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Introduction
Generally speaking, generalization is at the core of scientific research: Every
science has developed its own traditions, its own methodologies to cope with
this problem and, finally, has reached some joint solutions. It seems to be a
widespread belief that research should contribute to the general, not to the
specific. In spite of fundamental discussions on basic differences between the
Humanities and (the natural) sciences, between experimental and naturalistic,
quantitative and qualitative research, research is valued to be meaningful to the
extend it contributes to general theories.
Nevertheless, thorough analyses of processes of generalization show that these
processes do not automatically lead to meaningful conclusions. The result
depends very much on whether the abstractions that lead to general statements
preserve or, on the contrary, violate essential aspects of the research field in
question. The field of language education for instance seems to be characterized
by generalization strategies that, in a perspective of meaningfulness, are highly
problematic:
- Research in this field claims to give insight into language learning processes
in education, but it often reaches general statements impact on language
learning by abstracting from a fixated understanding of the learning
environment which reduces the meaning of research results dramatically.
- The problem of generalization is solved prescriptively; institutions of
education prescribe measures to design language learning environments and
their outcomes as aims of language education what in a proper sense should
be meant as a descriptive statement with general value. Obviously, this
prescriptive turn also reduces descriptive meanings of research results.
- Research on language education tends to imply that the situation a specific
project documents and analyzes is not seen as specific, that is, bound to a
specific educational context but rather of general value. This value often
turns out to be a result of overgeneralization and not of transparent
abstractions.
This last research problem provoked the establishment of IMEN, the
International Mother tongue Education Network, twenty-five years ago. IMEN
was challenged by the question whether comparative analysis of standard
language education in different (European) countries would help to avoid
problematic (over-) generalization and prescriptive misjudgments, and lead to
more adequate and valid concepts of language teaching and learning.
The entanglement of standard language education with national educational
systems and their specific, often nationalistic traditions and ideologies thus
asked for context specific comparative research on standard language teaching
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in European countries. In this volume, some major contributions of IMEN to
comparative research in mother tongue education and to related methodological
problems have been selected.
In the first chapter Herrlitz and Van de Ven account for establishing the
International Mother Tongue Education Network (IMEN). They argue that – in
the beginning of the 1980s, the main stream in comparative education above all
was interested in comparative analyses of educational institutions and global
structures. A focus on the content level of a school subject (like mother tongue)
did hardly exist; neither the development of knowledge based on international
comparative research. Herrlitz and van de Ven deal with IMEN’s history until
now, its points of departures, research activities, the development of research
methodologies and research results concerning IMEN’s main question: What is
mother tongue education? Their chapter ends with some perspectives on new
IMEN research enterprises, focussing on the role of (new) national curricula in the
conflicting tendencies of national and global homogenisation and national
heterogeneity.
Kroon and Sturm opt for an ethnographic perspective in international comparative
research. They describe the development and the application of ethnographic tools
within the cooperative project Flanders-England-Netherlands-Germany (CPFENG). These methodological tools and procedures were used in other IMEN
projects as well. Kroon and Sturm present a brief introduction to the field of
ethnography of education. They further develop the so-called ‘key incident
analysis’, which they embedded in a description of the ethnographic perspective
formed by the Reconstructive Ethnographic Account Approach. In the next
section they present ‘international triangulation’ and its application to key
incident analysis. They illustrate these tools and procedures with concrete data
taken from the comparative project.
Three contributions are concerned with the concept of positioning. Historically
the term has been used in quite different fields, such as business studies, military
strategy and electronic technology. In communicational studies however it has
become a concept for handling the difficult balance between particularity and
generality, between the fixed and the flexible. In early studies it was seen more
or less as the act of finding or taking a position, for instance in a classroom, or
in any face to face dialogue or as a researcher's discursive position when writing
articles. In this sense it was supposed to be a subtler alternative for sociological
concepts such as 'agency' and ‘role’ that had turned out to be of less value in
communicational studies of shifts and dynamics between micro and macro.
In his contribution Positioning in Theory Sigmund Ongstad hence shows how
dramatically different the concept of positioning will function, especially if two
basic conditions are altered. Firstly, if one leaves a category oriented design and
allows for researched texts and communication as open and relative, positioning
will become more accurate and risky at the same time. This contradiction is
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caused by paradigmatic difference between 'language' as grammatically
perceived by traditional linguistics and 'communication' understood as
simultaneity between the syntactic, semantic and pragmatic aspects of
utterances. This simultaneity causes a paradox any researcher needs to handle
methodologically - any positioning creates a blind context. Accordingly
secondly: It has become practically and theoretically clear over the last decades
that a fixed, pre-given, never changing position does not exist in
communication. Any context is new, and according to many theorists in
sociology, literary theory and linguistics, the phenomena that 'regulate' or 'affect'
the scope for these dynamics are genres, discourses, codes, registers and the like.
Any communication for any participant hence implies a never ending
positioning.
In Positioning in Practice Ongstad demonstrates some of the benefits and
pitfalls of this 'new' understanding. Nevertheless he argues that such challenges
as paradox, uncertainty, relativism and fixed categories are inescapable and need
to be addressed explicitly in any methodology working with and as
communication. One particular problem is the blindness of focusing, which is
the result of any mental or verbally formulated interest. The accuracy of the
micro focus thus has to be counter-balanced with a relevant regime for
describing and 'controlling' the macro or the contexts created by the very
focusing. Ongstad exemplifies from different MTE research fields the problem
of validity in recognizing the problem that positioning needs to be seen as a
double triadic activity: Sign-users will locate their selves, their worlds and their
relation to others semiotically in utterances, but framed by genres of
communication that are created to handle different societal needs for balancing
form/expressivity, content/referenciality and use/addressivity.
Jon Smidt shows in Positioning, responsibility and relevance in MTE research
how positioning even raises an ethical question. A researcher will, as selfpositioned, need to address the challenge of validity and relevance. Using
examples from his long-lasting experience both as a researcher of his own
teaching and as a participant in international, comparative research, he is able to
problematize some important methodological dilemmas. A point of departure is
a Bakhtinian understanding of the utterance as a basic unit for researching MTE.
While dialogical positionings of teachers and students have been his focal point
in earlier studies, this study addresses, in a retrospective meta perspective, his
own positionings as a researcher of MTE. He is especially concerned with
choices made during the research process. He returns to an IMEN inspired
triangulation methodology he and Piet-Hein van de Ven used in a joint project.
Smidt argues that in the recollecting light of 'positioning' the difference between
an insider and an ethnographic 'outsider' becomes that of the foregrounding,
which is at the very heart of international comparative, qualitative research. The
article ends underlining the close connection between the Bakhtinian notions of
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response and responsibility, and hence demonstrating the ethical dimensions in
research and communication, validity and relevance.
Vibeke Hetmar's contribution concerns the intimate relation between
Observation, Innovation and Triangulation in research methodologies. She finds
that there are two important tendencies that should be dealt with. One is that
new complexities leave us with the difficult task of interpretation and hence
understanding. The other is the current political demand for effective schools
and hence action. She identifies three major approaches or designs for bridging
this implicit dilemma within the context of MTE research in Denmark: studying
a sub-discipline, doing educational criticism and doing action research. From
these stepping stones she presents at length, and critically, a pilot-project that
involved cooperation with teachers and analyzing classrooms. The preprojecting raised five particular problems or challenges. These problems forced
the project leaders to discuss the choice of particular designs in which
understanding and action had to be balanced. A conclusion is that open
triangulation, performed by different researchers from different positions,
presented by Herrlitz and Sturm (1991) offers a promising methodology for
handling this dilemma in classroom research in MTE.
In Research on and in classrooms Sigmund Ongstad makes the point that
'classroom' should not just be seen as a dead site or a general context where
things are going on, but rather as an embodied, dynamic phenomenon. Bourdieu
has described habitus as the body's secondary nature. Different ways of
communicating in school may similarly be seen, not just as a matter for the
mind, but even for the body. The article presents a phenomenology and a
communicational framework that can explain such a semiotic view. Further,
main perceptions of classroom research from the last decades are analysed and
commented upon, especially communicational studies. Incidents from different
studies of classrooms focusing what can be called 'genrification' or stereotyping
of the task culture, are presented critically. Even some new metaphors for 'the
extended' classroom, such as the implementations of PCs and new trends in
outdoor teaching and learning are inspected. Finally Ongstad analyses examples
of so-called misunderstandings of classroom discourse and task expectations
following the main hypothesis that 'classroom' represents a highly sophisticated
cluster of communicational potential reactions for physical persons, not just
abstract minds.
Van de Ven illustrates how research into the history of mother tongue education
sustains the understanding of daily practice. Taken two examples of daily practice
as points of departure, he analyses the choices made by teachers of mother tongue
education. In an historical exploration Ven illuminates the mostly hidden arguments
behind these choices. In order to understand these arguments a conceptual
framework is explored: different paradigms of mother tongue education and
different rationalities are reconstructed, which guide as meaning creating contexts
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our ways of thinking about education and society. His text demonstrates and
elaborates on the relationship between a theoretical point of view and a
methodological approach. He finally explores issues for comparative research,
provoked by this approach.
An IMEN bibliography 1984 tp 2004 edited by Sjaak Kroon completes this
documentation of twenty years of research within the International Mother Tongue
Education Network.
Wolfgang Herrlitz (Utrecht), Sigmund Ongstad (Oslo), Piet-Hein van de Ven (Nijmegen),
April 2007

Comparative research on mother tongue
education: IMEN’s aims, points of departure,
history and methodology
Wolfgang Herrlitz & Piet-Hein van de Ven
This first chapter introduces the development of IMEN – the International Mother tongue
Education Network – during the last 25 years. It sketches impressions and experiences
which led to the question why mother tongue education – what, by the way, is meant
precisely by this term? – in different European countries looks similar and, on a second
sight, turns out to be different in terms of practices and underlying concepts. It outlines
major conceptual steps of IMEN: from ‘understanding each other’s rhetoric’ via ‘portraits
of mte’ to ‘case study’ methodology. In a concluding paragraph, attention is drawn to
further developments like the analysis of homogenization in “mother” tongue education
in Europe.

1

Introduction

In the beginning, there was Wolfgang’s personal experience, which probably is
shared by a lot of migrant workers: Crossing boarders means also changing
professional concepts and standards. Moving from a language department at the
University of Cologne (in Germany) to the language department at Utrecht
University (in the Netherlands) in 1978 turned out to be accompanied by a
conceptual rupture, which was quite unexpected. The meaning of the word
“grammar” (German “Grammatik”, Dutch “grammatica”), e.g., turned out to be
rather different (in spite of the common Latin root); whereas in German mother
tongue education, the teaching of grammar may include reflections on language
structure and use, in Dutch mother tongue teaching there is a sharp opposition
between “grammatica” and “taalbeschouwing” (i.e. “thinking about language”).
And this difference proved to be only the tip of the iceberg. Patterns, position
and meaning of familiar concepts like the teaching of language and literature,
language proficiency, the school’s canon of literary texts etc., which on the
surface seemed to be identical or at least similar, appeared to be different in the
longer run. Teaching Dutch (“Nederlands”) in the Netherlands, and German
(“Deutsch”) in Germany is not at all the “same” process, only related to two
different languages: it belongs to two different cultures of education;
surprisingly enough, the same seems to be true for the education in the subject
“German” in Austria, Germany and Switzerland, or in the subject “Dutch” in
Belgium (Flanders) and the Netherlands.
In this chapter we account for establishing of the International Mother tongue
Education Network. We deal with IMEN’s history until now, its points of
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departures, research activities and results concerning IMEN’s main question:
What is mother tongue education?

2

The International Mother tongue Education Network

Some Dutch colleagues who worked in the field of mother tongue education
research, became curious whether Wolfgang’s experience of different cultures of
standard language teaching in different countries was shared by other
researchers in this field, and whether scientific efforts were made to understand
these different cultures in their impact for learning the standard language in
different countries. The results of this exploration were disappointing:
x The mainstream studies in comparative education are above all interested
in the comparative analysis of educational institutions and global
structures. Only by exception, they focus on differences in the definition
of a school subject (like mother tongue) or the construction of content
meanings. It turned out that in our search for differences between various
cultures of mother tongue education, we were visiting undiscovered
islands on the scientific globe.
x Besides very few scholars active in this field (cf. e.g. the contributors to
Spindler & Spindler 1987), nobody seemed to be interested or curious in
the way we were: Mother tongue education turned out to be rooted too
deeply in the different traditions of national education systems and
language communities. Analysing the teaching of the national language
abroad proved to be ‘an island too far’.
So, in a third step the Dutch group founded a discussion circle on comparative
research in mother tongue education; a network of correspondents in nine
European countries (Belgium [Flanders], Denmark, France, the Federal
Republic of Germany, Great Britain [England], Italy, Hungary, the Netherlands
and Turkey) was established, and in 1983 a initiating conference was organised
in Veldhoven, the Netherlands; it was the initial conference of what then was
called IMEN - International Mother Tongue Education Network. IMEN was
loosely organised by a steering committee, regularly meeting in Utrecht, the
Netherlands, and it developed a kind of working pattern: once a year a
correspondents’ weekend, and every three years a bigger conference on a special
issue in comparative research in European standard language education.
This contribution offers its readers a global picture of the International Mother
tongue Education network: Its history, research activities, conferences, and its
state of the art. Attention will be paid to its basic epistemological and
methodological assumptions.
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Comparative research on mother tongue education

Since 1981 this International Mother tongue Education Network (IMEN) carries
out international comparative research on mother tongue education. The
comparison concerns the school subject Dutch in secondary education in the
Netherlands, the school subject German in Germany, English in England, etc.
There were - and still are - three main arguments for exploring that field of
research:
x Mother tongue education is an essentially contested concept. There are
different interpretations of ‘mother tongue’, and there are different
perspectives on ‘education’. This causes a lot of conceptual problems,
both on a national as well as on an international level.
x The debate on research and development in the field of mother tongue
education hardly crosses the borders of national – and that very often
means also: cultural - boundaries.
x As a consequence of the first two arguments, there is hardly a
substantial body of knowledge on mother tongue education, which can
serve research and development.
We shall elaborate these arguments below.

3.1

On the concept of mte

To start with, the term ‘mother tongue’ refers to different objects. ‘Mother
tongue’ can be interpreted as the language of primary socialisation, the language
developed by a child from early childhood. A second interpretation of ‘mother
tongue’ is a cultural-political one. In this interpretation it is closely related to the
formation of regional or national identity, and the formation of national states:
the mother tongue is the language of the fatherland. Thus mother tongue can
refer to the first language of a child, but also the language of the ‘fatherland’ –
and sometimes these two languages are the same ones, sometimes they do differ
extremely.
A third interpretation is an educational concept: “The accent is mainly on the
intertwining of knowledge of the ‘real’ world (in terms of social construction)
and language and language use: language is the symbolic representation of that
knowledge” (Gagné et al., 1987: 6).
Each of these three interpretations however is a problematic one. ‘Mother
tongue’ as the language of primary socialisation neglects the possibilities of bior multilingual language acquisition. The language of the mother is not
necessarily the language of the father or the direct environment too. In some
countries in Europe, e.g. in Poland, one does not talk about ‘mother tongue’, but
about father tongue, a concept with much of the same variation in its meaning
(but not necessarily in its associations). And both concepts are challenged for
their gender bound labelling. Thus home language is one of the proposed
alternatives.
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The second interpretation of ‘mother (or father) tongue’ as national language
causes other problems. In the Netherlands e.g. the ‘mother tongue’ of the
‘fatherland’ is Dutch, but also the Frisian language is a legally accepted standard
language. There are, seen from a Western European perspective, nations with
two or more standard languages (Belgium, Norway, Switzerland). There are also
different nations, which share a more or less common standard language
(German in Germany, Austria and Switzerland). In a more global perspective
the relation between mother tongue and fatherland is rather problematic. Nigeria
e.g. is a nation with many different languages, while Kurdish is spoken in seven
countries. Modern Russia has about 150 languages, which could be labelled as
‘mother tongues’ in the regional or national sense of the word (see below). In an
(Australian) overview in a dictionary over the main language(s) in 170 countries
in the world, notified in English language, just 50 countries appeared to have a
‘purely’ national language (Delbridge and Bernard 1988: 1202-1204; cfr.
Ongstad 2003; Ongstad Van de Ven & Buchberger 2004: 16-17)).
Interpreting ‘mother tongue’ as the (national) standard language neglects other
problems too. Firstly, in many Western Europe countries the mother tongue
became the standard language by the nineteenth century processes of
standardisation and codification. Still the term ‘mother tongue’ and ‘mother
tongue education’ is used for education in that ‘standard’ long before these
processes of standardisation.
The ‘standard language’ interpretation of mother tongue furthermore disregards
the many regional and local varieties of that standard, it disregards the
multilingual construction of nowadays society. Another problem is the relation
between the standardisation and the political and national(istic) movements in
that nineteenth century. Not only the standardisation processes often oppressed
the regional and social varieties, the relation is at present still intertwined with
regional and national conflicts between different groups using different or
slightly different languages.
The third interpretation of ‘mother tongue’ as the language of knowledge, the
language of education, neglects another language variety too. School subjects
can be seen as languages too, having their own concepts and relations between
these. Subject specific concepts sometimes seem to be similar to children’s
mother tongue terminology. In fact terms like mass, energy, power, refer to
strictly defined subject concepts, different from the ‘mother tongue’ concepts.
The semantic problems of ‘mother tongue’ are only a part of the interpretation
problems of ‘mother tongue education’. In many countries mother tongue
education is a separate school subject, called Dutch, or English, or German, and
so on. Simply stated, the concept ‘mother tongue education’ then refers to
standard language (and literature) education, but still the concept refers to
different phenomena.
There are very different interpretations of aims and means of education.
Education has to serve the cultural transmission, and/or cultural innovation.
Education has to support children in their personal development, but also to
prepare them for grown up vocational tasks. In another view education has as its
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main objective the emancipation of lower classess, women and girls, immigrant
groups…
The contents of education thus are selected from cultural heritage, and/or from
developmental theory, from academic disciplines, from vocational practices.
And connected to these different perspectives on educational aims and ends
there are different theories on teaching and learning too. All these differences
cause that on a national level, the school subject ‘mother tongue’ can be
characterised as a subject in conflict (Elbow 1990). There are different
paradigms of mother tongue education, each paradigm selecting more or less
different topics and activities, with different legitimations (Van de Ven 1996;
see also this chapter, section 3.3).
This paradigmatic difference clearly exists on he level of mother tongue
education’s rhetoric. How far the paradigmatic debate can be perceived in daily
practice is less clear. The distinction between mother tongue education’s
rhetoric and practices is an important one. Following Goodlad’s (1979) analysis
of curriculum domains, we can distinguish between what ought to be done in
education (the formal, ideological curriculum), what teachers like to do (the
perceived curriculum) and the operational curriculum, that what observably does
happen in education. Apart from these domains there is the domain of the
perception of education by pupils, a sometimes very different reality of mother
tongue education. This difference between rhetoric and practices before all is
important from an innovation perspective. At least in the Netherlands several
innovation programs - formulated on the level of rhetoric - hardly reached the
level of practice. Several case studies indicate that daily practice represents
mother tongue education’s tradition rather than its innovative rhetoric.
In sum, trying to establish an internationally oriented discourse on mte, the main
focus became the question what exactly is mother tongue education.

