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eramining DOur Own Lenses: An Ethriographic Study of an Economics
Classroom

I was 1nvited become a student in an undergiraduate economics
class last spring to describe the language practices of this
disciplinary community. 1 sought to become, to the best of my
abilities, an economist, just as other students sought to become
initiated within the discipline: I attended class. took notes,
wrote papers, read texts. In addition, I 1nterviewed students
and instructor, wrote field notes, and lept o jJournal. I wanted
to understand "what sorts of b nowledge student: and teacher
constiuctled]l #nd what role . . . they [saw? language playing 1in
the construction of hknowledge." as Parker ard Goodbin ask 1n The

Consequences of Wraiting (2). By narrating my experience of this

classroom, I hoped I wnuld help the i1mstructor better uwnderstand
the role of language 1n his classroom.

However, the oi1fficulty we as writing rnstrictors face when
entering classrooms 'n ot er disciplines 1s assuming that the

critical argu.ments bv which we =2.plore ocuu- own discipline hold
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true for language practices 1n every discipline. Neither the

*ransmission model argued against by Taby Fulwiler 1n Teaching

With Writing nor the suggestion by Elaine Maimon et al in

Writing 1n the Arts and Sciences .hat writing 1n all disciplines

"1 not an entity but a process" (:1v) describes the language
practices within the economics classroom I studied. EBefore we
seel to administer writing across the curriculum nrograms, it
would be prudent for us to e:xamine our own "stories" concerning
learning and teaching, reading and writing, as enemplified by
the product vs. process debate. That argument., once fruitful
for- composition, might only ssrve to conceal our own theoretical
assumptions when studying other disciplines.

My 400-level economics course 1n state and local government
seemed at first to resemble many undergraduate classrooms in
which the mode of learning fit Faulo Freire’ s banking model,
emphasizing the transactional function of language i1n its product
orientation. This mode of learning seemed to me to stand i1n sharp
contrast to the process model of teaching exemplified by many
writing workshops 1n which student participation is not only
desirable but often a course requirement.

However, my hypothesis of product vs. process orientation
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did not account for students® praise of the course for allowing

generous "discussion." Early i1n the semester I had astied a couple
of students what they thought of this class, and when they told
me how "great" they thought the discussions were, I could hardly
believe 1t. They had barely spoken a word during any tlass

period' How vwas 1 to account for the disjuncture between my

perceptions of the class as primarily a passive enterptrise and




the students’® senwe of participation?

What I discovered from my own efforts to enter the discourse
of economics was that students listemed actively to the
instructor’s lectures, the way one listens to a good stary,
projecting themselves 1nto his tall. This mode of i1nstruc‘“ion
might be best described as storvtelling., with the i1nstructor
narvrating how economics has been and is done historically,
theoretically, and politically. in the arena of -tat=s and local
gevernment. He implicitly i1nvites students to situate themselves
as econaomists 1n the messy affai1r of political debate and the
irrat:onal world of human beings——an adventure fraught with peril
for theoretically minded, .ational thinkers lite economists.
Thus, students leave the classroom feeling as 1f they've been
engaged 1n a conversation evern though they may not have uttered a
word.

One class session on capital budgeting eiemplifi=sd this
1instructor’s ability to engage student/listeners in his unfolding
story of economics. This particular meeting occurred during che
eighth weel of a 15-weel semester. By this time, the 5 students
arnd the instructor have developed a friendly rappott which the
instructor uses as a way to begin class. He anrounces thatk

dirafts of research term papers are due durring the nevt class

period, jJoling that he would e.itrcczt grave penalties on those
who do rot comply. Once gquesticns about the term pasper Aare

answered, *he 1nstructor stands up from his seat at the +ront
table. As he wallks toward the bleclboar d, pspers shuffle and

student/listener pens are poised. Listeners recognlce bthat the
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tnstructor 's reach for chall means it 15 Lime Ltu listen carefully

and record for future retelling the narrative at hand.

