-cultural

7
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systems as fully as posgible, He alsc needs a knowledge of
1earning'theory and of sequences in child development in order to
determine learning go=als and to structure learning situations.

The children at all times should be active:learners involved +n
terms of physical activity and ideas.

These two .contrasted models have quite different implications
when we consider either lhngunge as a means for learning,>or
learning of language - be it cral language or the secohdary skills

of reading and writing.

IMPLEMENTATICN OF ORGANIC INTERACTION IN SCFOOLS - PROBLEM AREAS

If, 2s I have claimed, theory and research support an organic

~interaction model of lesrning, why is it so difficult to find in

-

operation in our schools? Undcubtedly, this pattern is becoming

more widely nccepted, as is evident in the move towards open area

ccheols, In the most successful class groups functioning under'fhe
Van Leer Language Develepment Program in Queensland, an organic
interacbion/ﬁniol may be seen in operstion. These classes are
exciting places for children an! tecachers. It is also true that

a few of the teachers attempting to implement our program have made

-limited progress towards establishing such patterns. In these
o - =3

instances, it seems 1.kely that teachers have failed to undersiand
or have been unable to accept the underlying philosophy.
There appear to me to be several major reasons for difficulties

in establishing the organic interaction pattern: -

U S AP
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(a) Institutionalization of Scheol Programs
As school programs become established, teachers gradually
come to.walue the programs in their ovm right. Once this happens,
it is an easy step Lo begin expecting children to fit into pre-
determined progfams instead of creating programs to fit the children.
Teaching behaviour hacs theﬁ beceme ritualistic - teachers lose sight
of the origin:l purpose of their behaviour‘and it is no longer
- subject to rat;g;%l examiration in the light of outcomes promoted.
If teachers allow themselves to accept school programs
as given, they then tend to see learning protlems as indicating
deficiencxﬁﬁithin the children. By incorrectly identifying problems
.8s within'the Tearner, the teucher is well on the way to establish-_
ing a éituation of self—fulfilling prophecy. 1If the teacher regards
a child as dull, her ottitude and her limited expectations for this
child begin to influencg.h*s reséonse. He then has a leafning
limitation unconsciously imrosad by the teacher.

Institutionaliz.ition of school prgrams is compounded by

a system in which recommended change is usually in restricted,

narrow areas, Nith piecemeal changej the teacher is not challenged
to rethink a philesophy about childrsn and learning. The next and

prehably the most important arem of difficulty is:-

(b). Ethnocentrism versus Acceptance of Cultural Re ativity
Acceptance of a chiid with his experiential background,

L . . . '
his learnings and his consciousness of reality must include a

9
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recognition that, for Aboriginal childrcf, the cultural system of
meanings, values and norms differs from that of non-Aborigines uvut
is equally as valid.

A teacher who deeply accepts cultural relativit; right

¢xplain it as follows: '

"Each social group has evolved its own pattern for
meeting humen need. Values and behaviour patterns

are meaningful within s system but are not intrin-
sically superior to those of other groups. There

are no absolutes. Patterns are meaningful in tho

context of a particular cuitural system."

This teacher learns about the child's system. His ethno-

cantric counterpart secs no point in trying to.

A highly ethnocentric teacher is likely to deny validity of

rd it as

A

'“”*““““”“”"“"“the;chi;d'S“sociOACultrral”Systéﬁj“ﬁdd“fﬁftﬁéf?“ﬁiy“f
degenarate. He may continue.demanding 2 response in terms of
the dominsnt culture. 'He will also, unwittingly or otherwise,
oirend againsﬁ the child's cultural system. His attitudes of

)

contempt for other cultures will also apply to the linguistic

system of ths child’s community.

(c¢) Perceived Practical Problems

Perceived practical problems in implementing an organic
interaction model are rnumerous. "It woﬁ'£ work" is not an
unusual attituds. Confronted with convincing evidence, particu-
larly film records of oper=ating groups, this attitude will often

change.
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Lack of suprport from other members of a school staff often
imposes dafficulties for a teacher attempting to develop a more
opan interaction systeh within a class group. Community attitudes
may also be perceived as limiting change, especially in communi-
ties with mixed ethnic groups. 1In fact, in some isclated
Jueensland communities, there are members of the non;Aboriginal
population who ostracige teachers attemoting to develop closer
social contact with the ramilies of their Aberiginal pupils.

While some perceived difficulties in implementing an
organic interaction model are real problems with no easy solution,
others may be rationalizations from teachers who feel threatened
by the prospect of radicsal change. They are asked to put aside
professional skills in which they ifecl secure and to develop new

strategies. Understand~bly, this may give rise to anxiety.

III. INTERPRETING RESULTS OF LANGUAGE TESTS

For teachers nnui for linguists ﬁorklng‘in educatioen, the
interpretation of results froem langumge testing is ~f considerable
importance., Yet, froquentiy, there are obvious weaknesses in the
interpretations which ére nade.