3.2

A new field of research

To answer that question, research is needed; research in order to clarify the
different conceptions of mother tongue education. Historical research can
illuminate the roots of different conceptions. Desk research, but also survey
research and interviewing might result in clearer descriptions of different
existing paradigms of mother tongue education - in rhetoric. Other forms of
research, e.g. observation research, can illuminate the daily practice, and thus
clarify the differences between rhetoric and practice.
Unfortunately, this field of research appeared to be (in 1981) rather unexplored.
The mainstream of educational research was dominated by process-product
research, research on time studies and aptitude treatment interaction. Gagné et
al. (1987) considered that dominance as a significant one-sidedness. “The 'whats
and whys' of the curriculum are taken for granted: in recent educational research in
the USA they are safe and largely remain unquestioned. Education is defined as the
attainment of objectives or pre-existing knowledge by efficient methods that can be
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manipulated and controlled from outside and which conform to the norms and
ideologies of the prevailing culture. Such an implicitly one-sided definition of
teaching restricts the framework of research. In our opinion, the ‘whats and whys’
of curricula also have to be a focus of research. The questions they raise are
inseparably connected with the conflict regarding dominant and alternative norms,
ideologies and cultures. While it seems plausible, for instance, that research on
teaching effectiveness - which excludes more or less by definition questions about
the ‘whats’ and ‘whys’ - uses largely experimental methodology, at present such
methodology appears unsuitable to deal with questions of curriculum justification
(the ‘whys’) and foundation (the ‘whats’)” (ib. p.11). Thus dealing with the
conceptual problems of mother tongue education we had to develop a more or less
new field of research.
Considering this need for new research methods, we also discovered that we
could not join an international research tradition. We experienced that the debate
on research and curriculum development in the field of mother tongue hardly
crosses the boundaries of cultural boundaries (which happen to be national
ones). Mother tongue education appeared to be strongly bound to ‘language
area’ and to national culture. The development of general, and therefore,
international theories and concepts, which is commonplace in other scientific
areas, had scarcely started in the field of mother tongue education (cf. Herrlitz &
Peterse 1984).
During discussions with foreign colleagues on research and development in the
field of mother tongue education, Dutch scholars have experienced that the
exchange of views is often made difficult by the unfamiliarity of the participants
with each other’s national and cultural backgrounds and by a lack of information
on how these backgrounds influence mother tongue education. Although in
different European countries mother tongue education emanates from the
tradition of Latin and Greek education, still there are at first sight important
national differences. In the prologue we already referred the difference in the
German and the Dutch concept of grammar teaching. Another example concerns
the teaching of literature. Angyal & Van de Ven (1991) exploring Hungarian
respectively Dutch perspectives on literature teaching discovered a difference in
the concept ‘cultural heritage’. In Hungarian literature teaching the transmission
of cultural heritage appeared to be a leading argument for teaching literature and
literary history - which was similar to the Dutch situation. But it became very
confusing for the Dutch scholar to perceive how much attention was paid in
Hungarian literature education to the Gilgamesj epos, to Homer and
Shakespeare, to a French author like Rimbaud, or the Finnish Kalevala. In the
Dutch tradition the cultural heritage has been restricted to the national cultural
heritage, while in Hungary there appeared a more European perspective. In the
same project it became clear that in the Hungarian discourse on mother tongue
and literature education this cultural heritage perspective was labelled as a
‘functional’ approach. In the Netherlands a functional approach on mother
tongue and literature existed too, but has been operationalised along lines of
vocational training. The comparison at the level of grammar education in
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Germany and the Netherlands (see 1.0) and of literature education between the
Netherlands and Hungary not only led to knowledge on foreign concepts and
conceptions of mother tongue education, but also the own national concepts and
conceptions became more clear.
The comparisons were carried out many years ago. It is not quite certain that the
differences found are still representative for Dutch, Hungarian and German
mother tongue education. Although tradition seems to be far more influencing
daily practice than innovation, still mother tongue education’s practice and
mother tongue education’s rhetoric are changing. The conceptual unclearness is
also caused by the dynamics of societal and educational thinking. In our view,
international comparative research on mother tongue education is needed for
conceptual clarification, both on the level of the own national concepts and
conceptions, as well on the level of concepts and conceptions abroad.
There is a lot of research carried out in the field of comparative education. But
there is not that much research on conceptual matters. Comparative education
follows the mainstream of educational research, that hardly investigates for the
contents, the ‘whats and whys’ of education. Thus the main objective of IMEN
became (and still is) to stimulate the international discussion on and comparison
of mother tongue education’s whats and why’s. In order to reach this objective
comparative research projects were carried out, focusing on a comparative
analysis of mother tongue education’s rhetoric and practices, at present and in
history. These projects focused on understanding national-cultural traditions of
mother tongue education by explaining them to scholars from abroad, by
looking to these traditions from the perspectives of outsiders. The projects also
aimed at understanding the mother tongue education traditions from abroad.
Because there was hardly any research tradition we could join, a lot of time and
energy thus was given to the development of a methodology that facilitated
international comparison. A similar problem concerned the exchange of the
project results. By lack of international research on mother tongue the
international discourse on mother tongue education in itself has little tradition
too. Thus also much time and energy has been spent on preparing workshops
and conferences. In our publications we account for all these activities.

3.3

IMEN’s points of departure

IMEN activities were organised like an expedition, which is undertaken to
discover those unknown islands of “exotic” cultures of mother tongue education.
Setting up these expeditions as research activities of language teaching experts,
including the IMEN correspondents from the nine European countries already
mentioned, the steering committee took two basic decisions:
x A fundamental distinction should be made between the level of rhetoric (the
stories about the exotic islands) and the level of practice (everyday life on
the exotic islands itself). As everybody knows there may be a considerable
gap between these two levels.
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x The major interest in comparative analyses of the content level of standard
language teaching and the reconstruction of differences in meaning
construction in different cultures of language education implies a certain
preference for qualitative research methodology.
From its beginning in 1981, IMEN tried to establish a certain fundament to
ground comparative research on Standard Language Education in Europe. In
three different projects three different methodologies have been developed to
shape co-operative efforts within the IMEN network:
The ‘Understanding each other’s rhetoric’ concept: This concept which
characterised the initial phase of IMEN activities focuses on the
interpretation of documents about Mother Tongue (Standard Language)
Education in a country from outside that country. The key research question
of this concept is: how can we understand rhetorical documents (e.g.
curricula, syllabi, teacher’s guides, textbooks etc.) of mother tongue
education from outside? The basic idea is that an IMEN correspondent
could select documents which he/she judges exemplary for the rhetoric on
standard language education in his/her country, that he/she gives a
translation into English and comment on key issues, helping to understand
these documents also from a different point of view (another language,
another nation, another culture and tradition of education). This
‘Understanding each other’s rhetoric’ concept was developed in Herrlitz &
Peterse (1984).
The ‘Portraits of mother tongue education’ concept: With this concept
IMEN tried to make the step from the rhetoric to the understanding of the
practice of standard language education. This step was as important as
difficult because of the obvious large extent and complexity of
documentation and reconstruction of (educationa1) practices; IMEN had to
carefully restrict its ambitions not to overrate its potential. The basic idea
was to ask a correspondent in a certain country to invite a mother tongue
teacher to write a diary over two weeks of her practices in teaching standard
language. The correspondent then would transform the diary into a portrait.
He/she would comment on all aspects of the diary he/she felt to be salient,
and he/she would complement it with information from a teacher's
interview (about background, experience, frame of reference etc.) and about
the curriculum and its educational context. On basis of these portraits,
comparative analyses could be undertaken to understand better (the content
level of) standard language teaching in different European countries. Major
insight into the ‘Portrait’ concept and its scientific outcomes is given in
Kroon & Sturm (1988) and Herrlitz (1990).
In a third step, set in the nineties of the last century, IMEN developed the
'Case
Study’ concept to extend insight into practice of standard language teaching
in Europe. The basic idea was twofold: in one version of research from this
concept, a comparative case study would be carried out in which (at least)
two practices of mother tongue education in two different countries were
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documented and analysed in terms of the reconstruction of professional
practical knowledge underlying the practice of standard language teaching
(Anderson-Levitt 1987); understanding each other’s rhetoric and practice
from another point of view and comparison indifferent perspectives would
be built in from the very beginning. In the help-version of the case study
project, an already existing project on the analysis of mother tongue
education invites a ‘stranger from outside’ to import a comparative
component, implementing the explication of underlying practical
knowledge as a methodology of understanding one owns mother tongue
education rather than a constitutive structure of the project itself (cfr.
Malmgren & Van de Ven 1994).
In this context, international triangulation plays the role of an essential
research principle. Further information on the case study project is found in
Kroon & Sturm (1988).
In this contribution we present some main guidelines we developed for
international-comparative projects and discourses, guidelines which proved to
be useful for our international enterprises. We also present the conceptual
frameworks we used for analysis and interpretation. With this contribution we
will stimulate others to participate in international exchange and comparative
research on mother tongue education’s history and practices.

4

The ‘Understanding each other’s rhetoric’ concept

As the introduction to this chapter on IMEN history pointed out, IMEN
activities from its beginning in 1981 were organised like an expedition which is
undertaken to discover those unknown islands of “exotic” cultures of mother
tongue education. Setting up these expeditions as research activities of language
teaching experts, including the IMEN correspondents from the nine European
countries already mentioned, the steering committee decided to organise a
conference in the Netherlands (eventually taking place in Veldhoven, December
1983) that could function as an initial event to get an European network of
experts in Standard language education and its co-operative activities in
comparative research started. To prepare this initial conference, the steering
committee developed a first organising concept for comparative research, named
“understanding each other’s rhetoric”. The following paragraphs exemplify the
development of this concept and its rationale.

4.1

Motivation

In some countries there appeared to be quite some interest of mother tongue
education experts in developments outside one's own country or language area,
while it had also been shown that an orientation to developments elsewhere
could be fruitful; but due to the traditional concern of mother tongue teaching

22 Wolfgang Herrlitz & Piet-Hein van der Ven
with the national culture, contacts across national borders or the borders of
language areas had usually remained incidental and short-lived, and an
international discussion had not had the chance to develop. It is not surprising,
in view of this, that an international framework within which concepts employed
in the individual countries could be compared and generalized, does not, at
present, exist 1.
That such attempts as have been made to initiate an international discussion have
generally met with relatively little success is not difficult to understand in view
of the many problems the participants are facing. Though on the surface much in
the field of mother tongue education seems similar, if not identical, below this
surface the meaning and function of apparently general concepts are to a large
extent culture-specific, and may differ considerably from country to country sometimes without the participants in the discussion realizing this. This is bound
to hamper a fruitful exchange of views considerably. These culture-specific
‘systems of meaning and function’ (we have called them ‘paradigms’), which,
among other things, determine the national debates, are accounted for by the
function which mother tongue teaching traditionally has had and, to some
extent, still has, in all (as far as we know) European countries or language areas:
The function to contribute to the development and establishment of a standard
language, and, thereby, to the establishment of the national culture and identity or that of any community sharing a common (standard) language (cf., e.g.,
Belgium).
In most European countries though, the development of mother tongue
education has also been oriented to the ‘classical heritage’; a factor responsible
for similarities in terms in which MTE in the various countries is discussed.

4.2

Aims; the decision-making process leading up to the conference

The problems sketched in the previous sub-section already point to the
objectives which the establishment of an international communication-network
of scholars and the development of a method of comparing (information on)
mother tongue teaching in different countries should serve: To facilitate an
international theoretical discussion on mother tongue teaching; and more
concretely, it should make possible comparative studies on mother tongue
teaching in different countries which take into consideration national and
cultural backgrounds.
An international discussion should, that was the view of the steering committee
in 1983, be oriented towards the following long-term aims (roughly in order of
increasing importance):
Comparing mother tongue teaching will enable educationalists to break
1

In April 2006 the Council of Europe organises a first conference in this sense:
“Towards a Common European Framework of Reference for Languages of
School Education’’ in Krakow, in Poland.
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through the limitations imposed on their judgement by national traditions, to
look at their own, familiar, culture-specific mother tongue education system
from a distance, and to arrive at a fresh, more relative judgement of mother
tongue teaching in their country.
A more general, international discussion will enable educationalists to
consider and evaluate developments and innovations abroad within their
cultural and institutional context. In this way, the risk of merely adopting, in
a superficial way, what is in vogue elsewhere can be avoided; instead it will
become possible to scrutinize such innovatory concepts beforehand.
The comparative approach allows us to relate generalizations of the
auxiliary sciences mother tongue teaching draws to their culture-specific
presuppositions, and to the conditions which constitute their background
upon (e.g. those of sociolinguistics concerning the relation between social
structure and language learning, those of psycholinguistics concerning the
cognitive basis of language-learning processes, those of aesthetics
concerning learning to appreciate literature, etc.). Only in this way can such
generalizations be made to have any value for the practice of mother tongue
teaching in a particular country or language area.
At last, and very important, an international discussion could create insight
into the interdependence of the teaching of the mother tongue and the
society. Hence, a less absolute, more relativist view of mother tongue
teaching may increase the awareness of the artificiality of the straitjacket
which mother tongue teaching (which is usually the same thing as standard
language teaching) often puts upon the variety of language including the
mother tongues of allochthonous and autochthonous linguistic minorities
which is characteristic of almost any society and which seems to be ignored
or even denied in some countries. Thus, the comparative analysis of mother
tongue teaching may help to reveal the rigid character which it frequently
has and to replace a conception of mother tongue teaching which is more or
less inflexibly oriented to the standard language by one which takes
seriously the linguistic background of the pupils as well as the phenomenon
of multilingualism.
Three steps in the decision-making process leading up to the conference seemed
to us then to have been of particular significance to the way in which the
conference was organised and to the theoretical framework, which was
developed during the discussion. They are listed below, more or less in
chronological order.
1. The organisers decided to focus first and foremost on the rhetoric of mother
tongue education; in their view this would have to precede the
documentation and analysis of its practice. The term ‘rhetoric’ here refers to
the theoretical discussion on mother tongue teaching: guidelines published
on behalf of teachers, curricula, handbooks for teachers, political statements
concerning education, documents on the structure of educational
institutions, public debates etc. In short: publications, views, discussions
etc. concerned with what mother tongue teaching should be like, rather than
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descriptions or analyses of what actually happens in the classroom.
The organisers decided to limit the project - at least in its first stages to
mother tongue teaching in Europe; in this way the complexity of the
problems studied as well as the practical problems involved (e.g.
establishing and maintaining contacts, writing letters, making telephone
calls, etc.) could be kept within reasonable bounds.
3. In order to obtain the information necessary as a basis for the discussion at
the conference, the project group decided to ask one correspondent of each
country to report on the rhetoric of mother tongue in his/her country during
the last ten years. As correspondents the project group sought people doing
theoretical work or work supporting mother tongue teaching, rather than
‘first line practitioners’.
The correspondents were asked to answer the following questions in their
reports:
2.

1. Which was the dominant paradigm of mother tongue teaching around
1970?
1.1 Which were the fundamental objectives, the content, the teachinglearning
concepts of this paradigm? On which aspects of language education did
this
paradigm characteristically put special emphasis?
1.2 Was this paradigm or certain aspects of it particularly well represented
in
certain types of schools or in education of certain age groups?
1.3 Did the standard paradigm receive special support from institutions or
groups external to the school (universities, teachers training colleges,
institutes organizing postgraduate training courses, institutes for
curriculum development, teachers’ centres, teachers' unions, associations
for practitioners or theoreticians in the field of mother tongue education)?
1.4 What is the relationship between the standard paradigm and the overall
objectives of education within society, and between the paradigm and the
image society has of its culture and history and the role language and
literature play in the national culture?
1.5 Which political structures sustain the dominant paradigm? Who plans.
develops. and decides on the curricula on which it is based?
2. Were there any competing paradigms of mother tongue education around
1970? What was the position of competing paradigms, a. on the theoretical
level, and b. in the day-to-day school practice?
Can you characterise these competing paradigms, if possible on the basis of the
questions and co-ordinates of 1.1?
3. How could the development of competing paradigms of mother tongue
education until 1982 be characterised or described? Which conditions have
stimulated or made possible such developments?
4. How do you assess individual developments? Which paradigm of mother
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tongue education in your country do you consider promising for the further
development of mother tongue education, and why?
Within the steering-committee it was suggested that a useful basis for a method
of discovering concrete points of comparison in the reports would be the
demarcation of the subject boundaries by which the subject of mother tongue
education could be defined - both those between the subject of mother tongue
education and other school subjects, and those between the separate elements of
mother tongue teaching (e.g. grammar, writing, comprehension, etc.; cf.
Bernstein 1971). This idea was worked out further during preparatory meetings
of the Dutch participants in the project group; an instruction based on the
‘demarcation of subject boundaries’ was incorporated in the conference papers.
The basic preliminary steps sketched, and rather extensively documented above
provided the basic framework for or - to put it differently - prepared the ground
for the discussion at the conference; in part they were also intended as tentative
approaches to a comparison of different systems of mother tongue education at a
somewhat larger scale, during later stages of the projector in the international
discussion.