The narrator reminds listeners he 1s continuing the previous
sessi10n's story. then proceeds to locate the day' s story within
A9 the la ger narrative of the discaipline:

What we talled about on last Wednesday was capital

bucigeting. 0One of the things you have encountered 1n your

discussions 1n economics 1s the part that reslly has more to
do with the capital side of this, and we trnow this best

as cost analysis, although berefit-cost anelvsis = not

exclu~i1vely for capital projects. It"s where 1t came

from 1n the 19205 when i1t was i1nvented by--made

coerratiaomal by the (mrps of Enginesrs, and 1t°s bheen

used more for capital projects than 1t has been for

apeiraling.

The narrator has accomplished two 1mportant tasts 1n his
introduction. He has located his listeners within a familiar
~oncept, cost analysis, and i1ncluded them as econamists ("we") in
the discussions of cost analysis.

Now that he hes oriented his listeners, the narrator tries
to raise the eyebrows of his economists by statimg. "If you ask
how much of [states” budgets] [arel scrutinized, analyzed on the
basis of rate of return, benefit cost., some kind of formal
analysis, the answer 1s almost pone (his emphasis)." He pauses
to write on the board, a cue listeners respond to hy i1nscribing
cheit own set of totes. "Not really none,"” the narrator
qualifies. "Almost none. OFT"

The narrator has generated some suspense 1n this ascertion;
listeners presumably will wonder why concepts they’ ve been told

are useful 1n the conteut of their disciplinary studiss ares,

according to the natrator, "remarl'ably nonused and rot very




useful"” 1n budgeting decisions of state and local governments.

Thi’quest1on remains, only now with some accusation, why i1sn”t it
used™ As loyal economists such as the listeners brow. that's a ,
lot of money to be tossing around.

Now that the narrator has (hopefully) aroused the
indignation of his laoyval economists, he offers his theory. 3t
moments like this, listeners might notice how bright khose
fluorescent overhead lights are, how stressful 1s the glare,
especially whern they're trying teo decipher the narrator’'s
inscrutable hardwriting on the blactbosrd whiles concentrating om
his voice &= he proceeds to construct a critical point the, d
better rot miss. or they'll lose the s*ory altogether. Maybe
they have a guestion, or they're thinking about one, but to
formulate and then ast 1t would rist losing a hey development 1n
what sounds lite a pretty good story.

The point is made: "The process by which monies are made lhl
much less an eng.neering concept than it is political. The focus
of almost all of these decisions has to do with the conversations
that people have about how the money should be allocated.”

The plot thickens because now economics has left cthe realm of the
abstract and absolute and 1s now located in the uncertainty of

human affairs. For the ,isteners, this ic where the real story

beginsi when the story i1nvolves people, one never knows for

certain where 1t will lead. The challenge for listermers 15 to !
imagine as the story unfolds where they stand 1n relation to this

chaos, to discover ways to male semse out of the citrcus—arena of

the political scene, to maneuver, Jdnder the protecti/e guidsiice

of the narrator. through the flotsam and jetsam of the
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competitive machinery toward the goal of eaquitable budgeting.

The narrator retreats momentarily from his earlier position:

"Now we might suppecse that formal analysis could, 1n fact,

improve the precess.” But no. "I have grave .oubts that 1n fact
it could." He writes more on tne board, pausing--to reqgister his
listener’s attention™ To collect his next statement™ Listeners
can only speculate. Then he cormtinues: "Formal analysis do=s not
lend itself to the subtleties that are sc 1mportant in mal 1ng
good decisions. It's been far too much emphastized i1n the
academic literature for what 1t°s worth."

St1l1l, & question loors 1 the minds of listeners: what
par. can the loyal economist tale 1n goverrment budget--mat ing™

After a brief discussion about the predictability of
benefits and costs. an answer comes: "Given the extraordinary
errors arcund both the quantifications and the predictability,
we're probably just as well off having discussions, and
competitive discussions. rather than try to do formal analysis.”

Listeners’™ tensions subside momentarily, though everyone
knows the story could not possibly be over yet. A listener might
glance out the narrow windows to her right and glimpse a passer-—
by 1n the university courtyard, or shift position i1n his zeat.

She amight even snatch a look at her fellow classnstes to see if

they are sti1ll tabing notes as the narrator leaves the blact board

e

and steps around the table, stroking his beard. The story 1s
headed 1nto baclhground expos:tion: the pens droop fur a momert,

then pert up when tne nparrator reaches for chall .