Reports.on the language development qf children from
minority cultures have been influenced by ethnocentric attitudes
or by a failure to legically tvrace through implications of
cultural difference. Often, tests are culiurally irrelevant and

assume -experience to which a child has had no access.

11
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Paraphenalia of a middle-class urban home‘is used as content .- e——mm—
Ttems which children learn about from books or films are also used
in.tests. This is demonstrated by the following responses from
young Aboriginzl children to items from a picture vocﬁbulary test
(Enticknap Picture Vocabulary) - see page .62.

Infermation from tests of this type is got particularly helpful
in assessinz & child's language development - if he comes from a
minority cultural group. The informaticn-ig of value in planﬁing
school programs. Tor examplc, it indicatesvto teachers that,
when labelling of picture items differs widely from the la;els

given by the mnjority cultural sroup, commercially produced reading

>

skills kits will bo relatively ineffective. This is not because of

children's poor langusge develoément tut bezcause of mismatch
between the child's cultural system aﬁd that assumed by developers
of reading materials. N

If a child speaks a nonstardard form of English; his perform—A
anc¢ on some tcs%s will be affected by unfamiliar language
structure, as wel: : z ‘iifererces in rhythm, intonation etc.
Consider language sizucturc in the following responses to items

from the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic Abilities -

"During the day we're awake, st night we're ... the moon come up."

"During the day we're swake, at night we're ... pyjama."

"Ears are tc hear with, eyes are to ... eye." (two eye)

—

"Ears are to hear with, eyes are to ... big." (too big)
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'moke
'moke ting
'moke it
Daddy pipe

umbrella
beetle
spider 'ouse
beetle thing

helicopter
ting go round
wind blow
clock
aeroplane
spinning

penguin

porpoise

platypus

puppy dog

a slippery

Moby Dick
on a rock
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In the first example (p.61), the unramiliar "we're" is processed
as the known items "whers" or "wear", In the second example,
repeated use of the copuin- makes the item a difficult one,
particulariy ns it combines with other unfamiliar patterns.

“then o grammatical test developed for one group is used with
n different linguistic rroup, it should be obvious that a child's
responses cannot validly be interpreted ag failure to acquire the
patterns of Standard English but constitute success in acquiring
those of his own community. For example -
"Here is a dog., Here gre two ... dog" does not give us much
information about a child's syntactic developmont if plural forms

.&re not inflccted in his community. The only justification for

using a test such as thic is to gain some assessment of the child's

competonce in fHtandsrd Tnglish ne a second dialect. This does

become important while. Standnrd ¥English is the language of hooks,
There are nddition«l haznards in toet interprotntion once a
caild haw soms mnatery of Standard English a8 a seccond dialect,
particularly i he has beon involved in a nchoollprogrnm nimed at
devoloping hidinleetnlism. The child moy thon rospond to a test
item in terms of oither code, duponding on the socinl situntion
of tugting, the ftem's fdcationnl content and its strength of
apsociation with eneh ol the ccden,  An itom about home ig
likoly to elicit his firat code while the subjoct "aatellitoes",
which he diseussed At school, is more 1ilely to olicit pattorns

frow the socond dinlect,

14




In test situations, children oftcn give perfectly valid
responses in terms of their own cxperience. These responses are
sometimes unscoratle if the test was normed on n culturally
different pcpulation. A commonly used intelligence test, the
Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (U7SC), contains the
following item:

"What is thz thing to o if you cut your finger?"
Non-Aboriginnl c¢hildren in Srisbane gave answers such as -

"Run to Mumiy aad she'll put 2 bandage on it." or

"Go to the hospital and the-doctor will fix it up." They scored.

-ﬂl.ndministered thig item to young children on Palm Island -
"What is the fhing to do if you cut your finger?"

"Bleed" wne often the answer,

Tn fact, for these indepandent young children who play
away from home nnd who often cut themﬂglvos on tﬁe rocks or recef,
this is precisely what you do, Running to Mummy for minor injury
would be negatively sanctioncd by the peer group. Bundﬁgos are
not around and, in some crses, thore wny be o relationship of
hostility towards the hospital, “The child's response may also
be influenced by lack of familinrity with the idiom "the thing
to do'. |

Intorpretntion of pictures is often invelved in responding

to tost items. Unless children Wweve had experience with picture

hooks in thelr early vears, they will by unfemiliar with our
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conventions in two-dimensional representation. This ig evident
in the following item from the Illinois Test of Psycholinguistic
Abilities in which a dog is dépicted as barking,;using the
convention of strokes to represent sound,

”Tﬁis dog likes to bark, Here hc is ... (barking)"

Children vho are unfamiliar with the convention interpret the
picture ir various ways -

"Here he is ~'spittin* da sticic cut."