4.3

The discussion at the conference: problems of conceptualisation

A survey of mother tongue education in Europe could, at that time, only be a
very tentative and crude one. This was due to the lack of information and the
unavailability of sources. Most of all, we were in need of a theoretical
framework which was sufficiently tested and accepted by a sufficiently large
number of workers in the field to serve as a basis for two closely connected
tasks:
Firstly, to analyse and describe (the rhetoric of) mother tongue education in
a country or language area in such a way that the analysis can be fully
understood outside that country or area and can be related to similar
analyses from other countries or language areas (at the conference such
studies were referred to as ‘comparable studies’, which might be carried out
‘in parallel’);
Secondly, to carry out actual ‘comparative studies’: to describe and
compare, within a general theoretical and methodological framework,
aspects of mother tongue education in different countries or language areas,
in such a way that in describing the similarities and differences between the
countries, the specific context of mother tongue education constituted by
those countries is made explicit.
During the preparations for the conference the correspondents were asked to
adopt the concept of paradigm as a means to describe the dominant teaching
concept and alternative concepts and developments in the rhetoric of mother
tongue education. Accordingly, the notion served as a point of departure in
addressing the first of the two tasks referred to above, i.e. developing
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‘comparable studies’. For a correct understanding of the notion in the given
context, the following passage from Stephen Ball’s report on Great Britain was
extremely helpful:
“I am using the concept paradigm here in a loose Kuhnian sense to refer to both the
structures of communication which produce a community of scholars with common
goals, and to the concerns and contents of those goals, the ‘disciplinary matrix’ and
‘symbolic generalizations’, which constitute the shared commitments of the community.
Two points made by Kuhn (1969) are worth reiterating here.
1. A paradigm governs, in the first instance, not a subject matter but rather a group of
practitioners. Any study of paradigm-directed or of paradigm-shattering research must
begin by locating the responsible group or groups (…).
2. Because the attention of different scientific communities is focused on different
matters, professional communication across group lines is something arduous, often
results in misunderstanding, and may, if pursued, evoke significant and previously
unsuspected disagreement.”(Herrlitz & Peterse, 1984: 23)

During the Veldhoven conference, the concept of paradigm and its application
in comparative analysis of standard language education was critically evaluated:
The concept of paradigm plays its analytical role rather successfully
when used for the purpose of identifying groups of scientists and their
disciples and to characterize their research and development work in
the field of mother tongue education. Here it is often possible to
contrast relatively clear-cut communicative groups, which are
committed to shared views on the theory and practice of mother tongue
education and strive to get these views accepted by the educational
'field'.
The analytical power of the concept of paradigm appears to become
weaker when it is applied to other phenomena in the rhetoric of mother
tongue teaching, In curricula, the majority of schoolbooks, at meetings
of subject teachers, etc. the influence of well-defined theoretical
concepts becomes more and more diffuse, and consequently, it
becomes increasingly difficult to recognize their influence on a
particular document or event. In other words, only in certain domains in
the rhetoric - in particular the more academic ones - is the debate - also
at surface level- structured according to the communicative patterns
implied by the concept of paradigm; the more we approach the level of
the real interaction between teacher and pupil, the more difficult it
becomes to identify and contrast clearly distinct communicative groups
and the paradigmatic concepts shared by the members of these groups.
Unlike the paradigms, which have been analysed by Kuhn, with respect
to the natural sciences, the paradigms - communicative groups and their
'disciplinary matrices and symbolic generalizations' - in the field of
mother tongue education are to a large extent nationally bound. After
all, this is why we set up the project in the first place; and the
correctness of our assessment of the situation has since been amply
confirmed, both by the reports of the correspondents and by the

Comparative research on MTE 27
discussion at the conference. This limitation of communication
structures to national communities or language areas implies, however,
that the analysis of paradigms in mother tongue teaching will
necessarily lead us back to these communities, rather than helping us in
overstepping national or cultural boundaries.
This does not mean that no basis for a comparison of the rhetoric of mother
tongue education in different European countries has been found. In the opinion
of many of the participants, however, this basis should not be sought in large
scale and supposedly stable communicative networks, but rather in certain
‘tendencies’ which can be identified in a large number of European countries in
different cultural contexts, and which - at least at first sight - seem to run parallel
or be rather similar all over the area (cfr. Herrlitz & Peterse 1984).
As the summary above suggests, abstract or global ‘tendencies’ or ‘lines/stages
of development’ in the thinking on mother tongue education could generally be
described, on a somewhat more concrete level, in terms of a ‘traditional’ stage
of development or concept of mother tongue education (a ‘canonical situation’)
and several innovative lines of development ‘streams of innovation’) leading
away from it.
The reports of the correspondents and the discussion at the Veldhoven
conference have made clear that the following historical development admittedly stated in rather crude terms - has taken place in almost all countries
represented at the conference:
x Around 1965 a ‘canonical situation’ dominated mother tongue education in
almost all countries; this situation had the following characteristics which
were remarkably uniform all over the area:
1. Teaching practices in all schools and at all levels were modelled on or
oriented to mother tongue teaching in the highest grades of the classical
gymnasium (in England: the grammar school) which ‘set the tune’,
2. Mother tongue education was primarily literary education; central to it
was the literary canon that was traditionally accepted as the cultural
heritage in the respective speech communities.
3. Complementary to the teaching of literature, a form of grammar was
being taught which was modelled on classical grammar.
.
4. In all systems of mother tongue education, a basic form of written
composition was being taught, the precise form and nature of which
differed from one country to another (e.g. in England the 'composition',
in Germany the ‘Besinnungsaufsatz’, in Denmark the ‘essay’, etc.) and
which, typically, was unrelated to the forms of written communication
normally employed in society.
x Around 1970 this canonical model of mother tongue teaching came under
attack from progressive educationalists throughout Europe. It is remarkable
that this break-up of a traditional consensus, too, is common to the
development of mother tongue teaching in all the countries involved (with
the possible exception of Turkey) - even though the precise moment when it
had its greatest effect may vary from one country to another. The attack on
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traditional teaching concepts and methods, which went on more or less
unhampered by cultural contexts or socio-political counter-forces, created a
need for reform everywhere. It has been documented for eight new IMEN
countries too: Norway, Sweden, The German Democratic Republic,
Poland, Russia, the Czech Republic, Romania and Bulgaria (Delnoy,
Herrlitz & Kroon 1995).
x Though the traditional situation was to some extent being broken up, it was
not replaced by a new ‘canonical situation’. It would be nearer the truth to
speak of a number of ‘streams of innovation’ or ‘streams of reform’ which
engendered political and educational debates and controversies and which
finally led to more or less far-going reforms, but not to a new homogeneous
standard situation.
This is true both for the individual countries, and for Europe as a whole: as a
result of the changes of the late 60s/early 70s, a - rather homogeneous dominant rhetorical situation turned into a complicated picture of different lines
and stages of development, innovations, etc.

4.4

Prospects

It has been emphasised, above, that - at least in our view - a successful
international discussion depends on common or at least comparable research
traditions; it has also been stated, at several points, that one of the aims, or
perhaps the most important (long-term) aim of the project was to prepare the
ground for ‘comparative studies’. This was accepted by the conference, as the
following quotation (from one of the plenary sessions on the final day of the
conference) shows:
“There seems to be a broad agreement on the need for comparative studies on mother tongue
education - they may throw light on innovation, change, research, etc. in the individual
countries. There is, on the other hand, some discussion on the aims of such studies and on the
methods to be employed” (Herrlitz & Peterse 1984: 37)

The same quotation also testifies to the fact that it was not so clear what the aims
of such studies should be, and how they should be carried out. To clarify this
was, of course, one of the tasks to be taken on, in the near future, during the next
stage of the project - perhaps by a ‘specialist committee’ as it was called at the
conference. At that time we could do no more than to catalogue some tentative
ideas and proposals put forward in the course of the discussion:
x As a first step, ‘comparable’ case studies carried out ‘in parallel’ were
considered more realistic than actual comparative studies. ‘Comparable
studies’ were defined as case studies on interesting aspects of or
developments in mother tongue teaching in a number of countries,
carried out, as much as possible, along the same lines, but not
necessarily directly comparable.
x Such studies could provide the basis for actual comparative studies -
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defined, by one sub-group, as national studies on a critical area chosen
internationally and carried out in a way agreed upon internationally in
order to make their results (directly) comparable.
The best way to organise ‘comparable studies’, it was thought, would be by
interaction between steering-committee and correspondents. Possibilities were:
x the steering-committee could approach the correspondents and ask
them if they would see the possibility to organise a study on a particular
aspect of mother tongue teaching in their country;
x correspondents or other members of the information network who
wished information on developments in other countries than their own
could ask the steering-committee to pass on the request or to establish a
working relation between theirs and other countries.
Of course a study needed not necessarily be carried out in all the countries
participating in the network; a study in which only two or three countries are
involved would be equally interesting.

5

The ‘Portraits of mother tongue education’ concept

The next IMEN conference was scheduled for December 1986. According to the
participants’ wishes it dealt with a comparison of the practices of MTE in the
various countries. Such a comparison seemed to be possible if a series of
accounts of the practice of MTE were available. Those accounts should
approximate to the teaching practice as much as possible and should be set up in
the same way.
In its preparation for the 1986 conference the IMEN Steering Committee tried to
work out the rough suggestions, which had been made at the 1983 Conference
into a ‘research design’ that could be used in the various countries. That design
in fact boiled down to asking the national IMEN correspondents to develop three
activities:
a. Ask a mother tongue teacher that you know to keep a ‘diary’ of twelve
lessons that s/he teaches in the period January/February 1985 .
b. Discuss that diary with the teacher involved and ask in particular for
clarification of the subject matter that is dealt with in those lessons; together
with that teacher, try to answer the question: ‘What is really happening?’
c. Make a document of the diary and the results of the discussion which can be
used at the 1986 IMEN Conference.
Such a document was referred to by the IMEN Steering Committee as a
‘Portrait’ (a term which the ISC chose spontaneously without being aware that it
was already in use in educational research (cf. Kroon & Sturm 1988).

5.1

Nine Portraits as research genres

Nine national IMEN correspondents - working under different circumstances, in
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rather divergent periods and ways - positively reacted to the request to compose
such a document for the 1986 Conference. As a result, nine documents were
presented to the participants of the 1986 Conference, divided into two
categories: seven Portraits and two Diaries. The difference between these two
categories can be described as follows. A first draft of the Portraits was
discussed by an international committee, which resulted in a written
commentary. The national correspondents involved then rewrote the submitted
Portraits on the basis of this written commentary. This procedure has resulted in
a stronger accent in the Portraits (as opposed to the Diaries) on the analysis and
interpretation of the teacher diary which forms the core of such a portrait. In the
Portraits there is also more emphasis on additional information about the
teacher-diarist involved and on the national educational policy and context in
which s/he works. In the Diaries the teacher-diarists’ notes literally form the
principal part; a ‘rewriting’ of those documents has not taken place (for various
reasons).
From a strictly subject-contential point of view - which subject contents occur in
the practice of mother tongue education in the various countries/languages areas;
how are similarities/differences to be understood? - little distinction could be
made between the two types of documents. Both Portraits and Diaries were
documents about which one could ask the questions mentioned above and on the
basis of which an interpretative answer to each question can be constructed or
reconstructed. To formulate an inter-subjective judgement about the tenability of
that answer, the nature of the document was not decisive. Formulated rather
extremely, a thesis could be: ‘Data in themselves cannot be valid or invalid;
what is at issue are the inferences drawn from them’ (Hammersley & Atkinson
1983: 191). Another statement by the same researchers of course also held good:
Documents are always written for some audience, perhaps for several
different ones simultaneously. This will shape the nature of the
document through what is taken as relevant, what can be assumed as
background knowledge, what cannot or should not be said, and what
must be said even if it is untrue (ibid.).
Apart from the important subject-contential question as to the practices of
mother tongue education, an almost equally important methodological question
arose: What kind of document, i.e. data offers the best basis for a disciplined and
systematic reconstruction of the practices of mother tongue education, for a
disciplined and systematic production of knowledge of those practices?
Knowledge which in its turns forms the basis for fruitful comparisons. Directly
related to that was then the question: How are those documents elicited in an
effective way? Which procedures can be applied so as to monitor the processes
involved?
From this point of view it was rather interesting to investigate the differences
between Portraits and Diaries and, in general, the relationship between the two.
Both for the elicitation and the analysis and interpretation of (personal)
documents (Yinger & Clark 1985) the following questions seemed to be
relevant:
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1. To what extent is it worth the trouble to have diaries worked out into
Portraits? What are the advantages and disadvantages?
2. To what extent is it possible/desirable to elicit the additional
information from the teacher-diarists themselves?
3. To what extent is it fruitful to ask for an (impulse to) analysis and
interpretation of a Portrait? What are the advantages and disadvantages
of employing an outsider, i.e. a national correspondent?
4. Given the aims of the IMEN, is it worth the trouble to collect and
publish more Portraits and/or Diaries in the next few years? Which
documents are to be preferred? Why? What is realisable?
To present some of the results of the conference we might quote from Herrlitz’s
‘Preliminary Results’ presented at the end of the 1986 Conference.
1. At the level of the practice of standard language education the
expectation was confirmed that teachers' diaries give a meaningful
insight into specific cultures of mother tongue teaching in Europe. The
description of a certain ‘case’ together with the teacher’s and
correspondent’s comments clarify how in the framework of a national
school system a characteristic concept of mother tongue teaching is put
into practice, a concept that has to be understood in the tradition and
against the background of a specific culture of teaching the standard
language (Herrlitz 1987: 15).
2. If we put diaries/portraits next to each other, a series of obvious
correspondences make them comparable; on the other hand, a lot of
obvious differences motivate a comparative analysis which
characterises the specific profile of standard language education in a
certain country (ibid.: 16).
Despite promising results, which obviously inspired the participants in the
Antwerp Conference and, as a result, inspired the IMEN to continue and extend
the Portraits Project along the same lines, some rather difficult questions
concerning this type of research remained to be answered. The two most
important questions seemed to be:
1. How to establish a set of criteria in order to control the research process
in a more explicit way, without destroying the ‘naturalness’ of diarywriting and the joint construction of portraits?
2. How to develop a more explicit procedure by means of which an
(international) comparison of Portraits could be conducted without
limiting that comparison to rather formal and/or superficial
phenomena?
The future efforts of IMEN within this second field of the Research Programme,
it was decided, will be aimed at clarifying these questions. At the same time,
more and other Portraits had to be constructed and introduced into the
comparison endeavour.
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6

The ‘Case study’ concept

Considering the somewhat limited outcome of the comparison of diaries and
portraits, one major result of the 1986 Antwerp conference was that an
agreement was reached to enter a new stage of the IMEN research program:
“As a matter of fact the discussion at the conference resulted in the joint
opinion that it should be worthwhile to set up a third part of the IMEN
Research Program: a Case Study Project.
IMEN Case Studies were provisionally characterised by the following
features:
x Case studies are conducted by (participant) observers who
should document the various aspects of the case and interpret
them in a controlled way.
x Documentation and interpretation should account for different
viewpoints; they are to oppose not only teacher’s and learner’s
perspectives but also rhetoric and practice, progress and
tradition.
x Case studies should contain more than one dimension of data
collection and interpretation: they should relate data from
various sources and interpretations from various perspectives
to arrive at a reliable picture of the case in question, where
these different lines of documentation and interpretation
intersect.
x IMEN case studies have to be comparative in the sense that at
least at one point in the process of interpretation, the
judgements of a specialist from outside the culture in question
have to be provoked.” (Kroon & Sturm 1988: 13)
Preparing the IMEN conference in Ludwigsburg in 1990, a number of case
studies were set up on these conceptual lines; generally speaking, IMEN then
had developed two procedures of international co-operation:
x the Help-model, where a case study project in one country is visited
(and interpreted) by a specialist from another country;
x the Co-operation-model, where two or more case studies are set up in
different countries in a similar way, on a similar topic etc., and where
the comparative perspective dominates the co-operating case studies
from the very beginning.
The participants of the Ludwigsburg conference discussed (preliminary) reports
of a number of comparative case studies (following both models. They
succeeded in taking important steps towards the production of a differentiated
picture of mother tongue education in the various European cultures. They
gained a more sophisticated insight into the methodology of comparative
ethnography of standard language teaching (for reports and results, cf. Delnoy,
Haueis & Kroon 1992). At Ludwigsburg it was felt in particular, that future
IMEN research activities - like correspondents’ weekends, publications and
conferences - should be dedicated to methodological issues of comparative
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ethnography.
Two major dimensions were proposed which should guide IMEN’s comparative
analysis of case studies on standard language teaching. These two dimensions Field Structure and Structure of (symbolic) Interaction - are developed along the
lines of Bernstein’s reflections on ‘Classification’ and ‘Framing’ of educational
knowledge according to two antithetic types of curricula, the ‘collection’ and the
‘integrated’ type (cf. Bernstein 1971; for a rather detailed analysis of these two
dimensions cf. Herrlitz 1990).

6.1

A comparative field theory of mother tongue education

Documents on education – teachers’ handbooks, curriculum materials, students’
exercise books, syllabi, ethnographic studies etc. - have one feature in common:
they generally reflect the subject structure of schooling. This is because
institutionalised education in our type of industrialized society is not primarily
the general formation of pupils’ minds and personalities but specific training in
particular disciplines; schooling is a disciplined process - in the double meaning
of 'bound to school (and very often also university) subjects’ and ‘highly
controlled by rules of behaviour and interaction’. Bernstein (1971) considers
discipline as the centre of schooling; from that consideration he draws the
conclusion that classification - a term that “refers to the degree of boundary
maintenance between contents” (Bernstein 1971: 49) - can be used to identify
and compare different types of curricula, implying different structures of
educational knowledge. According to the strength of boundaries between
contents, educational documents can be classified on the dimension of
classification strength - getting a relative position between the extreme values of
maximal versus minimal boundary strength (= strength of classification). In
Bernstein’s concept, classification is related to the first meaning of the term
discipline: the content structure of school subjects.
In the IMEN context, the meaning of classification has to be extended: this term
refers not only to the ‘external’ borders between contents of different school
subjects but also to the ‘internal’ boundaries between sub-contents of one
subject - mother tongue instruction.
This discussion may illustrate that ‘multi-level’ field analysis creates a
differentiated picture of a particular culture of standard language teaching, that
in a comparative ethnography can be fruitfully related to other cultures of
mother tongue education. This comparison could result in two types of
conclusions:
x In other countries, at other times, mother tongue teaching is constituted
by different components. In the Netherlands, e.g., the sub-field
‘rhetoric’ as such has disappeared; the same holds for ‘memorising’
(cfr. Van de Ven 1996). This type of comparison may be called
‘component analysis’.
x Even more often, in other countries, at other times the boundaries
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between (sub)fields of mother tongue education differ in size and
strength. In the Netherlands, e.g., ‘spelling’, ‘writing’, ‘reading’,
‘grammar’ and ‘language’ are nowadays normally integrated in one
subfield, ‘language skills’. This type of comparison may be called
‘boundary structure analysis’.
The comparative case studies reported later as a result of the Ludwigsburg
conference (cf. Delnoy, Haueis & Kroon 1992) offer a great deal of evidence
that the comparison of field structures (in the twofold meaning of component
analysis and boundary structure analysis) is a fruitful research strategy in the
framework of comparative ethnography of mother tongue education.