After severel minutes of explanation .bout the history of




competitive enterprise and public debate, loyal economists’® hopes
seem dashed and their loyalties frustrated. The narrator
concludes: "You can’t quantify [the budgetl, you can't predict
it, so might as weil let people have all the emotion that they
have, screaming at each other, and all the craziness of a pitcher
from Terxas who says that women aren't supposed to be baseball
umpires because they were made to ztay i1n the bitchen. ™

It never occurs to listeners that their own classroom 1s
devoid of screamirg and emotion and crarsiness, because one can't
pay attemtion to & good story unless ore 15 attentive ard guilet.
They assume that 1n some ways 1t's more erjoyable to hear the
narrator describe such "crazin@ss" than to be a part of 1t.
Still, the narvator has e.cluded them, the loyal ecoromists, to
such an extent that they’re getting frustrated. Is economics
really so much an i1vory tower that 1t carm't i1nform the budgeting
process at all”™

But the narrator once again appeals to the loyal economist:
"Now unfortunately, in this }lind of lecture we come out lookirg
very neander-—-, anyway we're talling very dumb. FBRecause
obviously some formal analysis (he micks up the chalk and writes)
can be used 1n the competitive-political discussion. And 1
used." He puts the chalk down.

The listener at this point may be totally cornfused about her
place 1n this story; first she’s teld she doesn’t belorng, then she's
told she zan help, then she finds out it's doubtful, then, wsll,
maybe there are a few things she can do. Naturally, the listener
15 susplcilious At this point.

The parrator takes advantage of his listeners’ confusion to

78




1nject some political commentary as well as note historical
changes: "We've come a long way from the days 1n the 1940°c 1t
was thought the sntire defense department could be subjected to
formal analysis and removed from political debate about what
shculd be dore." To some listeners, whose pens are rest-ng on
their scribbled notes., this conmstitutes one of numerous
"digressions,” as listerners refeir to them, that the nairrator
tales throughout the semester’s rarrstives. To others. the light

bulb 1ms.de goes off--so that's where his prablem with +oi mal

Ul

aralysis comes From, and thus they regein come perspective on
their status as loyal economists. In a bac! door attempt to
arouse the moral i1ndignation {(and possibly mount s call to
economics arms)., the narrator comtinues, the implication that

an Ideal economist 1rnjects his voice 1nto the political debats
just lile everyone else, instead of as some ivory tower "number
cruncher," as the narrator often describes himself. He concludes,
"Formal analysis has only a very small role to play in budgeting
and . . . the frustration of saying that 1s that's all an
economist is capable of doing." Loyal ecoiiomist listeners can
rest a little easier lnowing the narrator has pnamed their
frustiration as his, too.

Of course. the story doesn®t end here. though perhaps by row
your experience of this mode of i1nstruction 1s clear enough for you
to consider another disjurcture I euxperiesiced as ethnographer. My
perceptions again conflicted with students® over the wraitten
wor! we generated. To ay surprise, what [ would have cornsidered
plagiarism 1n mv own Classroom was not only common but erpected

ERIC

P g 9




writing decorum 1n this classiroom. For example., the first writing
assignment aslbed students to "argue" with a position oftered by
one ot the tentbool authers:

Argue the second part of Eahl (Financing State and Local

Governments 1n the 1980s), nages 17 on. What 1s the role
nf subnational governments™ Tale 2 position--pro or zon.
No less than three pages. Write as much as you want hut

try to bteep 1t short. Wi1ll be graded.

Bahl's posit.on 1s that distr-ibutiorn plays a more
important part than stability or allocation. The guality
of the paper will be the gquality of the argument. I

(the 1nstiuctor) personelly believe tistribution plays
the largest role.

I =

]

sumed that “zryie" meart we were e ‘pected to engage 10

"cifatical, i1ndependent thintirng.," as Toby Fulwiler has proposed

writing 1- the disciplines should promote (). But since I felt I
had no frame of reference from which tc argue, I chcse 1nstead to
base my argument upon the instructor’s. Although I tried to cast
my statements i1n my own language, I found myself shaping my teut
1n accordance to the narrative form of political commentary used
by the instructor. My paper pegan this way:
As Eahl states, almost everyone n government agrees that
at least some cities and regions =re 1n need of extra
financial assistance. The questions this 1ssue raises
are which places are needy and who will provide aid. . .
Under the Reagan administration, the messag= as to who
will provide this aid has been cl'ear: states must take
more respaonsibility for the welfare of their local
governments, even though states complain they have
reached their ma..imum taxing cepacities.
After reading other students® teuts, I discovered that not
only did they tale on the authorized arguments, but 1n many cases
used *the actual phrasing, =vntau, and supporting evidence of the