"Here he is - set dem spear down ‘o belly.,""

"Here he iz - stick pokin in 'a teet'. ‘'e'na waste all 'e blood."

These are all reasonable interpretations but, if a child persists
in such a response, he fails to score.

It is not only langunge tests in which the culturally *
different qhild is disndvantaged through dialect difference.. In a
recently reported picce of rcsen;ch, children aged between five
and nine years were anestioncd nbout Eaégdisplﬁyed cylindrical
containers full of water, containers being qf equal height but
clearly differing in width. They were asked:

"Doecs this contniner have the same amount
or more than this one?"

In the unlikewy cvent that o young child using a different
linguistic c¢ode nckually tully comprehende the question, he may

respond ag ollows:

ERIC
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"This one got lot o' water., :
"This one got lot." (elongating the vowel in the second "loth)

This child has expressecd his understanding that quantities differ
though heights of the containers arc the same. Yet unless the
tester perceives and understands elengation of the vowel in the
seccond "1at", he will proﬁaﬁly conclude that the chiid has not
yet reached this stage ol uncderstanding.

If the child, really fails to demonstrate understanding, it
could be becausc -
(1) Difference in dialect between child and tester were

too great for adcquate comprechension;

(2) The coﬁplexity of language wasg Eeycnd most children in
the younger range of this research., Lven if a child
speaks Standard English, he is likely to experience
difficulty with the logical cennective "or' in combina-

tion with difficult relational terms;

(3) The child may not yet have developed a relational

concept as expressed by '"the same';

(4) The child has such a concept but he expresses it in a
different way, e.g. " 'e tie this onc 'cre.M

eeo and so on. There are so many possibilities that the inter-

pretations placcd:nn tects in this ferm are frequently sucpect.,

Interpreting tests of readine achicvement is also fraught

17
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with hazard. * Conceding tha‘ cultural difference makes it
difficult for many minority group children to acquire reading
skills, we may feel that reading'tests still provide valid
measures of the progress which & child has made. bften, this
is net so,

The Neale Analysis of Reaéing Ability is a test which h;é

becn. widely uscd., It is couched antirely in the past tense.

‘Fast tense forms cof Standard English are particularly difficult
for children using "bin" forms, as in -

" te vin 'ook ‘im."

("He/ste hooked him/her" - Standard Lnglish equivalent)

This test therzfcre gives An un*air assessment of the reading
skills of much a child, by repentedly penalizing him the same
fenture of mismatch botween his oral language sysiem and that of
Standard Ernglish.

Let us consider reading tests which require deccoding ot
isolrted words. Such tests may provide a Tair asscssment of
progress in reading, a5 lone ag familiarity of the words. is
the samc for childrun of thy norming ropulation and the minority
groups. Problems »f dirforence: ‘n languzge structure have not,
however, been ~limin~ted by nweiag single words, Take for
exomple, the word "painted”, To seoere cn this item, not only
must the child lwve some tamilicrity with Standnped English past

inflectinn, he must alsov kave ~cyuired thi: phonological rule
] T } )

18
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which adds a syllable in the above instance. Until children in
our Van Leer sroups have had sufficient oral experience of this
pherological rule in operation, they tend to generalize from the
more common form, c.3. "played", 2nd render "painted" without
the added syllable. This is as much a comment on a child's oral
system or systems as on his ability to decode writtén forms.

Caras in interpreting test performance is clearly necessary .
Teachers neced constantly to keep in mind the twe linguistic eodes
which are operating. This is demonstrated by the following
example of a Standard Brnglish ségtehoe as read by three Aboriginal
children:

Child 1: She run fast

Zhilg 2: 'e run fast

Child 3: She ...... ran ....,. fast,

In the first two cases, the children may be perfectly
matching the text with “heir own oral language systoms. While
they have achieved a meaningful match, the third child may
decode word by word, making no "errers'", but may fail to make

" sense of the nessage. Even with the word "ran" presented in
isolation, {the teacher would nced to consider whethor reading
it ag "run" constitutes an error in the usual sensc. A child
who is used to reading for understanding rather than "barking'
at print" will cften shift towards meaningful interprotation of

single words, cvan though his word attack skills are advanced,

19
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By seclecting tests which minimize mismatch between Standard
English and a child's first dialect, the problem of test
interpretation i1s reduced. Strangely, research workers and
teachers have often gravitated towards reading tests such as
those of Holbourne and Neale which put Aboriginal children at
greatost disadvantage. , _ .