6.2

The structure of symbolic interaction in mother tongue education

With respect to the second meaning of the central term ‘discipline’ –‘social
control by rules of interaction’ - Bernstein introduces the notion ‘framing’ to
refer to
“the specific pedagogical relationship of teacher and taught [...] frame refers to the degree
of control teacher and pupil possess over the selection, organisation and pacing of the
knowledge transmitted and received in the pedagogical relationship” (Bernstein 1971:
50).

Whereas Bernstein is mostly interested in the ‘degree of control’, IMEN
comparative research also focused on the structure of control, i.e. on the
structure of (symbolic) interaction through which control of pedagogical
relationships in mother tongue education is exercised. As a first step, we
proposed to focus on the analysis of interaction between teacher and pupil;
surveying the (linguistically orientated) research in this field, we suggested that
three (complex) questions on interaction in the classroom are of special
importance:
1. How does the teacher shape the (symbolic) activities of pupils in the
mother tongue class; what language actions - like ‘setting a task’,
‘asking a question’, ‘presenting a problem’ - does the teacher perform?
In what language actions - like ‘carrying out a task’, ‘answering a
question’, ‘solving a problem - do pupils react to the structure imposed
upon them by the teacher?
Is there also a structuring role to be played by pupils?
2. Does an evaluation of pupils’ (or even teachers’) reactions take
place? What are the criteria for evaluating contributions to interaction
in the mother tongue class?
3. How is a topic of mother tongue education brought up, developed
and ultimately established in the course of interaction in the classroom?
Perhaps, the question of special terminology and academic background
of the subject in this context deserves particular attention.
The Ludwigsburg conference focused on the comparison of mother tongue
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education documents from different European countries (Herrlitz 1990). To
prepare this comparative discussion, the steering committee asked all IMEN
projects to select relevant documents out of their case study corpus, and to
answer the following central research questions:
Fields of mother tongue education:
Which is - in a particular field of mother tongue education - constituted
as subject of the learning process?
How is it that in the particular fields of mother tongue education
specific topics are brought up, are developed, are modified, get some
illustration, are brought to a point, are the subject of exercises examined
etc.?
What stock of knowledge serves as a frame of reference for the typical
topics of mother tongue education?
What value judgements -rooting in a particular ideology- are
responsible for the specific content structure of a particular type of
mother tongue education?
On the second level of the comparative study, the analysis focused on the
(verbal) activities of teachers and pupils that characterise particular fields of
mother tongue education; the following questions guided the development of
concepts and instruments:
Symbolic interaction in the classroom:
Which type of action (‘illocution’ in Austin’s terms) characterises a
particular field of mother tongue education?
By what rights and obligations are the role of the teacher and the role of
the pupils characterised in a particular field of mother tongue
education?
What types of evaluative verbal actions characterise a particular field of
mother tongue education?
What value system forms the ideological framework of a specific type
of verbal interaction in the classroom?
Along the lines of these (two groups of) questions, participants of the
Ludwigsburg conference set first steps towards the development of comparative
case studies in standard language education in Europe.

6.3

Towards a comparative integration of field theory and reconstruction
of symbolic interaction

In Bernstein’s (1971) curriculum theory both the concepts of classification and
framing are core concepts. We used these concepts exclusively in our rather
tentative analysis of (sub)field structure respectively the structure of symbolic
interaction in mother tongue education. Our analysis is based on documents
from Dutch educational history and from three IMEN case studies: the cooperative duo study England-Hungary, the co-operative trio study BelgiumItaly-the Netherlands (CPBIN) and the help study on Sweden (for more
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information, cf. Delnoy & Kroon 1990). Nevertheless, on the basis of a rather
limited number of cases and documents, a first analysis clarified two principles
that underlie different types of standard language teaching in a number of
European countries, combining Bernstein’s two concepts:
Looking at the documents of one case from different analytical
perspectives, there seemed to be a clear relationship between the
different structural levels, reconstructed from different perspectives:
Strong classification of the fields and subfields of mother tongue
education, characterised by high boundary strength, probably goes with
strong framing, realised by a relatively rigid shaping of the interaction
by the teacher, realised also by a clear-cut evaluation of the pupils’
reactions and by teacher’s (and often also academic discipline’s)
dominance with respect to the choice of the topic and its verbalisation.
On the other hand, the same is true with respect to weak classification
and weak framing. In this sense, Bernstein's concept of discipline and
boundary strength proves its productivity also in this field of research.
If we put all analyses in a comparative perspective, it appears that there are
differences on all analytical levels, probably due to specific cultures of mother
tongue education in different European countries. So, the assumption is
legitimate that further comparative analyses will result in the reconstruction of
patterns specified on the levels of field structure and symbolic interaction which turn out to be characteristic with respect to the particular culture of
mother tongue education in one country, one nation, one language community.

7

Homogenization and Heterogeneity.

In the 1990s IMEN research focused on the elaboration of the above-described
methodologies, These concepts were in the IMEN project Histories and Case
studies (Kroon & Sturm 1995), focussing on multilingualism in classrooms and
society as a new research orientation for IMEN. In 1995 a conference was
organised in Hamburg, as a joint enterprise with the Hamburg FABER group
(Folgen der Arbeitsmigration für Bildung und Erziehung; Universität Hamburg).
The conference focus was on the formation of subjectivity in a pluricultural
context, which was studied in international comparative research.
In 1996 a small conference on ongoing research was held in Barchem, the
Netherlands (Haueis, Kroon & Van de Ven 1999). Two correspondents’
weekend, 1999 and 2003, also dealt with ongoing research, among this
comparative research on multilingualism (e.g. Khruslov & Kroon 2001; 2002).
At the same meetings IMEN researchers and correspondents discussed a new
focus for IMEN research. The IMEN-research activities in itself (carrying out
the research, writing and publishing, exchanging discussions) were considered
to be interesting and generating knowledge of and insights in topics as mother
tongue education, qualitative research, social theory, social linguistics, literacy.
The two lines (comparative research and history research) are productive ones.
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The development of a methodology for comparative research on mte, has been
rather successful (rethorics, portraits and cases studies). Now IMEN researchers
can use the different approaches from the rethorics, the portraits and the case
study projects.
The Imen Research program has not been a static one It changed in the course
of time. Most projects stopped at a certain moment, others were elaborated. At
the 1996 meeting it was concluded that the IMEN research Program in fact had
reached its main objectives: clarifying mother tongue education as a social
construction, being constructed along lines of national educational cultures, and
the development of a methodology for comparative research. It was, however,
also decided to continue IMEN as an informal network and to develop a new
research program, based upon the original IMEN points of departure as the
difference between rhetoric and practice, the focus on the content level of
standard language teaching and the illumination of national cultures of mother
tongue education. On the basis of the experiences in the Rhetorics and Case
Studies project, it was conclude that studying mother tongue education from the
concept of a national curriculum could be a promising, stimulating and
integrating ‘leading thread’ for the new research program.
Kroon & Sturm (2003) elaborate this leading thread. In some European countries,
such as England and The Netherlands, and before all the Scandinavian countries,
the concept of a national curriculum has led to concrete national curricula, i.e.
documents that, as far as language and literature education concerns, intend to lay
down common aims for all pupils on a particular level. That is not to say that
countries that do not have such formal curricular documents do not ‘have’ national
curricula. In those countries there is at least an implicit consensus with respect to
such aims. Nevertheless, in both cases, the national curricula are contested by
movements that plea for opportunities to ‘celebrate diversity’ in educational
contexts. In most West-European countries, as a consequence of prolonging
compulsory education and international migration movements the ethnic, sociocultural and linguistic diversity in classrooms has considerably increased. This
process of heterogenisation strongly contrasts with the trend of homogenisation
reflected in the development of national curricula. These national curricula are thus
to be understood in the context of the dilemma's of diversity and homogeneity. The
global research questions can be formulated as follows:
Which are the objectives of the (national) curricula in different European countries
with respect to the tension between tendencies to homogeneity and tendencies to
heterogeneity?
How can these objectives be understood from a social and historical perspective?
What is the practice of mother tongue and literature education - and how can this
practice be understood form a historical perspective as well as in relation to the
curriculum rhetorics?
Language education started in Europe mainly as education in Greek and especially
in Latin (as lingua Franca), which can be interpreted as a homogenising tendency.
Afterwards, in the 15-17th century there has been a movement into vernacular
language education (mainly in elite education). This movement - at least in the
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Netherlands - clearly led to homogenisation: it standardised the vernacular language
by means of a (prescriptive) grammar. This on the national level homogenising
tendency is in the same time a heterogenising tendency seen from an European
perspective. In the 19th century the national homogenisation increases by the
emphasis on national language as characteristic of national identity, taught by
prescriptive grammar, in forms of compulsory education.
The social tendency to homogenisation is grounded in the Enlightenment and its
idea of human equality: equal rights and duties for everybody. In the same time,
this tendency is grounded too in the idea of one nation with a homogeneous
language and culture and the educational concept of one national culture and one
national identity in which everybody participates.
On the other hand, there is - also grounded in the Enlightenment principle of human
equality - the idea of the equality of all languages and cultures which leads to
particularism instead of homogenisation of nations and to an educational concept of
a culture which houses multiple subcultures, resulting in regional or even local
identities in which everybody participates in his manner and style.
It seems to us that the same Enlightened ideal results in opposite tendencies of
homogenisation and differentiation, respectively. Nowadays we have different
tendencies in Europe: national standard language education as a homogenising
tendency on the national level, confronted with multilingualism in the shape of an
increasing diversity by immigrant languages, but also - in spite of the homogenising
pretension of standard language education - in the shape of a still existing diversity
in local and regional language variety. On an European level we perceive a
homogenising tendency in the European Common Market with English as new
lingua Franca.
We also perceive a tension between homogenising respectively heterogenising
tendencies on the level of literature and culture. There are strong homogenising
tendencies on the national level (education in the national literature - national
canon), and in the same time we see a competing homogeneity in the perspective of
teaching European literature. Apart from this tension there is the tension between
national or European standards (the canon) and world-wide globalisation of culture,
not to talk about the diversity caused by the attention for youth culture, youth
literature, new genres and (new) media.
In this context we still consider as point of departure for IMEN research (as we did
in the 1980s, see 4.2) to raise a less absolute, more relativist view of mother
tongue teaching as opposite to the rather simplistic views of language and
language education which often dominate the public debate.
In order to understand the role of (new) national curricula in this arena of
conflicting tendencies IMEN started to develop a research programme that may
consist of different projects which always contain an international comparative part
starting from a clear interpretative methodology. The projects may differ in their
orientations. They may opt for historical or empirical research, for projects
comparative in design or comparative by exchanging results; the projects could
focus on literature as well as on language education (Kroon & Van de Ven 1999).
The projects can try to answer research questions like:
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1

Looking to education rhetorics: What is - in a country - the characteristic
‘mix’ between the two tendencies of homogeneity and differentiation?
Which tendency could be called ‘dominant’?
2 Which historical situations, constellations and developments have led to
the characteristic ‘mix’ of tendencies? Which role with respect to these
tendencies and developments is played by education, schooling and,
specifically, teaching the standard language and/or national literature?
3 Which role is played by the linguistic situation in a country? Which role is
played by ‘old’ multilingualism or ‘new’ migration? Which role is played
by standard language education with respect to different languages spoken
in a country? What can be said about homogenisation versus
differentiation on the level of language education?
4 What is the rhetoric of language education with respect to the European
integration and English as a lingua franca? Is there a kind of tension
between the lingua franca and the national standard language on the level
of rhetoric? Is there a tension on the level of practice of language
education?
5 Which has been the role of the national canon in the development of ideas
on literature education as national education? What is the rhetoric of
literature education with respect to cultural diversity as manifest in
canonical literature versus popular literature, youth literature and
immigrant literature?
6 How does literature education react on the changing aims of mass
education and on external democratisation of secondary education? How
does literature education deal with a broad cultural and linguistic diversity,
including also new, ‘electronic’ forms of fiction?
7 What does a multiethnic, multicultural and multilingual school in country
X looks like at the moment, mainly in terms of how language and/or
literature education is put into practice according to or deviating from the
regular curriculum?
8 In the Netherlands there are discussions on the role of national symbols
like the national flag or the national anthem. Teachers of literature e.g. are
blamed when Dutch soccer players clearly can not sing the national
anthem at the start of an international match. How is that in your country?
Is the national anthem, or are other national symbols in any sense
objective of literature/language education?
Methodological guidelines for such a research are e.g.:
9 Choose a policy document of the national or regional education authority
which illuminates the tension between homogenisation and differentiation
in a manner which may be characteristic for your country. Try to give an
interpretation of that document in the light of the research questions
indicated above.
10 Choose a research project, performed in your country on standard
language education and its curriculum in which - related to the research
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questions indicated above - a picture of practice is given, characterised by
the tension between homogenisation and differentiation.
11 In the Netherlands there are no policy documents in which standard
language education is related to the development of a national identity.
How is the state of the art in this respect in your country?
12 In the Netherlands the constitution does not formulate that Dutch is the
language of the state. Is there any basic rule about this in your country?
Connected to this new focus on homogenisation and heterogeneity IMEN research
was elaborated in case studies based upon positioning theory, which opens
possibilities for understanding relationships between individual and society, which
might be necessary to catch for understanding mother tongue’s rethorics and
practices also from the perspective of the pupil/student/ (see contributions by
Ongstad, Smidt and Hettmar in this volume).
In short, new societal and educational, as well as theoretical approaches are
included in the IMEN research. They can very well integrate field analysis and
analysis of symbolic interaction in the classroom. They can integrate research on
history and present, on rhetoric and practice. Put in a comparative perspective,
this may help to draw and understand a differentiated picture of different
cultures of standard language teaching in Europe.
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Tops of icebergs
Remarks on a comparative analysis of metonymy
structures in standard language education
Wolfgang Herrlitz
This chapter departs from the concept of “practical professional knowledge” (PPK)
which is developed in Anderson-Levitt 1987 and applied here to comparative analysis of
standard language education in several European countries. The guiding idea is that PPK
is organized as a metonymy (i.e. in a ‘pars pro toto’ structure) which underlies classroom
events and can be reconstructed by analyzing key incidents of teaching and learning.
Under the surface of classroom interaction, levels of metonymical PPK – from learning
problem via patterns of communicative actions to educational principals – can be
detected. The article shows that reconstruction of metonymical PPK is a powerful means
of comparative analysis of (standard language) teaching and learning in the classroom.

Behind the illusion, that in different speech communities standard language
education (“teaching mother tongue” or usually simply ’'English’, ‘Deutsch’,
‘Nederlands’, ‘Fries’, ‘arabiyya’ etc.) is identical, hide rather different processes
of education, which are deeply rooted in the educational tradition and the
cultural concepts of the respective country. On the one hand, this illusion of
identity results in the lack of interest of education specialists in the investigation
of language education in the neighbouring standard languages. One is generally
inclined to hold the miracles of world of the own language for the wonders of
the world in general. On the other hand, extensive national restraints on standard
language education put severe limitations on theory building about and
reflection on mother tongue teaching. Even if the surface looks familiar (lessons
in national literature probably are taught everywhere in Europe), nearer
consideration shows rather quickly that even the meaning of the familiar
diverges strongly from country to country, between different teaching concepts
of the standard language. Questions such as
x Which are the subjects of the mother’s language teaching?
x Which different materials and aids are applied?
x What is done with texts?
x How do teachers with pupils and pupils with each other talk together?
x How are teaching learning processes constructed in phases and
determined in their content?
are answered surprisingly differently in Sweden or Italy, England, Germany or
Hungary. What at first sight appears only as an arbitrary difference of linguistic
expressions, turns out to be a profound integration of standard language
education into different cultures and traditions.
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This observation ‘on the second sight’ loses its moment of surprise when
conceiving that the European history of the origin of standard language
education was a constitutive component of the development of European nation
states in the 19th century (cf., e.g., the comparative studies in Klinkenberg et al
1988). Mother tongue teaching developed as an important means to construct
coherent national identity of citizen and to strengthen it; this implied that
standard language education arose as a national subject whose horizon
coincided, of course, with the borders of a particular area of language and
culture. Still more disastrous than the blindness with respect to international
developments was - as a consequence of the strictly national horizon - that
within the community of language and culture a “monolingual habitus” appeared
as a national disposition. This demanded the homogeneity of language, culture
and mother tongue teaching as an indispensable condition to exist for every
nation, correspondingly excluding the ‚strange’ and all ‚strangers’, slandering it
as ‚falsification’ and ‚impurity’ (cf. on the German situation the Hamburg
postdoctoral thesis of Gogolin 1992 from which I have also taken over the
notion of ‘monolingual habitus’, and on Belgium Blommaert/Verschueren
1991 and 1992).
Since the beginning of the eighties the International Mother tongue Education
Network (IMEN) has tried to set first steps in the unknown country of
comparative analysis of standard language education in Europe. Ethnography of
schooling (cf., e.g., Hammersley 1983, Goodson/Ball 1984, Woods 1986,
Spindler/Spindler 1987) and the sociology of knowledge (cf., e.g., Bernstein
1971) offered general orientation. Both are imbedded in an Anglo-Saxon
tradition, which in re-constructive perspective analyses processes of constitution
of meaning in schooling or their cognitive equivalents, respectively.
From the point of view of these traditions the IMEN research program
x focussed on the construction of content in mother tongue
education of different language and culture communities in
Europe,
x placed the comparison of these processes in the centre of the
analysis,
x did not limit itself to the educational rhetoric about the
mother's language teaching, but examined the practice of the
educational process as well as the underlying practical
professional knowledge,
x Tried to include as many European countries as possible in its
projects.
In the following first chapter I will give a critical view on the methodological
results of the previous IMEN activities; in the second chapter, then, I will chose
a new starting point to develop a coherent concept of comparative analyses in
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standard language education and of the underlying practical professional
knowledge (cf. as a seminal article Anderson-Levitt 1987).

1

Learning fields, learning contents, teaching-learning processes

In its previous workshops, conferences, projects and publications, IMEN has
tried to analyse documents of standard language teaching in different European
countries (diaries of teachers, portrait of a lesson series, protocols of teacher’s
interviews, logs and more detailed transcriptions of classroom recordings). It
focussed on three questions:
(1) In which learning fields are the lessons of standard language education
of a particular country divided, and how strong are the boundaries
between the separate fields (cf. Bernstein 1971)?
(2) Which patterns of communicative actions characterize the teachinglearning process, documented in transcriptions of audio and video
recordings?
(3) Which contents determine learning in the specific fields of standard
language education, and to which traditions do these contents refer?
Because these three questions and the dimensions of analysis have been
discussed in detail elsewhere (cf. Herrlitz 1991 and 1992a, 1992b), we can
confine ourselves here to a summarizing sketch.