assigned text. usually without documentation. What to me seemed

nothing short of plagiarism was to students and i1nstructor a
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necessary step towards 1nitiation i1rto the d.scipliinary
discourse. Instead of working from within *heir own language to
assimilate disciplinary tnowledge as I *“ad. students chose to
"try on" the less famil:iar language and discourse conventions.
Compare the following 1ntroductions to two student tests with cn
excerpt from the te-tbool :

(Student #1» When we begin to tall about the ole of
sabnational government, conventional thought states we
tall of three functions. These are areas whare the
market has failed to provide these roles and the
government has stepped i1n to f1ll theses roles.
Stebilization, which 1s meintaining €ull emplovinent:
distribution, maintaining a rea=onable fistiribtutisn of
tncome; =2llocation. how to spend gover nment furds; are
addressed 1n different ways on the ctste and local level.

(Student #I) The functions nf government can be broken
down 1nto three areas of responsibility: allocation,
stabilization, and distribution. Conventionai thought
holds that of these functions, only allocation can be
prorerly hancdled by lower—-level government due to the
difficult task of coordinating the stabilization and
distribution functions (Bahl. p. 17). However. each of
these plays a vital role in the adminmistrative structure
of our nation, and therefore cannot be delegated solely
to th® federal government to perform.

(Bahl, page 17) What is the place of state and local
governments in the formulation and i1mplementation of
national eccnomic and social policy? Conventional
thought holds that of the three Functions of public
budget--stabilization, distribution, and allocation--only
the last can be properly addressed by lower-level
government.
I began to understand that student ecomomists® arguments
were drawn from a pool of received lnowledge and shaped, to the
best of their abilities, 1n accordance with authorized *e=:its. In

classical rhetoric, according to t noblauch and Erarmnon 1N

Rhetorical Traditions and the Teaching af Writing., discourse

served & similar, ceremor.ial functiong lines ot argument were

retrieved through topoi and rearrsrged 1n shapes that were
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pleasing and persuasive to a given audience. Consequently, those

students who wrote the best "stories" --1n cther words, whose

teirts most resembled the stories of i1nitiated economists-—were
rewarded witin the highest grades. As one student told me when I
asted her 1+ she learned anything from the writing assignments,
the wiritipg helped her "remsmber " what she’d read.

fs the wemester progressed, the i1nstructor and I shared
numerous CD;\EFEatIDHE. revealing our mutwal wuncertaintiss over
this strang. ««nd murty research, our hopes and frustrations as
teachers, ant ous Jrowing adtual cespoct. Whet eveEntually came to
light as the most valuable park of thiz ethnography was the
conversation we'd =cstablished and an understanding of tow
difficult 1s it for any ethnographer to comprehend the lens
through which sh»e "reads" a community. When I finally read za
version of this paper to the instructor. I understood the power
of ethnographic study and 1ts potential usefulness 1n writing
across the curriculum programs. The instructor's "shock of
trecognition,” as he put it, both pleased and unsettled him. He
heard, on one hand, his strengths as a "storyteller,” and at the
same time recognized how far removed he was from his fellow
economists not only 1n terms of pedagogy but values. He went on
to tell me how my presence that semester had caused him to
reflect a great deal on his teaching, especially his teaching of

writing. What he most appreciated, rnowever, was the opportunity

our i1nteraction provided for teachers to erchange views, try out

Hn "
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ideas., and vent Frustrations about their teaching in &

environment-—a privilege almost unhe¢ard of on many. 1f not most,

campuses-
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From my perspective, I learned that if writing 1nstructnrs
wart colleagues across the disciplines to review the assumptions

behind their view~ 2f writing and treading. *each:ng and learning,

we have to be willing to do the same. If we want other teachers
to place their trust in us and enter our discipline with
curiosi1ty and 1nterest, we should seelt to hecome trusted

collaborators with whom real dixlogue 1s possible.
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