Let ug return for n moment to oral language tests such as
the Illincis Test of Vsycholinzuistic Abilities. Frequently,
results are interpreted ag an indicatiorn that children who
speak = nonstandard dialect awre "bohind” their dominant culture

‘

peers in language development, not just in their competence

with Standard English. Tor sneakers of ﬂonstandard dialects,
scores on such tests cminot be interpretod as an adequate
index of language development, for various reasons, scme of
which have been mentioned. Yet reuasoning of the following type
is not uncommoen:

"The average age of these children is six vears.,

The mean seore for this group is the same as that of
Caverage feur year olds.

Therefore, these children are two years behind the
general population in terms of languzpe development,"
Having made  such an interpretation, writers [requently
bt
proceed to talk about the children's "language problem" in
much the game way as "The Aboriginal. Problem" is discusscd.

The assumption is that "problems" lic within members of one
29

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:



Y
| system rather than in the interaction between systems which are
_mismatched.

Haviﬁg said this, it spnould he conceded that there may in
fact be weaknesses in some of the areas of development which are
purported to be measured by the test. This cannot be deduced
from tests in which cultural f%ctors mitigate against children
performing well,

“hen teachers and rescavrch workers have sufficient access
tc meanings and values of both sociccultural systems, their own
and the children's, the absurdity of interpreéations of this
type becomes clear. For & culturally flexible teacher, ihcfeasing
access to the children's socio-cultural system also reveals the
sheer irrelevance of much that is contained in school programs.
If, however, a didactic teaching style operates, the teacher has'
restricted opportunities to learw aboul the second system of
meanings, values and norms.

On my most recent trip to a North Queensland community,
‘I wandered fowards the "Bottom End" play groups with which I
have become associated. Sitting on the edge of a ditch talking,
T and the group of "littlies" with me eventually started singing
about the things around us., We sang about the babies in the
children'e families, about dogs passing by and about many other
subjects introducad by the children, A five-year-old sitting
in my lap began an extended solu comment ‘n song on her life and

All the "doings" of the community which were important to her,
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She wove a spell drawing in children pasging by; in a
wonderfully creative fluent way. I just kept up my rhythmic
movement and the child's song continued, without missing a beat,
for three-quartérs of an hour.

The children and I rode on the crest of this wonderful
shared experience for several days. The following week, I
tested the little singer on the Iliinois Test gf Psycholin-
guistic Abilities. She had one of the most dismal perform-
anc2s which I ha%e recorded. iad I been‘a research worker
dropping intn the community for a brief period, without

knowledge of the child's cultural system and her performance

- in other settings, my interpretation of this test result may

have been quite different.

Before leaving the question of interpretation in;studies
of child language, it should be mentioned that ethnocentric
interpretations have been made by some prominent writers who
have been influential ~mong teachers. People who talk about
"cultural deficit", "eulturally deprived children', ”lénguage

e
deprivation", "inadequate language models'", "remedial programs'
étc.; nften indicatc that they have judsed children in terms
of the drminant cultufc instesad of the children's culture of

orientaticn,

CHARACTERTSTICS OF LEARNERS

Ify in educntion, we abandon rigid schonl curricula, and
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use thé children's interests and previous learnings as a basis
for structuring learning situations, we nced as much information
cbeut the children as we can vossibly gather. By sensitively
interacting with the children and cther community members - in ways
which the community approves - a teacher can learn a great deal.

The teacher's exploration of ideas relating to the second
soc¢lo-cultural system should alsn include professional reading -
insichts from sociologists, 'anthropologists, linguists, educa-.
tionists and others. There is time to mention only a few areas
of difference which may usefully be explored by teachers and
linguists working in education,

Obvicusly, language is rm important area of difference if
the children concerned speak 2 code other than Standard English.

A teacﬁer whn sccepts the notion of cultural relativity
should acdépt that the vernacular_of apother group is as valid
as his cwn language. He should also accept that this will be
the language of pcer interaction for much of the children's
school experience. With nonstandard Bnglish, the teacher should
recopnize that the child's language is a valid rule-governed
system. 1In afriving al, this position, the teacher needs to
overcome prevalent attitudes in which nonstandard syntax is
stigmatized.

In lewrning abeut the children's loameuaze, the teacher

noeds expert gupport. - expert interpretation of studies of the
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ldialect spoken by the children. With nonstandard English, it
vwould be particularly helpful if linguists would interpfet the
children's language in terms of influence from vernaculars, as
this would help to combat the teacher's perception of the
dialect as a degenerate form.
If a teacher is highly ethnocentric, he may reject the ideca

" that the children ére'using a different linguistic sysﬁem and
may perceive what he regards as '"bad" English and random error.
Such a person is unlikely to be an effective teacher of cul-
turally different childrenz and is particularly unsuitable for
teaching a bidialectal proéram of the type developed through
the " n leer Project in Queensland.