1.1

Fields of mother tongue education

The question of different learning fields within the standard language teaching
was inspired by the first quite superficial observation that certain components of
the lessons evidently play quite different roles in the standard language in
different countries; while, for example, in Germany the teaching of German in
secondary education is clearly dominated by the component Literature
(“Literaturbetrachtung”), the development of the linguistic abilities and skills
plays a central role in the Netherlands (“taalbeheersing”); while in the standard
language teaching of France five components are visible (spelling, texts,
grammar, letter, reading), standard language education in Hungary is composed
out of the two fields Language and Literature. The following diagrams from
Herrlitz 1992a, 13 f. illustrate this observation:
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The comparative analysis of the learning fields was tied to Bernstein’s theory of
educational codes and boundary strength (cf. Bernstein 1971). This theory states
(strongly simplified) that between the different fields of a curriculum, borders of
different strength are established and that the degree of boundary strength gives
information about the type of knowledge construction in a curriculum: if
boundary strength is low, the curriculum belongs to an integrative type which
tries to possibly connect many fields of knowledge; if boundary strength is high,
the curriculum belongs to an additive type which clearly separates rigidly
defined fields of knowledge. In the diagrams above, Hungary and France show
affinity to a more additive type, whereas Netherlands and Germany, on the
contrary, have affinity with a more integrative type, at least with respect to the
internal structure of the mother tongue education; externally, with respect to
other subjects, border strength in all four cases is high.
The comparative analysis of learning fields and their boundary structure allows
to sketch a first comparative systematic of European lessons in standard
languages: Hypotheses can be formulated about the field structure of standard
language teaching in different countries. These can be confronted with each
other; developing hypotheses about the strength of the boundaries between the
fields and, on account of that, categorising the analysed lessons in Bernstein’s
typology of knowledge organization (integrative versus additive code); finally,
one can examine which relation exists between the field structure and border
structure on the one hand and other characteristics of standard language
education on the other hand – as, e.g. relations to the national culture, the
dominance of formal qualifications, the inclusion of creative abilities of the
pupils etc.

1.2

Patterns of interaction

The patterns of interaction which constitute the teaching-learning process in the
lessons of standard language, can be explained best on the bases of an example:

The incident ‘In the stable’
PI: In the stable lay a damaged book, whose canvas cover was slimy
with the entraiIs of a fish.
Tr: Yes, could you read that sentence, please. Loud and clear, so that
everybody can understand it without having to look at it.
.
PI: In the stable lay a damaged book, whose canvas cover was slimy
with the entrails of a fish.
Tr: Good. What should we do first and foremost? Look for the finite
verb and the subject. And that shouldn't be any problem for you, Koen.
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PI: In the stable: Initial construction.
Tr: Yes, but that isn’t an answer to my question, is it? What was my
question, Koen?
PI: I don’t know.
Tr: (Laughs indignantly) You give an answer, but you don't know the
question. That’s a form of communication which ss really loony.
PI: But I didn't understand you.
Tr: How come? Do I speak so indistinctly? Don't you dare to say yes,
all right?
PI: I wasn’t listening.
Tr: Ah well, that's something different. That settles it. Simon.
PI: Lay: FV: a damaged book: subject.
Tr: I hear someone say ‘no’ and she’s right, Elke.
PI: A damaged book whose canvas cover was slimy with the entrails of
a fish.
Tr: Very good. The whole thing behind the FV is the subject. What you
suggested as the subject, Simon, was only a part of that. We have learnt
that we try to move a maximally large part behind the FV to the
beginning of the sentence, in order to mark off the sentence
constituents. And we don’t try to chop them up as much as possible.
Because those parts which belong together – meaningwise - should be
kept together. So that’s the subject; and therefore, since the subject
comes behind the FV, we’re dealing here with a ... Senla?
PI: Initial construction. But you always said that what comes behind or
before a comma is a separate constituent.
Tr: I never said that. Behind or before a comma a separate constituent?
No.
PI: Before the comma is always a separate constituent.
Tr: Where did you hear that?
PI: From you. .
Tr: Perhaps in your Latin lessons?
PI: 'Cause it’s true here.
Important characteristics situate this incident in the tradition of the questioningdeveloping class: the structure of turn taking shows the three steps of
structuring, reacting, evaluating which Mehan (1978, 1979) has reconstructed as
constitutive for the instruction phase of education in western societies (cf. also
Streeck 1979). At the level of illocutionary acts, a task pattern can be recognised
(cf. Ehlich/Rehbein 1986 in detail): the subtask to read out a sentence again
initiates the real task of parsing; this task is also divided into two subtasks
(determination of the finite verb form - determination of the subject). The
incident is more complex in that respect, that two other subtasks are integrated
into the main task: the analysis of the front position of the (local) adverb and the
question whether everything placed before or behind a comma is an independent
sentence constituent or not.
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Comparisons with incidents from other countries show that this type of the
questioning-developing lessons with its SRE-structure and its settings of tasks
and task solutions is by no means as general as one is inclined to accept, e.g.
from a German perspective. A comparison with the following Hungarian
document may be informative:
The Incident ‘Bartók’
HS: He was born in 1902 in Rácegrespusza. He went to school here.
Later they moved in Simontornya, than to Dombóvár where he attended
the secondary grammar school for 2 years. His parents divorced, he and
his mother went to Budapest and there they lived in Angyalföld (a
working class area). First he attended grammar school, but later he
changed it for a school of trade where he had the final exam at the age
of 18. It was at this time that his first poems appeared in Népszava. He
went to Vienna and Berlin; and then to Paris where he attended the
Sorbonne. He joined the avantgarde movement and he published some
poems written in French. In 1926 he returned to Hungary, left the
avantgarde movement and was writing in a Hungarian populistic
manner. He got the Baumgarten prize in 1931.
T: That’s enough; thank you, someone ‘ll continue it later. What are
thpoems we’ve read, chose one of them to analyse. Tell me the titles
first!
HS: One sentence of the tyranny; Bartok; Because you are sitting
opposite to me ...
T: Which one do you choose?
HS: Bartok.
T: Good.
HS: So, he wrote this poem because Bartok’s music wasn’t allowed to
be listened, so
T: His music was too modern according to the contemporary ‘cultural
policy’.
HS: His music couldn’t be played, and he ...
T: The poet says that it’s one of the human rights to be desperate, or to
have a bad opinion about the world. And who was it prohibited by?
In this incident, the lessons in the learning field Literature are introduced by a
biographic presentation which the pupils have prepared as a homework; this
biography forms the frame of reference for the statement of the central literarypolitical problem: “So, he wrote this poem because Bartok’s music wasn’t
allowed to be listened to”); evidently, this problem is intended to be worked out
in the following discussion of the poem.
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This (only shortly illustrated) comparative analysis of illocutionary patterns
allows to explain systematically how in different language communities of
Europe the teaching-learning process is linguistically organised in standard
language education. Here the types of interaction processes come into sight
which ‘plough’ a certain learning field in a certain teaching culture embedding it
in the national culture to whose tradition they have to contribute so essentially.

1.3

Content of mother tongue education

The question of content of these interaction processes (i.e. of the locutionary
aspects of the linguistic patterns which were just discussed with respect to their
illocutionary structure) can be also illustrated on the bases of the already quoted
documents. The Belgian incident contains a parsing task which refers to a
sentence which is read out two times; assisted by a shifting test, the finite verb
form and then the subject from this sentence is to be determined. To this task,
the analysis of a certain sentence construction (with front position of an
adverbial phrase and (in the Dutch language) corresponding inversion) is
connected. Use of a specific terminology evidently is important (‘a finite verb
FV’, ‘subject’, ‘constituent’, ’initial construction’) which refers to certain
linguistic elements and working models.
The Hungarian incident indicates as a subject the biography of an author, which
in Hungary belongs to the canon of national literature; moreover, three of his
poems were read, one of them becoming the specific subject of this lesson. As a
matter of fact, this incident is recorded in the last phase of the communist
government in Hungary; as the teacher of these lessons underlined emphatically,
in the biographic method, documented in this incident, an important piece of
emancipation of the communist paternalism takes place because the presented
biography deviates crucially from the official biography at that time; this tension
between authentic and official biography naturally also indicates the literarypolitical problem which becomes - on the bases of the poem ‘Bartok’ - the actual
subject of these lessons.
Combining the illocutionary with the locutionary dimension, the outlines of
more general educational phase patterns become visible which in fixed steps
structure constituent analysis in Belgium or literature teaching in Hungary.
Hypothetically, these patterns could be described as follows:
x In Belgian mother tongue education, constituent analysis begins according to the Flemish document - with an exemplarily sentence to
which the analysis task refers; this task is solved gradually; the first two
steps are directed on the determination of the finite verb form and of
the subject; a shifting test helps to carry out constituent analysis in
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x

which a maximal part of the sentence is put in front of the finite verb
form. This pattern also contains optional elements, e.g. the naming of
sentence construction types (‘initial construction’). Actually, naming–
besides the analysis of syntactic constituents - appears to be a
constitutive element of the pattern.
Part of the Hungarian discussion of national literature is - as the
document shows - the preparation of biographic presentations by the
pupils as homework. The author’s biography offers the frame of
reference to the analysis of a selected piece of literature. In the present
case it supplies the problem in whose horizon the selected literary text
evidently should be discussed, namely from the viewpoint of dissident,
illegal art.

Obviously, the question remains how big the area is where such educational
phase patterns are valid - a question, which must be answered in different, more
psychometric research projects. In our context it is of crucial importance that a
relation can be established between the phase patterns and the cultural models as
they are reconstructed in the tradition of the ethnography of schooling for certain
school subjects in certain cultures. In this respect the analysis of ‘practical
professional knowledge’ (PPK), reported by Anderson-Levitt 1987 in her study
of learning the first letters in France, is of big persuasiveness:

“’Knowledge for teaching’, as mentioned above, means whatever a teacher has to know
or know how to do in order to teach. It does not refer to teachers’ familiarity with
scientific theories of reading instruction. Nor does it refer to teachers’ behavior per se
[...]. Rather, this report concerns teachers’ practical professional knowledge, their
savoir faire or ‘know how’: neither what they think nor what they do but what they
think as they are doing what they do. Knowledge, then, is a shorthand term for the
beliefs, values, expectations, mental models, and formulas for doing things which the
teachers use in interpreting and generating classroom events.”
(Anderson-Levitt 1987, 173-174)

In her analysis of standard language teaching in France Anderson-Levitt
illuminates how all teachers of this educational culture share certain models and
schemata to act, implementing them in their lessons. All teachers observed (or
interviewed) by Anderson-Levitt follow a nine-step pattern - from exemplary
sentences up to dictation (cf. Anderson-Levitt 1987, 180-181) when teaching a
specific letter. In this sense IMEN works on the first steps to a comparative
theory of the practical professional knowledge (PPK) of standard language
teaching in different educational cultures. Field analysis and analysis of border
strength, reconstruction of illocutionary and locutionary patterns of the teachinglearning processes should contribute to the clarification of the questions: By
which models and patterns is the PPK of a certain teaching culture
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characterised? How can different cultures of standard language education in
Europe be characterised?
What remains unsatisfactory - and this applies also to the study of AndersonLevitt 1987 -, is the diversity, incoherence, arbitrariness of what practical
professional knowledge should cover. It certainly does not correspond to the
idealized image of a cognitive theory, when diverse elements like ‘beliefs,
values, expectations, mental models, and formulas for doing things’ gather
under the hospitable roof of the PPK, without at the same moment producing a
certain degree of coherence, of ‘corporate identity among the guests’. In the
following chapter the attempt should be undertaken to outline an attempt to such
integration within the framework of the IMEN research program.

2.0

Towards an integrative concept of 'practical professional knowledge’
(PPK)

The starting point of this attempt of integration is offered by an incident, taken
from the standard language teaching of a Dutch primary school class. In this
class with 20 pupils from the third and fourth school year, 14 pupils are
multilingual: 10 have a Turkish, 2 a Moroccan, 1 a Kurdish and 1 a Surinamese
background; the teacher is a Dutch woman. The document is taken from the
‘Comparative Project Germany, Italy, the Netherlands (CP GIN)’ which
examines how standard language education in Europe reacts to the fact that
many pupils (frequently already the majority) are not monolingual any more.
The documented (strongly simplified) transcript is part of Jan Sturm’s analysis
of ‘The tortoise; construction, analysis and interpretation of an inciden’ (cf.
chapter 4 of the materials of the International FABER-IMEN-Workshop, 30.10.
- 1.11.1992). The Dutch original is completed by an (interlinear) English
translation.
The incident ‘Tortoise’
Legend:
P = Petra, the teacher
E = Erika (Dutch girl)
R = Roberto (Dutch boy)
C = Canan (Turkish girl)
D = Dennis (Dutch boy)
H = Hacer (Turkish girl)
Text in capitals: read out text
Text between ( ): impressionistic description of non-verbal background noise
Text between (( )): uninterpretable utterance
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(...): pause, shorter than 3 seconds (the number of full stops represents
the impression of the length)
(x sec): pause which lasts 3 seconds or longer
Text between{ }: additional observations
[...]: deletion by W.H.
Fat text: Dutch original
Italics: English interlinear translation

5

10

15

{P leest de 'spellingsrij' vanaf het boord voor}
reads out the 'spelling row' from the blackboard
P: SCHILDPAD
tortoise
R: Schildpad, zee ik net.
tortoise, that's what I'm saying
P: HOOFD. Lees mee. (...) Léés (..) méé! HOOFD. HAD. [...]
GOED.
head read along
had
good
STAD. MOND. DOOD. [...] HOND. [...] HAND. BED!
city mouth death
dog
hand bed
(Gezucht en heel zacht gefluister; 4 sec)
Sighs and very soft whispers
P: Erika?
E: De dee!? {Uitgesproken met een lokaal accent}
the d pronounced with a local accent
P: En wat is ermee dan? Dat is toch geen woord met een dee?
What about it?
That's not a word with a d, is it?
E: Je zegt, je zegt een tee,
You say
a t,
P: Aah.
E: maar zet een dee.
but you put down a d
P: Heel goed, meisje. En, Erika, weet jij ook nog (..), hoe je kon
very good, dear. And,
do you also remember how you could
ontdekken of het een dee of een tee moest zijn? (3 sec) Niet?
check if it's supposed to be a d or a t?
No?
[...] Canan?
C: Ehm, (...) je zeg ehm (...) {"zeg" met lokaal accent}
you say
with a local accent
P: Canan, je heb niet opgelet! [...]
you haven't paid attention
C: Je zeg: "Goed", maar je, en as, eh, je zeg, eh: "Goedé",
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You say: "Good", but you, and if, eh, you say, eh:
P: Oh sorry, je hebt wel opgelet. [...]
so you have paid attention
C: goedé,
R: Juf, ik weet er
Miss, I know
C: maar je schrijft dan die tee, dan een dee.
But you write sometimes a t, sometimes a d.
P: (lacht)
laughs
H: Heu?
P: Zo wordt ie wel heel ingewikkeld, Canan, maar je bedoelt het
Now you are making it very complicated, but your intentions are
goed. [...] Wat dóe jij met het woordje "goed"? Je maakt het
good.
What do you do with the word "good"? You make it
(...) {P maakt een gebaar waarmee je een woord langer maakt}
makes a gesture to indicate that the word is extended
?: (zucht)
sigh
C: Lang.
long
P: Lánger! Goede. En dan? (...)
Longer!
And then?
C: Hoor je een dee.
You hear a d.
P: Dan hóór je dat het een dee moet zijn en geen tee. {"Dan" t/m
Then you actually hear that it must be a d and not a t.
"tee" met 'dramatische', 'toneelachtige' dictie} En dan is het
with a 'dramatic', 'theatrical' diction. And then it's
klaar. Keurig, meisje! Kan dat met allemáál?? Doe dat bij het
ready. Well done, dear! Could you do this with all words? Try it
eerste woord, Hacer. (3 sec)
out on the first word,
D?: Oh, ik weet hoe je dat uitspreekt.
O I know how you pronounce that.
P: Schildpad. (..)
Tortroise
H: Ehm. (..) [...] Schil [...] Schiiiil [...]
P: Je maakt het langer, Hacer, je maakt er méér van. Dan kun je
You make it longer,
you extend it.
Then you can
horen of het "pat" of "padden" is. (..) Patten. (...) Maak het
hear whether it is "pat" or "padden" "patten" Make it
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eens langer! [...]
longer!
Please imagine that you just have flown in from another star to perceive the
specific surprise at beginning of this incident:

5

10

{P leest de ‘spellingsrij’ vanaf het boord voor}
reads out the’'spelling row’ from the blackboard
P: SCHILDPAD
tortoise
R: Schildpad, zee ik net.
tortoise, that's what I'm saying
P: HOOFD. Lees mee. (...) Léés (..) méé! HOOFD. HAD. [...]
GOED.
head read along
had
good
STAD. MOND. DOOD. [...] HOND. [...] HAND. BED!
city mouth death
dog
hand bed
(Gezucht en heel zacht gefluister; 4 sec)
Sighs and very soft whispers
P: Erika?
E: De dee!? {Uitgesproken met een lokaal accent}
the d pronounced with a local accent
P: En wat is ermee dan? Dat is toch geen woord met een dee?
What about it?
That’s not a word with a d, is it?
E: Je zegt, je zegt een tee,
You say
a t,
P: Aah.
E: maar zet een dee.
but you put down a d
P: Heel goed, meisje.