The decision tn» teach Standard English as a second dialect

within a schoBl system does not indicate any rejection of the
children's home-based language. In our awn progr;m,mwe have
axpected teachers to be warmly accepting of the ideas a child
expresses and to refrain from any rejection of his language
patterns. Learning a second dialect does not imply derogating
the. first, any more than learning French would require a
student to abandon =nd feelvashamcd onf Ehglish.

One of my personal research interests is interaction
patterns amon;; young children, particularly young Aboriginal
children, Apart from the actual lanpuage codes, 1 nn as yet
sure of only 2 few major differenccs between the Aboriginal

nnd non-Aboripginal groups which I have studied, One such
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difference lies in tiw Aboriginal children's greater use of
language tc direct attention gnd te enjoy un experience together,
without verhalizing extensively abtoul it, e.g.:
"Look ober dere!, or "Crab 1la", with little élaberation as the
children watch.

In snctivities which ioem part of the chrldrents school
rrogram, teoachsrs mav promets lanmunge dc;él?pment by gently
cneouraging children to verbalize mors extensively about features
of oxperienc:es,

. A seceond major didference in interaction patterns of the
two groups lies in the vory larpge number of participants in many
‘nteracting sroups of Abcriginal ehildren. & communication
competitior .ituation devclops vhich makes il difficulit te sus-
tain an idea in lanpuare, Thie rust influcnce communication
stylce which develops in the peer system of young Aberiginal
children.

Because some youns fboriginal children interact mainly
with other immature chiidren. Lheir lauguage development may be
slower ﬁhan would recult Lrom increaced interaccion with mhtureb_

speakers.  Obscrvations such ag this may be holpful in preventing

teachers from uegatively evalurtiag lenrning potentinl of guch

-children.

Nonverbal communiziation systems should nloo be considered

I Y

vy teachers. Interrcting .- Tully dn scheol preups is

dependent, rmong other thines, on interpretation of nonverbal
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symbolism, If two cult;ral groups are represented, then the
teacher nceds sensitivity to the children's system and must
also gauge ths effert of his own behaviour on the chilaren.r
For example, a'non~Aboriginal teacher may have inherited a.
British-deriv: inhibition towards bodv contact. In my
experience, young Aboriginal children make considerable use
>f touch in their normal interastion style. If the teacher
vithdraws from physical contact, children may gain an
impression of rejection or coldnesé. So may the children's
parerts. If, on the other hand,‘the teacker allows herself
to be drawvn into the ¢hildren's style of interacéion, she
may cems bo aospreciate the centacts by touch which they make.

In testing larpe numbers of young'children, both
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal. T have becemo acutely aware
of the importance of eye contact, pa~ticularly with Aboriginal
¢hildren. This is e2vident in o verbal fldency tgst which I

have used a graat deal. The child talks about cach of

- 8everal concrete objects which =re handed to him in turn.

Threc verbal prompts are permitted -

"Pell me some more nbout it.!
With minv Aboripinel children, the verbal prompt is scarcely
necessury.  All that is nceded &s e¢ye contact, an attitude
of expactancy, and the supgestion of a smile. This must be
o rare case of test discrimination in favour of a minority

group.
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Eye contact, in certain circumstances, may take on a
highly threatening form. Staring may intentionally express
malevolence =nd is clearly much mor; highly charged emotionally
for many Aboriginal children than for most non-Aboriginal
Australians,

An advisory teacher in the Torres Strait area relates
riany cxamples of failure iﬂ nonverbal communication. A teacher's
question to a child is likely to be answered by an eyebrow flicker
indicating "yes''. Teachers whe are new to a community often faii
to notice the child's responce and think that he has suddenly and
inexplicably tecome completely unresponsive,

Clecarly, teachers need to learn atout such systens of
neaning. Scme of this learning may result from a teacher's
interaction with memoers of the local community and with Aboriginal
teachers or classroom assistants on staff in the school. In
addition there is a need for professional literature which
gensitizes teachers and teacher trainees to nonverbal communi-
cation devices operating in.Aboriginal and Island communities.

At present, much of the accessible maierial draws examples from
North American Indian systems.

Hearing loss is an unfortunate characteristic of Aboriginal
children in many ar:zas. Commonly; chronic middle ear.inﬁection
produres fluctuating hearing loss during a child's early years.

Often this is set up in the first year of life and,undoubtedly
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7
has a detrimental errect on the language dovelopment of many
children, particularly since the loss tends to be greatest in
the vital langunge acquisition years of early childhood.

Surveys in Queensiand susgest that approximately half of
the Aboriginal school starters have a hearing loss which is
regarded as significent. This compares with aboul nine per
cent of the genernl Jueensland population who have a signi-
ficant hearing loss at school entry point.

with younger chiléren, the rate of kenring loss tends to
bc higher. This was demonsfratqd at one Queensland community
during an audiologist's recent visic. After mounting an
extensive cumpaign over a period of years, he and his coworkers
were pleased te find a marked réduction in the rate of hearing
loss among the primary schooi children. He then visited the
pre-school and rxamined ail 29 children who were present. He
wus shaken to find %/ disenmsed ears.

The evidence cn hearing loss adds to our arguments for
abandoning didactic taaching, since the prevalence of hearing
disorders reduces effective processing of the teacher's

] )
langunge, especially i larpe group situations. In “he

organic interaction model, tie teacher works with small groups

£
L

@]

interacting children and encourages them to express ideas
instead of merely rcsponding to ideas expressed by the teacher.

Aware thet hearin- loss may nave hindered a child's ~arly

development, a teacher is less likely to perceive him as dull,

_:353 s
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and thus wwoids setting into zction o situation of self-
rulfilling prophecy. This effect may also work for a low-
achieving child who has actually had normnl hearing. If the
teacher rationalizes this child's poor performance as due to
carly hearing loss, he may respond well %o the teacher's
encouragement and belier ir hie potential. 3uch is the power
of" teacher expectation,

In experimental groups follcwingﬁthe Van Leer Languﬁge
Levelopaent “rogram, there aras scve;a cases of children with
2 poor early hesring history who have initially made slow
progress in reading bu® have madce rapid gaine later. This is
demonstrated in the following giaph which plots children’s
Trogress on » reading test administerad at yearliy intervals.

The two children, £ and B, whose profiles are indi-
cated by a neavy line, both had hearing problems which were
among thé more severe casces in this grouwn. One of these
children (A) was performing below the group average in
reacding after two years at schocl and, a year later, recorded
the highest score in the group. This particu]ar.litfle girl
was fortunate to nave a mother and a teacher both of whom
were warmly encouraging. Had the teacher negatively evalu-
ated the child‘s potential on the basis of her initially slow
progress! the tcacher's.low expectation would almost certainly

- have prevented this child's spectaculsar gains.
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-Bocial orientation, the [inal example in this section,
encompasses 2 broad range of characteristics. By using such
research evidence as is available, and by developing our own

sensitivities to a particular group of children and their
b g X

families, we may structure learning situations which draw on

features of their sccial orientaztien.,

A summary of available research evidence on socizl

orientation is beyond the scope of this paper. I shall simply
quote’ from my owm experience ore example of difference which I

interpret in terms of people orientation versus task orientation.

During a particular session of individual testing, I had

an injured finger. Among the non-Aboriginal Brisbane children

-
e

whom 1 tested, only an occasional child commented. They

tended not to be distracted from the task by this versonal
factor.

In sharp contrast were the reactions of children at an
Aboriginal community which was visited shortly afterwards.
For al@ost 21l of the ioung Aboriginal children, this personal

factor was sufficiently important to draw the children’s

attention and to provoke commer' as they temporarily abandoned

response to test items. » ..
Before leaving. the subject of social orientation, it .

should be mentioned that, in Aboriginal communitics, a well-
established pattern of social interaction already operates

within the peer group by the time children start school.
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While th2 institution of the school is new to the children, the

teacher is the newcomer to tho'¢hildren's interaction system.,

A
3

Since social skills of peer relationship are likely to

be more advanced than for non-Aboriginal children, we may expect

co-operative small group activities to ve used effectively in

school programs vlanned for Aborigiral children.

DEVELOPMENTAL PATTERNS AND PLANMED LEARNING SEQUENCE

Aany teachers of young children know the frustrating
result when a2 direction of the following type is given --

"Put up your hand if you don't have a pencil.!
In this particular instance. the teacher is expecting children
to dezl with a conditicnal form =aué to take positive action in
a negative instance. Rephrased without negation, the direction

ba2cemes much easier -

"Put ug your hand if you need 2 pencil

With language scguisition receiving ihcrfased attention
in preservice trainirg, teachers nzy be expectea %o gain greater
awareness of such difficulties. They should alse recognize
gtages such as logical overgeneralizations which constitute
progress in a child's syntactic dé%elopmeﬁt, e.g.

cats, bees, mans; jumped, played, runned; biggest, fattest,
‘goodest -

For children learning Standard Frglish as a second’

dialect, commonliy occurring ‘transitional patterns may be

[SE ST
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recognized as such - as progress in acquiring competence with the
second code, c.g.

Code 1 Code 2 Transitional Pattern

de can run fast? - L
! = Car he run fast? Can he can run fast?

He can run iast eh?

An awarenecs of

o

teges in language and concept development
provides teachers with insights into children's behaviour and
also ostablishes a framework‘for planning learning -sequences.
Instcad of relying.on adult logic as to what §g§g§ to be an ordef
of difficulty, we are ahle to plan lesrning sequences which are
consistent with research into actual'development patterns.