After the teacher has read out a list of words from the board, without any
comment she gives the turn to Erika, and Erika says: “the D!”, and then after a
short demand: “you say a ‘t’, but you put down a ‘d’”. No classmate signals
amazement about the fact that Erika with clairvoyant certainty can answer
questions, which have not been placed at all. The solution of the puzzle seems
simple: the ‘bordrij’, the board row (‘schildpad, hoofd, had, goed, stad’ etc)
already contains the question on the specific spelling problem, which it
illustrates. For every person present this implication is evident. To this question,
there is only one correct answer, which in this incident is formulated by Erika.
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To formulate it in the perspective of joined educational practice: teachers and
pupils share a routine within the Dutch lessons, which can be reconstructed as
follows:
x every Monday morning a new words row is put on the
blackboard,
x in all words on the board a certain problem of the Dutch
orthography is recognizable,
x the board row (and the spelling problem in it) is treated in an
ordered sequence of steps, following a quite exact schedule,
x these steps are characterized by certain patterns of interaction and
by certain contents,
x and, furthermore, by certain learning aids: workbooks, specific
exercise books, coloured pencils, etc..
This routine of educational practice is rooted in the partner’s practical
(pedagogical) knowledge, in which a certain cue (in our incident a word of the
board row) is firmly tied to certain knowledge elements: a spelling problem, a
teaching sequence and their interactional and textual structure, associated
teaching materials, time schemata and group organisations. These elements then
determine the activities in the teaching learning process. This practical
knowledge (of teachers and of pupils) can be compared with the structure of an
iceberg: Above the waterline the top of the board row is visible. At the same
moment it is given for every insider that under the surface of the water the real
mountain of the spelling problems, teaching phases, interaction patterns etc. is
hidden, which structures the totality of the related educational practice.
Formulated as a hypothesis in the terminology of cognitive linguistics (which is
informed by classical rhetoric): In this type of standard language education the
practical pedagogical knowledge PPK has the structure of a metonymy. In this
metonymy a part - the board row ‘tortoise’ - represents the whole - the
educational problem and all related elements of its pedagogical solution.
“Odysseus holds the sceptre over Ithaca” - this example illustrates evidently not
only a certain ornamental form of figurative speech, but first of all a structure of
practical knowledge which could turn out to be characteristic of the institution
school (and perhaps, actually, of institutions in general). Lakoff 1987 defines a
metonymical model as follows:
“In general, a metonymic model has the following characteristics:
- There is a '’target’ concept A to be understood for some purpose in some context.
- There is a conceptual structure containing both A and another concept B.
- B is either part of A or closely associated with is in that conceptual structure.
Typically, a choice of B will uniquely
determine A, within that conceptual
structure.
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- Compared to A, B is either easier to understand, easier to remember, easier to
recognize, or more immediately useful for the given purpose in the given
context.
- A metonymic model is a model of how A and B are related in a conceptual structure;
the relation is specified by a function from B to A.
(Lakoff 1987, 84-85)

In our analysis is “‘target’ concept A” the knowledge structure which underlies
the pedagogical practice documented in the incident 'tortoise'. “Concept B” is
that part of A, which is directly linked to the board row 'tortoise' and which is
the cue to the whole knowledge structure. Concept A forms the practical
professional knowledge PPK, which underlies the documented practice, whereas
B - ‘easier to understand, easier to remember, easier to recognize, or more
immediately useful for the given purpose in the given context’ - functions as an
activating cue, initiating a characteristic practice of standard language education.
As for the practical professional knowledge PPK of the professionals (the
teachers), our incident plausibly shows that it is related to another kind of
knowledge, which particularly concerns the conceptual basis:
x Concepts which determine the construction of the learning
content; in our incident the regularities of the Dutch orthography,
especially to the final devoicing, and their orthographic
consequences;
x Concepts which determine the construction of the teaching
learning process; in our incident the learning model, which
underlies certain reading procedures like ‘reading along’ and
‘making a word longer’ which should lead to control of Dutch
orthography;
x More general principles of language education which underlie the
mentioned concepts; in our incident, for example, the
monolingual habitus, which assumes that all children (even if
they are called Hacer) undoubtedly as natives control the
morpho-phonological structures of the Dutch standard language.
For ‘mother tongue’ education no other aim is conceivable as to
integrate all pupils by hundred percent into the standardlinguistic community of the ABN, the Algemeen Beschaafd
Nederlands ( the ‘general cultivated (literally: ‘planed’)’ Dutch).
The fact that we have unfolded the metonymy ‘Schildpad’ (‘Tortoise’) on
different cognitive levels,
x the cue of the board row ‘schildpad’,
x the problem of the final devoicing in Dutch,
x the formula of the teaching steps,
x the pattern of the teaching learning process,
x the teaching and learning aids,
x the construction concept for the content,
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x the construction concept for the learning process,
x language education principles
may not obscure how strongly these levels are tied together. The monolingual
habitus, e.g., to a certain extend determines the construction of the teaching
learning process, it influences the constitution of the content as well as the
patterns of the teaching learning process, it coins the educational problem and
works in favour of certain cues in the board row. How close the interweaving is
of the different levels of the metonymy, laps to the eye if one considers (for the
sake of a thought experiment) to which fundamental changes in the PPK a
multilingual habitus would lead.
The metonymies of the PPK, which structure the practice of standard language
education, must be seen as cultural models, which have been developed in a
long educational and institutional tradition. Pupils as well as teachers have
acquired them while being socialised in the institutions of mother tongue
education of a certain language community. In the following sections we want to
try to further analyse the ‘tortoise’ incident on the basis of the transcription
documented above.

2.1

Board row

The board row which every Monday morning stands anew at the blackboard,
functions in our incident as the cue, the metonymical expression (it corresponds
to the ‘sceptre’ in our example ‘Odysseus holds the sceptre over Ithaca’). It was
taken over by the teacher from the language workbook Taalkabaal (Hendrix
1982, 33). Entirely it reads as follows:
1

mooie
gooien

2

nichtje
achterna
vechten
wachten
achter
lucht
zich
lachen

3

schildpad
hoofd
had
goed
stad
mond
dood
hond
hand
bed

The complete board row offers material for the treatment of three problems of
the Dutch spelling: words with four vowel graphemes in a row; the spelling of
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[x]; and the so-called final devoicing, which (comparably to German) is not
expressed in the spelling.

2.2

Spelling problem

At the first meaning level of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’ the spelling problem is
located, which the words of the right column of the board row illustrate. This
problem results from the application of the second of four basic rules of the
Dutch orthography, the so-called ‘gelijkvormigheidsregel’ (uniformity rule).
“This rule says that a word, a stem, a prefix or suffix must be written identically as much
as possible. Among other things, this results in the fact that words like ‘hoeden’ [hats] en
‘ribben’ [ribs] also in the singular are written in the end of the word with ‘d’ or with ‘b’
[as ‘hoed'’ and ‘rib’], even if one hears /t/ or /p/ in the pronunciation of these words.”
(Nijmeegse Werkgroep Taaldidaktiek 1992, 414; translation W.H.)

This second basic rule restricts the first basic rule, the ‘rule of the planed
pronunciation’. “It says that a word is written as it sounds ‘if pronounced by
cultivated people’. This rule points to the phonological principle of our spelling:
actually the combination of phonemes in a word determines how the word is
written. Furthermore, dialectal and idiolectal differences are neglected in the
pronunciation.” (Nijmeegse Werkgroep Moedertaaldidaktiek 1992, 414;
translated W.H.)
The orthography problem of the metonymy ‘tortoise’ consists in the fact that in
a lot of cases the Dutch spelling gives priority to its second basic rule over the
first one.

2.3

Educational formula

At the second meaning level of the metonymy the educational formula are
located which determine the sequence of the teaching steps in which the learning
problem is treated. On account of our incident and the information about the
whole week of teaching in Sturm (1992) the following hypothesis about these
steps can be formulated:
(1) The teacher reads out from the board row; the pupils are expected
to read along;
(2) the class as a whole works on the board row: the orthographic
problem is defined, the solution strategy is formulated and tested
by reading out all words, supplementary exercises (as meaning
definitions and sentence constructions) are carried out;
(3) the board row is copied into the spelling exercise book;
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(4) partner's works is carried out in which the board row is read and
then dictated mutually; the dictation is also corrected mutually;

(5) the teacher dictates the board row to the whole class to control
and to correct the spelling.
At the moment, we leave open which of these steps is compulsory, and which
can be left out.

2.4

Communication patterns

At the third meaning level of the metonymy the patterns of communicative acts
are located which characterise specific steps of the educational formula. Our
incident clearly shows that step (2) at the level of the illocution is structured by
the pattern ‘task assignment and solution’ as reconstructed by Ehlich/Rehbein
(1986, 15-17).
(1) The teacher is setting the task and assigns it to a certain pupil;
(2) the pupil attempts to carry it out;
(3) the teacher evaluates the pupil’s answer; negative evaluation (or
no answer) results in giving the turn to another pupil; positive
evaluation results in assigning the following task.
In our document, this pattern can be found in lines 7-13, 13-25, 26-30, 30-34
and 34 to the end; as an example cf. the following lines 26-34:

30

Wat dóe jij met het woordje “goed”? Je maakt het
What do you do with the word “good”? You
make it
(...) {P maakt een gebaar waarmee je een woord langer maakt}
makes a gesture to indicate that the word is extended
?: (zucht)
sigh
C: Lang.
long
P: Lánger! Goede. En dan? (...)
Longer!
And then?
C: Hoor je een dee.
You hear a d.
P: Dan hóór je dat het een dee moet zijn en geen tee. {“Dan” t/m
Then you actually hear that it must be a d and not a t.
“tee” met ‘dramatische’, ‘toneelachtige’ dictie} En dan is het
with a ‘dramatic’, ‘theatrical’ diction. And then it's
klaar. Keurig, meisje!
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One can say that, on the level of illocutions, step (2) can be seen as a corrective
cycle of the pattern tasks assignment and solution’ (on the notion of ‚corrective
cycle’ cf. Herrlitz 1986; on the ‘turn’ structure of this pattern cf. Mehan 1979
and Streeck 1979). On the level of locution, first of all, the aspect is interesting
which Austin calls ‘rhetic act’, separating it clearly from ‘phatic act’:
“The phatic act is the uttering of certain vocables and words [...] belonging to, and as
belonging to, a certain vocabulary, conforming to and as conforming to a certain
grammar. The rhetic act is the performance of an act of using those vocables with a
certain more-or-less definite sense and reference. Thus 'He says "The cat is on the
mat’”, reports a phatic act, whereas ‘He said that the cat was on the mat’ reports a
rhetic act.” (Austin 1962 (1971), 95)

In our incident the lines 10-12 and 26-32 contain the propositions, for whose
sake the discourse actually takes place:
Propositions (1)
(1)

Pronouncing/hearing: t, but writing: d
10

E: Je zegt, je zegt een tee,
You say
a t,
P: Aah.
E: maar zet een dee.
but you put down a d

Propositions (2)
(2)

extending: word x from the board row
and
pronouncing/hearing: d > writing: d

30

Wat dóe jij met het woordje “goed”? Je
maakt het
What do you do with the word “good”? You
make it
(...) {P maakt een gebaar waarmee je een
woord langer maakt}
makes a gesture to indicate that the word
is extended
?: (zucht)
sigh
C: Lang.
long
P: Lánger! Goede. En dan? (...)
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Longer!
And then?
C: Hoor je een dee.
You hear a d.
P: Dan hóór je dat het een dee moet zijn en
geen tee. {“Dan” t/m
Then you actually hear that it must be a d and
not a t.
In the propositions (1) the problem in the board row is identified: One refers to
‘t’, stating that it is pronounced or heard; then one refers to ‘d’, stating that it is
written. The underlined expressions must be used exactly in the given
formulation; the other expressions can be also paraphrased. Both propositions
are set in an adversative relation to each other: speak: ‘t’, but write: ‘d’. In the
propositions (2) the problem solution is identified: Referring to an example from
the board row, it is firstly stated that it must be extended; secondly is stated that
a d can be heard; thirdly it is stated that a d has to be written. The underlined
expressions must be used exactly in the given formulation; the others can also be
paraphrased. The first two propositions are co-ordinated; if both are true, they
imply the truth of the third one.
The rhetic acts given in the propositions (1 and 2) form the locutionary structure
of phase (2) of the educational pattern; to work on the board row means that the
analysed locutionary pattern has to be carried out (very similar to the
illocutionary pattern ‘task assignment and solution’). The board row prestructures the rhetic structure for this phase up to the details of the formulation
(cf. Herrlitz 1986).
Correspondingly, the same applies to the other steps of the educational pattern:
the board row pre-structures of course the choice of the linguistic expressions,
i.e. of the phatic act which in the phases (1), (3), (4 and 5) is read out, copied,
dictated or taken down.

2.5

Teaching means

At the fourth level of meaning of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’, we find the teaching
means, which are connected with the elaboration of the board row. Sturm 1992
does not pay so much attention to this aspect; however, he makes clear that the
board row is taken from the language text book Taalkabaal (Hendrix 1982, 33),
and that in phase (3) it is copied in a special writing exercise book. This writing
exercise book probably also plays a role in partner's work in phase (4). The
dictation in phase (5) is written down on specific forms. (In addition, one can
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infer from an aside of Sturm that this third form probably daily does writing
exercises with the computer, independent of the board row.)

2.6

Content construction

At the fifth level of meaning of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’, we find the (complex)
concept, which determines the social construction of the learning content which
the teaching learning process brings about itself. The concept results from a
projection of the second to the fifth meaning level of the metonymy: What was
conceptualised on the second level as a problem of the Dutch orthography, is at
level five constituted as a problem of the construction of learning content. For
further illumination, we specify some aspects of this construction as it arises
from the analysis of the documented incident.
x The construction of the learning content presupposes a selection from the
variety of orthographic problems, which is motivated by the curriculum (its
aims, it sequential construction etc).
x In its domain, this construction is rather selective in a characteristic way. It
does not enclose, for example, phenomena of devoicing which take place
inside a word; it leaves the specific problems of compound words
unaffected, even if its discussion leads to big confusions - as the Dutch
word with a ‘d’ inside ‘schildpad’ (tortoise) in the incident clearly
documents.
x The construction takes place piece-wise in firmly outlined packages; d/t and
b/p are not treated together, e.g., but one after another, probably in different
weeks.
x The construction limits the required declarative knowledge to the naming of
the sounds/graphemes ‘d’ and ‘t’ and to the reference of the ‘extended’
word forms; further conceptualisation of phonological and morphological as
well as grapheme structures is not part of the learning content. Also
diachronic aspects of the phenomenon remain excluded.
x The construction of the learning content leaves no space to explanations, to
reasons, to (linguistics) problems. It is limited strictly to the Dutch standard
language.
This concept of content construction will be clear particularly in the restrictions,
which it imposes on the social construction of the learning content, excluding a
multiplicity of other possibilities.

2.7

Construction of teaching-learning proces

At the sixth meaning level of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’, we find the (complex)
concept, which determines the construction of the teaching-learning process.
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This concept can be understood as a projection of the educational formula from
the third meaning level to this level of considerations how to control this kind of
language learning processes in the classroom. The documented incident again
allows to work out some aspects of the concept in form of presuppositions,
which the concept implies:
x The intended language learning process takes place on the bases
of ten selected word examples, which were included in the board
row.
x The learning process will be initiated by reading out and (quietly)
reading along of the board row in the whole learning group (of 15
pupils).
x With respect to the intended learning process, the task to extend
the words of the board row and then to pay attention to 't' or 'd',
plays a central role. Also this task is treated in the whole learning
group with 15 pupils; important is that pupils attend to the task
solution; less important is that they themselves carry it out.
x The learning process is promoted by individual practicing, which,
first of all, is realized as (pre-)reading, copying or writing after
dictation.
x The learning process is characterized by clear evaluative
moments which refer firstly to the correct continuation of the
words from the board row and secondly to the correct spelling of
these words.
x The linguistic learning process runs - if one ignores the procedure
of the extension of words and the determination of ‘d’ or ‘t’ independent of reflexive elements; ' Knowing that' orthographic
phenomenon gets no perceptible function in the teaching learning
process.
x The intended learning process presupposes ‘native speaker’
control of the Dutch standard language, and particularly its
phonologic and morphologic structure, with all pupils.
Between the first five and this sixth meaning level of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’
there is an important difference. While the first five meanings are expressed
directly in activities of the teacher and the pupils, the concept of level six first of
all only pretends mental activities and dispositions of the pupils. The teaching
learning activities can aim at their realisation, but do not automatically realise
them. The concept presupposes, e.g., ‘native’ control of the Dutch language;
whether this presupposition is realistic remains a question still to be answered.
The concept implies the insignificance of reflexive elements for the linguistic
learning process; the question remains whether this implication can be justified.
The concept favours a constructive role of the extension procedure for the
learning process; the question is, however, whether there is empirical evidence
to back this outcome. In a more general form, Austin (1962) discusses this
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difference between pretensions with respect to learning processes and their
realisation in learning outcomes in terms of the conceptual opposition ‘illocution
vs. Perlocution’. The reconstruction of the exact conditions for realising the
pretensions of this concept with respect to the learning results determines the
relevance of investigating the practical professional knowledge (PPK) for
everyday school life.

2.8

Principles of language education

At the seventh meaning level of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’, the general principles
of language education (and perhaps of school education in general) are situated.
Again, we refer on the ‘monolingual habitus’, which results in the exclusion of
all aims, learning subjects, settings of tasks, pupil’s dispositions beyond the
closely defined area of the ‘general cultivated Dutch standard language’. In our
incident this habitus leads, for example, also with multilingual pupils to
presupposing a linguistic competence on account of which they can decide
beyond any doubt whether the plural of ‘hoofd’ (‘head’) is 'hoofden’ or
‘hooften’.
In phase (2) of the educational pattern this competence is evaluated (without
have been subject of the lesson itself). Here it becomes visible how an
educational principle like the monolingual habitus penetrates other meaning
levels of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’, thereby winning more general influence.
2.9

Metonymical structure

Our discussion of different meaning levels of the metonymy ‘Tortoise’ can be
summarised in the following scheme:
Scheme 5: Metonymy ‘Tortoise’
Board row: ‘Tortoise’ etc.
1.
2.
3.

4.
5.
6.
7.