If we expect a child to become bilingual o bidialectal,
we should plan progressions of learning which take account of
normal developmental stages. Studies of acquisition of Standard.
English as a first language can provide a strong basis‘for deter-
mining learning sequences when Standard Bnglish is introduced as
-2 second code. Eupifical-stﬁdieg indicating fre§uency of usage
of particular patterns directs us to those of greatest usefulnecss
for'qhildren's communication.

- With each new pattern of lénéuage, introduction should

follow the natural languége learning sequence of listening

experiénce, then oral usage and, perhaps finally, experience with

the printed form,

- In ¥ernacular literacy programs for children, a study of

the children's language would be an important supplement to

324“;":""”1:'::’ :*“ e
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previous studies of the lanruxage as sroken by adults. Through
such studies, we can control language structure in literacy
materials and ensure that children are cnly expected to read
language which is meaniﬁgful to them in *ae spolen form. By
studying the children's lnnguage, words and word scquences with
high interest associations for the children may be identified
and incorporated into reading materisls, thus improving moti-
vation to rend.

Citen, children are expected tc fend language which they
could not adegquatcly comprehend in svokenr form, This may be
because - ///

,
(i)  the language is oo ndvanced, e.3. pesrive forms
-~
for six-year-olds;

(i}) éhe vrinted ianguage presents the code of another
social group and differs significantly from the
child's own group of orientationg

(idi) the printed language ic stilted, unnatural ianguage
which differs significantly f{rem that spoken by
any social glouo.

By expecting 2 child to road languuge which is not part
of his oral system, we are encouraging decouing witgéut crm-
prehenéion. Since misinatch of thé»text with the child's

language makes reading more dirficuli, he iz likely to make

slower progress and derive less satisfaccion from reading,

thus reducing his motivation ta read.
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Studies of language acquisition in Aboriginal vernaculars are
obviously valuable.in vernacular literacy programs and in teaching
oral English as a second language. These studies may have broader
relevance when analysed to indicate the range of concepts expressed
by children at various stages of deve;qggent, and the systems of
classification emoodied in their language. Analysis of this type
provides a more adequate basis for developing maths/science

-

programs in bilingual education.

VI. ORGANIC INTERACTION MODEL IN PRACTICE - SOME EXAMPLES
I have discussed an organic interaction model of learning

and have érgued that the consciousness of the child, not the
teacher, is of imprrtance. How can this work in practice? Let

me give a few examples from actual groups:

A On the beach at Palm Island, a group of five-year-olds
play energeti; language games: Most of the children move
and chant language patterns such as "I'm a bird. I'm flying",
while a few group members provide rhythmic percussion

accompaniment.

¥hen the language games end, children begin @riting in the
sand, a favourite activity which provides multi-sensory

. experience witﬁ written forms. Because this activity is
highly stimulating, learning ﬁotential is good. It is |
increased further as the activity flows into out-of-school

play, initiated by the children.
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By using the community-at-large for activities plaaned by —
teachers, the artificiality of the school is reduced. As

the children's school activities spill into the community,
member$ of the community have increased contact with the

school.

B. . A small group of sevén-year—olds works with the teacher,
using magnetized werd and phrase strips to construct
sentences. In another part of.the room, children select
mounted photographs supplied by the school camera club and
write stories about the pictures. As they work, the child-
ren quickly locate words which they need from word lists

and dictionaries which the class has made.

Cn thc verandah, three children are using word slides, a
projector, and rear-projection screen. Previously, the
_chiid operating the projector has been cheéked off as
recognizing all thé words in this box. He now checks his
mates. As they worl:, children trace over the image of

words which thay do not readily recognize.

The remaining children select from collections of books;:f"ﬁf

puzzles or other activity materials which have heen tested
for child appeal and learning potential. Available materials
include many self-corrective items such as circuit-boards on .

thch a light giows each time a child correctly matches

’ . N ) L
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word with picture. Many of the otger items of equipment
require co-operation of two or-moro children for effective
use. Accustomed to taking considerable responsibility for
their own learning, children efficiently return materials
to their usual places, and, without adult direction,

select othe:r items.,

C. Children are playing in the schoolground before school
when the following is overheard -

| Teacher to another adult: I'll just go and back the car.
Six-year-old girl to frierd: Booboo likes backing cars.

Second child: ' An' Booboo like backing a
bus. too, eh.

g This is a typical example of the pervasiveness of auditory
activities which had been introduced with phonic puppets.
A series of these puppets had already focused ét§§ﬁtion on
several sounds and associated printed symbols. As the
children play with a puppet, take him on walks to collect
things that he likes, make books about him etc., they
follow an unstated rule: that the puppet likes things
starting with the same ;ound as his name, e.g.
"Booboo likes babies/bubbas, bananas, bogeying etc."
Since the children think of items-for a particular puppet

and locate objects from a familiar environment, the examples

of sounds-in-context are those which flow most readily from
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the children's language systems and their consciousness

of the world arqund them. Itens incorporated.in books and
word lists summarizing activities nre both important to the

children and consistent with their coding.

This contrasts with a more traditional approach to reading
skills in whiph commercially produced charts are used.

For cxample, a picture of & ring beside the letter "r'" may
be displayed, to nelp the children asscciate sound with
symbol. If the -children are speakers of Aboriginal English
and label fhe picture as "finger-ring", tne intendédt
learning is unlikely to result, due once again to cultural

mismatch.

In a class of scven-year-olds, frequent use is made of the
tap at a nearby tank. When the children begin "growling"
about the muddy patch beneath the tap, the teacher enéoufages
them to put forward ideas about possible solutions. After '
discussing ideas, the children decide to find out how to
make ceaent and to mix and lay the cement themselves. They

also plan tc visit the plumber and ask him to put in a

drainage pipe.

As the children measure the area, dig » depression, measure

‘materials, =nd mix and lay the cement, a photographic record

~

is kept. After surveying with'pride the results of their

nrgyz)fm.:“H?,ﬁ»ﬁmm,iwng»
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work, the children set about raking a photographic experience

ae

book which records their achievement.

3y cncouraging the children to solve a problem which they
perceive, the teaéher had promoted learning in'many areas,
including oral langusage, reading, and measurement, and with
concepts of quantity and shaé;.u Both the hcok nnd the job
of work are tangible ovidence of their solution and serve to

reinforce feelings of competence.,

Experience reading is worthy of further comment. It refers to
writing of idens and language expressed by the children and may
be an aspect of almost 211 school activities. At first, the teacher
writes what a child or grour of children dictates. At a more
advanced stage, children will also write or type their own ideas.

A Polaroid camera may be used to provide a pictorial reco§§
of high interest activities, e.g,_five—year—oldsrmaking and'Baking
gingerbread men. After the actual activit&, children arrange énd
discuss the photograﬁhs and then dictate the story which the teacher
writes or types. Because the children cupplied the language, their
recall of the stories is excellent. Their delight in the books is
demonstrated as tooks are re-read again and aggin.

Often, expe;iéﬁce reading oocks may appear somewﬁat
unattractive to an adult but, to the children, ﬁay be of far

greéter value than the most popular pﬁblishedvbooks. This was
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forcibly demonstrated to me whor I attempted to borrow an
experience book from a group of [five-~ycar-olds. It was their
"red book", recording items located on a “red"™ walk. Included
was a "beat-up" old coke can which they had insisted on pasting
into the book. The children's reluctance to part with such
boocks, even for a shert time indicates thc.value which these
books have ‘for the children.

It does not matter that} in the early stages, most
children are ''reading' by reliance on memory instead of actually
decoding the text. The importance of an experience reading
approach lies in its powerful effect on motivation to read and
in its matching with children's interests, ideas, and language.
By estabiishing rerding in a conterst of shared_pleasurable
experience, this noproach pramnotes peer group value of reading,
an especially importart censideration if reading has a tenuous
position in home agd community. }

As chil .+ s_skills in written expression develop,
individual children may often express their own ideas in written
form with little help. Oral situations, in which the teacher
acts as recorder for groups of children, also have a.continuing
éontribution. We should recommize the satisfaction which is -

S . | | .
obtained from pooling ideas in co-operative creative expression.
We might also admit that fﬁéwgfs;zégtéreated by groups of . .

children have a lively appeal which we, as adults, would find

- 41
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difficult to achieve, Take, for vxample, a‘tecent book entitled
"The Sick Ghost", produced by sCVQn-icir-nlds. In this, the isolated
little yhost becomoes very lonesly and sad qnd'is eve;tually fescued
by a young hero from the cinas who 1lifts the ;shost onto hic horse
coand gently earries the pghest back to-his caffin bed, Which of us
could crente -« story like thats

I ¢an see no renson vhy ‘expericact rending should not be used
in conjunction with = vudgchinsly typo appreazh to word attack skills,
It we depcnd golely o word nttack npproach of decoding lotters as
sounds, there is o long di:1ny before kids can write and read things
which arc impoftant to them, If wo combins such an approach with
vroaricnce readinz, the content of reading matarial 4n more interesting,
the pattorng of Inmrunge are most naturel, and children will therefore
tend to learn faster, cven though they ure often "ruadine" rather than
nctunlly decoding in the enrly ntiges,

Ag well az ndvocatlng use of experiorce roading in a clnss
oituation, T would suprmost that in provaration of all literncy
materiale, children be used ng collebarators, To see thinga with
the oyes of n child in 2 worthwhilo ombition for ndults workin@ on
progremg for childron.,  fHome ol ug will ntvempt this with preater
succons than others. None of un could de it noarly ns woll np a

chlldy therofor., let's nusk the kids,

42
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