Spelling problem
educational formula: steps of teaching
pattern of communicative actions:
- illocutions
- locutions
teaching means
construction of learning content
construction of learning proces
educational principles
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The scheme designates the seven meaning levels of the board row ‘Tortoise’. It
shows how the practical professional knowledge PPK, which underlies our
incident ‘Tortoise’ is structured as a metonymy: the headwords of the board row
('tortoise, head, goed' etc.) function as cues to seven aspects of meaning, which
structure the educational routine. This routine constitutes the construction of
shared learning experiences in a socially constituted teaching learning process,
and well in an institutionally controled way.
Metonymical concepts have in common – and share, in fact, with semiotic
entities in general - that they relate experiential data (the board row in our
incident) to (complex) meanings, which structure our experience, our
interpretations and our actions. What Lakoff & Johnson have pointed out in
general, holds also for our specific metonymy ‘Tortoise’:
“Thus, like metaphors, metonymic concepts structure not just our language but our
thoughts, attitudes, and actions. And, like metaphoric concepts, metonymic concepts
are grounded in our experience. [...] Symbolic metonymies are critical links between
every day experience and the coherent metaphorical systems that characterize religions
and cultures. Symbolic metonymies that are grounded in our physical experience
provide an essential means of comprehending religious and cultural concepts.”
(Lakoff/Johnson 1980, 39-40)

Cultural models - organized in the form of metonymies, forming the practical
professional knowledge PPK - actually underlie standard language teaching, and
schooling in general. Metonymies are - like metaphors – concrete expressions of
more abstract concepts. They build a bridge between segments of experience in
school and meaning dimensions of different abstraction which are related to the
aims of schooling. They build bridges, in fact, between notes on the board,
schoolbook pages, Bunsen burner experiments in the physics hall (cf.
Delamont/Beynon/Atkinson 1988), asymmetrical bars in the gym, thirds on the
music room piano and controlled learning experiences, social adaptation,
streaming of careers. The reconstruction of the metonymy 'Tortoise' on the basis
of an incident exemplarily shows which potential exists in the systematic
investigation of these knowledge structures.
Our limited analysis already shows how big the interrelationship is between the
different dimensions of a metonymy, and also between different metonymies. It
makes plausibly that the meanings of the different levels are to be understood as
projections of each other; the respective perspectives are different, while the
connection with the core of the learning content – ‘ d/t as a partial problem of
the Dutch orthography’ - never gets lost. We may expect that further analyses in
the area of spelling result in very similar metonymies, which differ only in the
first meaning level. We may expect, too, that analyses of further incidents of
language teaching (beyond the field of spelling) result in metonymies, differing
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especially at the levels 2 to 6. On the other side, one can assume that the
‘deeper’ levels - 7 to 4 - in this or similar ways can be found in a big number of
metonymies of standard language teaching. The principle of the monolingual
habitus probably applies to all areas of mother tongue education in Germany as
well as in the Netherlands. If one takes the monolingual habitus as a more
generally fixed point, the following scheme illustrates the interrelations of
different metonymies, which probably partly share meaning levels:
Scheme 6
Spelling

Text analysis

Metonymical structure of mother tongue education (with its meaning
dimensions 1 to 7)
This (rather hypothetical) scheme expresses the (optimistic) expectation that the
analysis above can serve as a starting point of a rather extended research
programme in which step by step can be explicated that
x a clearly limited number of metonymies is characteristic for
teaching the standard language in a language community,
x the meaning of these metonymies can be described on clearly
limited dimensions,
x the different dimensions of meaning can be understood as
projections of each other (and in that sense form a unified
structure),
x different metonymies participate in networks, sharing one or
more fundamental dimensions of meaning,
x a limited number of metonymies covers all ‘key incidents'’(all
incidents with an exemplary, a key function within standard
language education of a certain language community) in that
sense, that no more documents are found which contradict the
already reconstructed metonymies,
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x

in the reconstructed metonymies the whole practically
professional knowledge is organized, covering the entire culture
of teaching and learning mother tongue.

In concluding this chapter, it once more must be underlined: the reconstruction
of metonymies is rooted not in the analysis of the rhetoric on standard language
education (the curricula, the manuals, the teachers interviews, the theory of
education), but in the interpretation of the teaching practice. It progresses from
key incident to key incident deciphering standard language teaching in all its
potential by a limited number of reconstructed metonymies.
3.

The prototypical structure of standard language education

The integrative concept of the practical professional knowledge for teaching
mother tongue, outlined in the previous chapter, only partially covers the
analyses presented in the first paragraph of this paper. While learning contents
and teaching-learning processes have got their place in the reconstructed
metonymy, this metonymy is still left unrelated to learning fields. This relation
can easily be worked out on account of the fact that the metonymies always
function also as a prototype. The board row (‘schildpad, hoofd, had, goed’ etc.)
is not only a cue to a complex meaning structure. It also supplies the type, which
models the whole learning field of spelling. It is rather safe for the Dutch lessons
to predict - and the used language workbook clearly illuminates this fact - that
Monday for Monday comparable rows of words will be put on the board which
similarly function as metonymies of the same type. As a prototype, they give a
typical, a recurring structure to spelling education. And one can assume (and
should examine thoroughly) that this prototype also effects 'peripheral areas' and
neighbouring learning fields which then show some, but not all characteristic
features of the prototype.
As Eleanor Rosch convincingly has shown in a whole series of studies on
'natural categorisation' (cf., e.g., Rosch (1978)), categories of everyday
knowledge are not structured by definitions, i.e. by clearly marked borders
structures. Categories are structured by prototypes, i.e. by elements of a
category, which are considered typical and which show features that are shared
by all elements in different ways and degrees. If we want to make clear what a
piece of furniture is, then we mention typical elements of this category: chair,
table, sofa, cupboard, bed... And if we must decide whether ‘bath tub’ belongs to
this category or not, then we try to clarify its relative similarity with the typical
members of the category.
Lakoff (1987, 83-84) shows with the example ‘mother’ that such categories have
a "radial structure": In the centre is the prototype ‘mother’ who has born a child,
is married with its father, takes care of the child etc. Around this centre, other
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elements of the category like ‘stepmother’, ‘surrogate mother’, ‘adoptive
mother’, ‘nominal mother’, ‘mother single parent’, ‘single mother’ etc are
grouped, which correspond in certain aspects with the prototype and differ in
others from it.
“The point is that the central case does not productively generate all these
subcategories. Instead, the subcategories are defined by convention as variations on the
central case. There is no general rule for generating kinds of mothers. They are
culturally defined and have to be learned. They are by no means the same in all
cultures. [...] The category of mother in this culture has what we will call a radial
structure. A radial structure is one where there is a central case and conventionalised
variations on it which cannot be predicted by general rules.” (Lakoff 1987, 83-84)

The relationship between prototype and category is metonymical: the ‘central
case’ stands for the whole concentrically structured category. This means that
the board row ‘schildpad, hoofd...’ is to be understood as a metonymy in two
different respects: It stands on one hand for a complex underlying concept of
language education. On the other hand, it stands as a prototype for a whole
category of teaching-learning activities which correspond in a characteristic way
with this prototype. These considerations allow us to relate the field analyses of
standard language education from the first chapter to the analysis of
metonymies:
Scheme 7
Lang
Grammar

Usage
Texts
Reading
Mother tongue education in the Netherlands

Scheme 8

Prototypes of Dutch standard language education (PM = prototypical
metonymy)
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Now the hypotheses about the field structure of standard language teaching in
the Netherlands can be formulated within the framework of the metonymy
analysis as follows:
x The main area of the Dutch standard language education is
characterized by two neighbouring concentrically constructed
categories, ‘grammar’ and ‘text analysis’.
x In the centre of both concentric structures a prototype is located
by which all elements of both categories are structured. The
prototype ‘grammar’ could show similarities with the metonymy
‘Schildpad’ we have reconstructed above.
x The metonymies 'grammar' and ‘text analysis’ are not separated
sharply from each other: hypothesis is that elements of one
category show characteristic features of the other prototype. In
Bernstein's words: internal boundary strength is low in Dutch
standard language education.
x The contrary is assumed with respect to external strength: both
prototypes have no influence on other subjects. It is claimed that
metonymies of other school subjects do not share characteristic
features with those of standard language teaching. (However,
more exact analysis might prove that this hypothesis is not to be
held in this generality).
x Next to the central areas ‘Grammar’ and ‘Text’ Dutch lessons
still include the learning area ‘Reading’, also organised
concentrically around a prototype. Again, this prototype is
assumed to be isolated: the category ‘Reading’ does not influence
other fields of the curriculum, but also it is not heavily influenced
by other subjects.
Transformation of the field structure of standard language teaching into a
prototype structure integrates the analysis of the language learning fields into the
more profound reconstruction of metonymies in education. This transformation
implies that Bernstein’s concept of educational codes and boundary strength is
transferred into a concept of varying similarities of teaching-learning activities
with prototypes around which education is organized. It is of crucial importance
that these varying similarities can be reconstructed in a detailed investigation of
metonymy structures (as we have tried to demonstrate in the interpretation of the
'Schildpad' incident).
Progressing from incident to incident, from metonymy to metonymy one can
determine, on which dimensions underlying meanings are identical or different;
linking of metonymies illustrates for all dimensions, which similarities or
differences are to be stated on account of the reconstruction. Another strength
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lies in the concentration on few prototypes: for every learning field a metonymy
can be reconstructed, which as a prototype concentrically organises the learning
field and also the whole learning area as a typical category of practical
professional knowledge.

4.

Concluding remarks

At the moment this analysis does not offer more than one example, which
should open the eyes for the reconstruction of practical professional knowledge
PPK underlying standard language education. Only if this example stimulates
further analyses - progressing from key incident to key incident - it can turn out
whether the capacity of this reconstruction is actually as big as implicitly is
assumed in this contribution. To make this view towards a more extensive
research programme more convincing, I would like to conclude with three
remaining problems, which in this context seem to be important.
Firstly, further analysis of the metonymic structure of PPK will show how
homogeneous standard language education in a language community actually is
and whether it rather does fall apart in different subcultures with perhaps little in
common:
x Are there strong differences between standard language
education of the primary school, the secondary school, and the
grammar school? Are the different areas of teaching literacy, e.g.,
comparable with each other?
x Is the prejudice confirmed that grammar school education defines
the prototypes of education and that standard language teaching
of other schooling levels is to be understood as derived? Or have
different types of schooling (with their specific social clientele)
developed rather independent subcultures themselves?
x Does a country or language ares show specific ‘subcultures’ of
mother tongue teaching, following the governmental subdivision
of the country (think about Switzerland, Great Britain, the Länder
of Germany, the difference between the Netherlands and Flanders
etc.)?
x Are there strong differences between different school levels
(primary school, secondary school, A-level)?
One may be curious, how big the gap is between the knowledge, which feeds
our rhetoric, and the practical professional knowledge, which is realized in the
practices of education itself.
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Secondly, the question rises whether the metonymic structure is typical for the
teaching profession and for the institution school. This structure dominates PPK
and thereby distinguishes it clearly from other types of everyday knowledge,
which are organized first of all metaphorically (cf. Lakoff/Johnson 1980 and
Lakoff 1987). Or does metonymy rather turn out to be a characteristic of
professionals and institutions in general? Analyses of intercultural
communication in institutions (cf. Koole/ten Thije (1994)) point in the direction
of the second possibility.
Thirdly, the question is to be answered coherently, which (sub-) cultures typify
standard language education in a country and which national differences exist in
mother tongue teaching in Europe. With this question we return to the favourite
subject of the International Mother Tongue Education Network IMEN. A
comparison, e.g., of the lessons ‘German’ and ‘Dutch’ must start with the
(hypothetical) proto-typical concept of PPK; for ‘Dutch’ it is represented in
scheme 7; for ‘German’ the proto-typical structure can be represented in scheme
9:
Scheme 9

Prototypes of standard language education in Germany
Scheme 9 formulates the hypothesis that the field ‘German’ is structured
essentially by one prototypical metonymy. This prototypical metonymy uses as
a cue a (literary) text, which serves as a starting point of the teaching learning
process. Its meaning is characterised by text interpretation, i.e. teacher’s and
pupils’ dialogue about ‘adequate’ text insight, plays a central role. This central
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metonymy is clearly supplemented (with considerable overlap) by the
metonymies ‘reflexion on language’ and ‘writing’. Also these metonymies
regularly use a text as a cue, and they contain interpretative moments.
Should this analysis be proven to be adequate, then a comparative analysis of
German vs. Dutch standard language education would result in the following
picture. The metonymical double structure ‘grammar + text’ (with an appendix
‘reading’) in the field ‘Dutch’ is confronted by a concentric structure with a
centre ‘literature’ and two peripheral metonymies ‘reflection about language’
and ‘writing’ in the field ‘German’. While in German mother tongue teaching
everything turns around the pivot ‘literature’, the Dutch lessons are organized by
a concept of language ability.
The power of the research concept presented here is rooted in the potential of
comparative research to give a nuanced picture of standard language education
in different language communities and different (sub-) cultures. Perhaps
comparative research concept offers a way to question the 'monolingual habitus'
of language teaching, to open the view on language education of other cultures
and to create the basis for a fruitful development of language education in
European multilingual societies.
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Observation, innovation and triangulation
Vibeke Hetmar
In the article the focus is on classroom research which aims at offering some evidencebased descriptions of the interplay between the institutional conditions and the logic of
practice in school and schooling on the one hand and teachers’ efforts to realize notions
of innovation and change on the other hand. Based on experiences from a pilot project in
three different classrooms methodological possibilities and problems are presented and
discussed: 1) educational criticism, including the concepts positions, perspectives and
connoisseurship, 2) classroom observations focusing on the teachers’ efforts to fulfil their
intentions while interacting with their students, and 3) triangulation as a methodological
tool..

This article is written from inside a tradition according to which the overall aim
of standard language educational research is to contribute to the improvement of
teaching and learning in standard language classrooms in primary and secondary
school and in college. The tradition may be characterised as qualitative and
interpretive. We study, analyse and describe our fields of research in order to
understand and to help others understand what is going on in subject-related
interaction between teacher and students in institutionalised classrooms. This
practice is grounded in the belief that understanding the subjects as well as the
dynamics of classrooms should be the basis for change and improvement.
The epistemological approach has changed over the years, as have the economic
and political conditions under which the research projects are carried out. This
means that we are forced to rethink and discuss the ways in which we understand
educational research, its methods and its outcomes and to make some changes in
our practice. Two opposing tendencies are at stake in the discussions of and
decisions on our current research and the projects, which we either initiate or
take part in. One tendency is related to the epistemological approach according
to which all knowledge and all understanding is embedded in the social-cultural
contexts in which we think, speak and act; this means that the concept of
interpretation is central to our understanding of our own and our colleagues’
enterprises. We do not fully agree on what should be the consequences of this
epistemological approach but, nevertheless, the approach allows us to take
advantage of the fact that we conduct our research with different perspectives,
from different points of view, and that we, therefore, are able to provide different
kinds of interpretations of what is going on in the fields of research. We try to
make the most of our different perspectives by establishing an atmosphere of
diversity and innovation in order to challenge each other’s beliefs, theoretical
credos and blind spots and to widen up our understanding of what is going on in
classrooms. The other tendency is related to the current political demands for
effective schools and for research projects, which are able to match these
demands. It seems that a consensus is established among educational decision
makers that teaching and educational research should function in accordance
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with an economical rationality and strictly aim at contributing to the
development of an educational system, which effectively meets the demands of a
globalised, post-modern world. This means, for example, that effectiveness and
results become key concepts for those who are in power when the money is
distributed among the research projects and that the virtues related to traditional,
theory-based research, such as critical thinking and querying, may be in danger
of being ignored or defeated.
The reflections and discussions I present in this article are all based on the
conviction that it is vital for the future educational research that we choose to
accept these tendencies as challenges we have to face, and that we focus on the
development of research designs that will enable us to cope with the
contradictions between the current political demands and the traditions in which
we are embedded.

Some ways of doing standard language educational research
As stated above the standard language educational research I am involved in and
know of aims at contributing to the improvement of standard language
education. In the following I distinguish between three different ways in which
standard language educational researchers may seek to fulfil the aim.
1) Within the tradition in which I am embedded the most common way of
doing standard language educational research has been first to study a
subject of interest for standard language education – literary theory, special
aspects of grammar, rhetoric etc. – and then to write a book or an article
about the study and add some reflections on what kind of consequences the
knowledge found or produced might have for the teaching of this specific
subject. I have in parts of my research been inspired by the response-centred
research of literature education in the Anglo-Saxon parts of the world where
studies of literary theory often are combined with studies of classroom
practice. 2 This kind of research may be characterised as mainly subjectfocused and the methods used are mostly analytical and subject-specific.
2) Another way is related to what Elliot W. Eisner terms educational
criticism. 3 Doing research in this way means that the researcher moves from
his desk to real schools to study what is going on in the classrooms. His
purpose is to study – to see in Eisner’s terms – and to reflect on what he saw
and to communicate his experience and reflections to others. This kind of
research may be characterised as field-focused and the methods used are
mostly borrowed from ethnography: participant observations, semi-
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structured interviews and document analysis, emphasising the use of thick
descriptions.
3) The third way is sometimes in Denmark termed action research, but this
term is not quite adequate because action research often refers to research
projects based on problems defined by local stakeholders. The research
projects to which I refer here are, on the contrary, all initiated and defined
by others, often by a researcher or a research team. The idea is that the
researchers in cooperation with teachers and students use the classrooms as
experimental workshops in which they develop and test new ways of
teaching, acting and communicating in standard language education.4 The
projects may run for shorter or longer periods and be more or less focused
on specific aspects or subjects, but they have this in common that the
researchers are extremely actively cooperating in the planning and
evaluation of the teaching courses and sometimes in the realisation of the
courses as well. This means, for instance, that the researcher may find
himself in the teacher’s role in his empirical materials. This kind of research
may be characterised as field-focused and the methods used are inspired by
ethnographic methods, revised and developed for the purpose to study the
consequences of different ways of teaching and communicating in
classrooms.
Choice of research design is, of course, related to the purpose of the project and
the nature of the field. But they are also influenced by the researcher’s
epistemological approach, by the position from which he sees the field, by the
lenses through which he sees and understands the field and by the concepts he
uses in describing what is going on in the field.

Positions, perspectives and field of research
My own research falls under the two last categories, which I have characterised
as field-focused. I study classroom interaction in standard language lessons.
Classrooms may be characterised as highly complex and dynamic constructions,
and classroom interaction, therefore, is understood and described in a number of
different ways, depending on from which position and with which perspective it
is seen and understood.
The concepts positions and perspectives are frequently used within the
professional discourses of social sciences, educational sciences and humanities,
but obviously there is no consensus about what each of them refers to. They are,
however, central concepts in my epistemological and methodological reflections.
4
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I distinguish between the two as follows: The term position refers to the mental
space from where a field of research is seen, understood and described. A
classroom, for instance, may be understood and described from the teacher’s
position, from the student’s position or from a position outside the classroom.
The term perspective refers to the theoretical luggage, which the observer brings
along and draws on in his efforts to understand the world and the fields of
interest. A perspective then, in my terminology, is part of the lenses through
which an observer sees and understands what is going on around him. The point
is that, according to my epistemological approach, the way the field of research
is seen, understood and described is due to the researcher’s choice of position
and main perspective. And so is his choice of methods.
I agree with Elliot W. Eisner when he states that
There is no codified body of procedures that will tell someone how to produce a perceptive,
insightful, or illumination study of the educational world. 5

And I will add that there is no codified body of procedures that tells us what kind
of research will serve us best in our efforts to contribute to the improvement of
educational practice.

A pilot project
From August 2003 until June 2004 I was involved in a pilot project which was
established in cooperation between four partners: 1) the local school authorities
in the city of Copenhagen, 2) a centre for school development and teacher-inservice education, 3) five teachers from three different schools in Copenhagen
and 4) The Danish University of Education. The project was a joint venture, and
it was based on our shared interest in taking the first steps towards the
development of a research design which will enable local school authorities,
schools, teachers, educational developers and researchers to describe the factors
and forces embedded in school institutions and to understand the ways in which
these factors and forces interact with teachers’ efforts to improve their teaching.
This pilot project will serve as the main example in the following reflections and
discussions.
In spring 2003 The Danish University of Education was contacted by the local
school authorities in the city of Copenhagen who wanted to discuss the
possibilities of cooperation in investigating how and under what conditions
teachers try to implement new teaching strategies in their classrooms. The
background for this call was that the school authorities in Copenhagen for
several years have focused on the improvement of the ways in which they
organise and practice their teacher-in-service education in order to support the
5
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teachers’ and schools’ efforts to meet the demands of a new syllabus and of
general expectations of modernisation and development in the teaching practice.
What happens when a teacher has studied new ways of teaching or new aspects
of syllabus, which she is supposed to reflect in her teaching practice? What are
the conditions under which she transforms the ideas into practice? In what ways
does the organisation and its practice support or restrict the teacher’s effort to
adjust or change her practice?
In cooperation with the Copenhagen school advisers, we formed a research team
including two advisers from a centre at an institution of teacher-in-service
education (KLEO) and two researchers from The Danish University of
Education (DPU). The two advisers from KLEO were both specialised in
studying school organisation, leadership, development and learning; the two
researchers from DPU were specialised in standard language education and in
natural science education respectively. Our task was to refine the questions
already asked to the complex relationship between school institutions on the one
hand and teacher and student interaction on the other. According to the
arrangement the refined questions should provide a more exact basis for the
development of a research design relevant for this kind of inquiry. Furthermore,
the arrangement included our testing different ways of cooperation between local
school authorities, schools, teachers, educational advisers and educators and
educational researchers.
Each of the teachers who participated in the project had, after consulting the
local school advisers, committed themselves to teach a course that aimed at
challenging the students to express wondering and critical reflections upon the
subjects taught during the course. The ability of wondering and critical reflecting
is one aspect of the competences which the students are supposed to develop
through primary and secondary school, according to the new guidelines for
teaching in the city of Copenhagen. This means that all teachers, no matter what
subject they teach, are encouraged to teach in ways that support and challenge
these kinds of reflections in the minds of the students. Nobody, however, really
knows how the intentions inhered in the guidelines should be transformed into
practice or how teachers should be able to evaluate the extent to which they have
fulfilled their intentions. Therefore, the local school authorities are very much
aware that the implementation of new teaching strategies causes the need of
extended adviser support, and they offer the teachers and schools different kinds
of developmental programmes and of teacher-in-service education. But teacherin-service education is an expensive enterprise, and like everybody else the
authorities are occupied with finding out how to get the most out of the resources
earmarked for this purpose. Several former experience and evaluations of the
outcome of traditional teacher-in-service educational courses have suggested that
when the teachers return to their schools in order to implement new teaching
strategies, they meet a lot of difficulties and soon after they often return to their
former ways of teaching. The question is: Why is that? Which factors in the
culture of schooling can be said to restrict teachers’ efforts to change their
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teaching practices? Is it possible to describe these factors in ways that provide
some notions of what should be done to change them?
Educational criticism
As mentioned above, Eisner’s The Enlightened Eye from 1991 has inspired my
use of the concept educational criticism. Although I do not agree with Eisner all
the way through, I find some relevant and eye-opening points in his reflections
on qualitative, educational research. First of all, I find his claim that educational
research should provide some insightful and illuminating thick descriptions on
the basis of which teachers, schools and educational authorities can make their
decisions about schooling and teaching, very convincing. I do not claim that all
educational research should be educational criticism in Eisner’s sense, but I find
it reasonable that educational researchers describe and discuss different ways of
teaching and interacting in classrooms, and that they sketch out some
consequences of the many choices taken every day by school authorities and
teachers all over the world without merely judging the observed practice and
without prescribing what should be done.
Doing educational criticism means to see the classroom from a position outside
the room. This does not mean, of course, that the researcher should not physical
be present in the classroom, but it means that he should not directly be involved
in what is going on. His involvement is of a mental nature as he tries to
understand the interaction between teacher and students. The moment he
interferes in the interaction, he is bound to change position from the outside to
the inside of the classroom. He becomes part of the dynamics he is supposed to
understand from a critic’s position. And normally a critic is never directly
involved in the production of the objects for his criticism. The educational critic
may be characterised as an unobtrusive participant observer; participant because
he is in the middle of the events, unobtrusive because he tries to be invisible –
which, of course, is never possible.
According to Eisner, the quality of educational criticism partly relies on the
researcher’s connoisseurship. To do educational criticism one has to know the
features and dynamics of schooling and lecturing. And one has to know what to
look for in order to make thick descriptions. A problem is, though, that
possessing educational connoisseurship includes knowing that a classroom is a
highly complex and dynamic field and that, therefore, it is not possible to look
for every event that might be significant for a valid understanding of what is at
stake. One has to choose one’s focus although this means that one will have to
turn the blind eye towards other aspects of interest. Another problem is the ever
existing possibility that what the educational critic sees when he studies his field,
first and foremost are aspects which confirm his prior assumptions about and
interpretations of the field. Therefore, one might say that connoisseurship at the
same time is a prerequisite and an obstacle for providing all-round insightful and
illuminating thick descriptions. Connoisseurship – as well as other ways of
knowing – has its blind spots depending on the lenses through which the
connoisseur sees the field and on his choice of focus.
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In the research team we chose to see ourselves as educational critics whose task
it was to write – in Eisner’s terms – qualitative narratives, based on observations
and interviews and to add to every narrative some questions for future inquiries.
This choice had some consequences for our choice of position and methods.
From the very beginning we had some established ideas of what the field is like
and what it would be relevant for us to look for. To a certain extent we agreed on
how to understand the fundamental dynamics of schooling and lecturing and
how to see and describe a classroom and the conditions for teacher-studentinteraction embedded in the school organisation. But at the same time we
emphasised different aspects in our understanding of classroom interaction, and
we agreed on making the most out of these differences by using triangulation as
a central aspect of our design.
Describing the field
Our first step was to describe to each other how we understood our field of
research. We agreed on defining the field as the many different kinds of physical
rooms and places in which teaching takes place. The concept of classroom refers
in this sense to traditional classrooms as well as to the library, the corridors of
the school, the schoolyard, the woods and so forth. We also agreed on
emphasising the fact that classrooms always are parts of a greater and far more
complex whole, and we chose to understand them as institutionalised rooms of
communication in constant interaction with the institution in which they are
embedded, including its structure of power, its norms and practices. This
interaction should, in our point of view, be characterised as relational, dynamic
and changeable.
Furthermore, we distinguished three main aspects, which a teacher always has to
take into consideration when planning and carrying out her teaching courses:
1) A central aspect of a teacher’s task is the regulative one. The teacher has to
organise classroom practice, tell the students what is expected of them and
adjust their behaviour. Former inquiries in classroom practice have shown
that a great part of the communication between teacher and students are
about regulative aspects, which are not directly related to the instructional
considerations. 6 The communication in connection with regulative
undertakings in classrooms may be characterised as teacher-conducted and
convergent.
2) Another aspect is the teacher’s obligation to teach the subjects in accordance
with the syllabus. According to the Danish syllabus for standard language
education the teacher should teach a number of concepts and methods used
by professionals when they cope with different kinds of texts. These
concepts and methods are, when used by professionals, related to certain
ways of communicating which may be characterised as divergent and
6

For example Davies 1990, Chouliaraki 1996, Bernstein 1996.

84 Vibeke Hetmar
stressing the interaction between several independent and significant
contributions.
3) A third aspect the teacher has to consider is how to meet her students’
former experience, their cognitive abilities and ways of understanding and
learning. The question is how to combine the intentions of supporting and
challenging different learning strategies among the students with the
regulative and instructional enterprises. In other words, how to conduct a
communicative practice in a situation where the conductor is bound by the
obligation to lead and control on the one hand and to establish an
atmosphere of diversity and plurality on the other?
Furthermore, we agreed on the following assumptions:
x The ways in which teacher and students communicate about a certain subject
are crucial for the ways in which the subject is understood and learned by
the students. Therefore, we assumed, if the teacher aims at challenging her
students to wondering and critical reflections about the subject in question, it
is vital for the outcome that she manages to establish a way of
communicating that leaves room for and calls for students’ active
participation, their individual reflections and free discussions.
x

There is significant interdependence between the shape and arrangement of
the physical rooms in which the teaching and learning takes place, and the
ways in which the interaction between teacher and students is established
and practiced. Therefore, we assumed, if the teacher aims at challenging her
students to wondering and critical reflections she may support her efforts by
the way in which she arranges and uses the classroom.

On the basis of these assumptions we agreed that our main focus should be on
the conditions for and the practice of communication between the teacher and
the students.
Triangulation
“Why triangulate?” asks Sandra Mathison in article from 1988. According to
Mathison, the typical answer is that triangulation is “a strategy for improving the
validity of research or evaluation findings”. 7 Researchers triangulate in different
ways in order to find further support for their findings and conclusions.
In Eisner’s notion of educational criticism, for instance, triangulation finds its
place as a strategy for achieving consensus in the qualitative narratives. Eisner
writes:
Structural corroboration is the term I use to describe the confluence of multiple sources of
evidence or the recurrence of instances that support a conclusion. In many evaluation circles
it is called triangulation (Webb et al., 1966; Mathison, 1988). For a study to be structurally
7
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corroborated, one needs to put together a constellation of bits and pieces of evidence that
substantiate the conclusions one wants to draw. 8

But triangulation might as well, states Mathison, be perceived as a strategy to
provide richer and more complex pictures of the social phenomena under study.
In this point she seems to go along with Wolfgang Herrlitz and Jan Sturm who in
1991 defined triangulation in this way:
… a research strategy by which researchers attempt to accumulate as many perspectives on
their cases under study as they can handle in all fairness, being not afraid of perspectives
which ‘make the familiar strange’, in order to implement a process of meaning construction
that allows for dealing with convergences, inconsistencies and contradictories. 9

It is obvious that the ways in which triangulation is understood and used are
related to the researchers’ notions of the epistemological conditions under which
our knowledge production works. If one believes in the possibility of reaching
some kind of unquestionable valid knowledge independent of the position and
the lenses of the knower, through refined and intersubjectively confirmed
methods, then a logical consequence of this may be to use triangulation as a
strategy for achieving more valid results. But if one does not believe in this
possibility, triangulation may be seen as a way through which researchers may
challenge each other’s findings in order to sharpen the awareness of their blind
spots and to sketch out several possible pictures and understandings of the
dynamics of the field. So, when we decided to use, test and discuss triangulation
as a central part of our research method, we had to decide what should be our
definition of the concept and for what purpose we would use it. On the one hand,
none of us believed in the possibility of reaching some kind of more or less
unquestionable valid knowledge, but on the other hand we had accepted to
conduct a project that aimed at producing a kind of knowledge that would
provide a more valid foundation for the decisions made by school authorities,
schools and teachers. The problem, which we all the way along had to face, may
be expressed through these questions: How to combine our epistemological
approach with the demands of firm results and workable recommendations?
How to do educational criticism, which intends to solve some problems that are
defined in advance?
In the research team we agreed to define triangulation in a way very similar to
the one offered by Herrlitz and Sturm. We decided to use triangulation as a
methodological tool through which we would emphasise and take advantage of
the fact that the perspectives with which we saw and understood the field, were
different. In the research team three different perspectives were at stake: One
perspective was represented by the researchers from KLEO who first and
foremost saw the classroom with a Bourdieu-inspired perspective, that is, they
saw the classroom as part of an organisational whole and teacher and student
8
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behaviour and interactions as examples of a dominant logic of practice. 10 Two
perspectives were represented by the researchers from DPU who first and
foremost saw the classroom as a field of subject-related communication in which
different kinds of discursive practices meet and confront each other: the
discursive practices of the school institution, the discursive practices relevant in
dealing with the subjects taught and the discursive practices of the students.
Each of us was committed to base her observations on her subject-specific
knowledge and to focus on the interplay between the subject taught and the ways
of communicating chosen by the teacher.
Furthermore, we decided to try out the possibility of being two researchers
present in the lessons studied, placed in different parts of the classrooms, looking
at the same events from the same position but with different perspectives. We
agreed not to discuss our observations and interpretations during the five weeks
of fieldwork. This arrangement was made in order not to influence each other’s
perspectives and interpretations during the process. We met in the classrooms
and we did the interviews with the teachers together, but we kept our
interpretations and reflections to ourselves until we had written our first drafts of
our qualitative narratives.
We decided to use triangulation in two different ways:
1) Triangulation between a teacher’s perspective and the perspectives
represented by the KLEO-researcher and the DPU-researcher respectively.
When interviewing the teachers we would ask them to point out some
incidents which, in their opinion, were of special interest for the project, for
example incidents where the students or some of them had demonstrated
what the teacher saw as wondering and critical reflection or incidents where
the students had not acted in ways expected by the teacher. 11 We would then
ask the teachers to express their notions of the factors involved in the
situations and some assumptions about the interplay between those factors
and their influences on the situation in question. Then a KLEO-researcher
and a DPU-researcher would write a qualitative narrative each on the same
incident and in the end we would compare and discuss the three different
accounts of the same situation.
2) Triangulation between the three perspectives represented in the research
team. This triangulation should be used in the final state of the project and
should provide a basis, as differentiated and extended as possible, for our list
of refined questions for further investigations.
The design of the fieldwork
The fieldwork included three weeks’ observations in three grade 5 classes in
standard language and natural science lessons and three semi-structured
interviews with the teachers. It was structured in the following way:
10
11
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Week 1:
We did a semi-structured interview with the teachers from each school. The
main questions for this initial interview were:
x Please, tell us about your plans and goals for the teaching course.
x Please, describe the teaching strategies and ways of communicating you are
going to use and give some reasons for your choices.
x In what ways are you going to use the physical possibilities in your
classroom?
x What, in your opinion, does it mean to wonder and to reflect critically?
What are the indications of the students’ wondering and critical reflections,
and how does a student behave when he is wondering and reflecting in a
subject-related way? What should be the criterion on which to evaluate to
what extent the intentions have been fulfilled?
x Can you describe the special initiatives you are going to take in order to
challenge your students to wonder and reflect?
Week 2-4:
In these three weeks we did our observations in the field. Two researchers at a
time watched, recorded and made field-notes about what was going on in the
classrooms. In week three we interviewed the teachers once more. We asked
them:
x Please, evaluate the situation at this point of the course. Which parts of the
plan were realised, and which parts were changed? Why?
x What are your comments on your students’ states of wondering and critical
reflections? In what kinds of situations did they, in your opinion,
demonstrate subject-related wonder and reflections? What kinds of
initiatives seemed to promote your intentions?
x Do you find any reasons to change the plan of the course, and if so, why and
how are you going to adjust your practice?
Week 5
In this week we interviewed the teachers for the last time. Our initial questions
were very much alike the questions asked in week three. Furthermore, we asked
the following:
x Which factors outside the classroom, if any, influenced on the course and
the outcomes? Which of these factors had, in your opinion, a supportive
effect and which had a restricting effect?
Four weeks after the last interview the research team met and discussed the first
drafts for the report.
In planning our design we had the following expectations:
1) We expected that the teachers in the first interviews would 1) present their
goals for the course: What would be a satisfactory outcome of the course,
and how should it be assessed? 2) describe their notions of the concept of
wondering and critical reflection and provide examples of how a student, in
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their points of view, should behave to indicate his wondering and reflecting
and 3) tell us about the initiatives they were going to take in order to
encourage
their
students
to
wonder
and
to
reflect.
Crucial for the project were the teachers’ abilities to tell us about their
goals, planning and definitions in ways which were concrete and
operational. Our expectations would be met if the teachers reacted to our
questions in ways like this: “I aim at encouraging my students to reflect on
some philosophical statements about the nature of man. Therefore, I am
going to present some statements and ask my students to respond freely to
each of these. The statements should be significant and challenging. I am
going to read them aloud and after that provide every student with a written
copy and ask him to write down his immediate comments: Does he agree or
not? Why or why not? I am not going to comment or discuss the statements
before the students have had their chances to respond individual or in
couples. When they have responded, I will ask them, one at a time, to share
their responses, reflections and reasons with the rest of the class, encourage
them to discuss each others’ statements and to further develop their
reflections. In this course I will function as chair and challenger. My
challenges in this course will exclusively aim at the refinement of the
students’ contributions and thinking. Therefore, I will not be the one to ask
the questions. My role will be to encourage each of them to contribute, to
add some further reflections and to participate in discussions with his or her
classroom mates.” The point is that a presentation like this communicates a
number of aspects, which are observable. It is, for instance, possible to
observe if and how the teacher introduces the statements, if or not he
comments before the students have had their chances to respond, if or not he
asks questions, and if and how he encourages his students to contribute and
discuss.
2) We also expected that the teachers during the second and third interviews
would give us some fairly precise evaluations of their lessons, and that they
would present some key incidents as illustrations of what they counted as
successes and problems respectively in connection with their courses.
Crucial for the project were also the teachers’ abilities to evaluate the
lessons and to point out some situations which, in their opinion, might serve
as key incidents. This means that we in our research design had counted on a
number of aspects, which we could not control.
3) Finally, we expected that we as interviewers and observers would be able to
keep the distance of our outside position.
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Problems and discussions
Reality did not seem to match our expectations.
Problem 1
The teachers did not present their plans, goals and considerations in ways that
were directly observable. But during the first interviews we got some notions of
their considerations. It appeared that the participant teachers all shared some
notions of what is the nature of teaching and of teacher-student-interaction. All
of them, for instance, aimed at establishing a communicative atmosphere
characterised by what they termed authentic dialogue between teacher and
students, and they all emphasised a dialogical communication as a means by
which they would encourage their students to wonder and to reflect. 12 But they
did not go into details about how they intended to establish a dialogical
atmosphere and authentic dialogues with their students.
The teachers seemed to agree on the following indications of their students’
wondering and critical reflections:
x The students demonstrate engagement and curiosity.
x The students ask questions that reflect wondering.
x The students ask questions that will enable themselves and others to
understand the subjects in new ways.
x The students are open to challenges concerning their own certainties and
ways of understanding themselves and others.
x The students demonstrate a manifest interest in challenging their own
certainties.
x The students accept that not every question asked may find a firm and
unquestionable answer.
x The students participate in the course in ways that lead to more discussions,
less teacher talk and less convergent questions.
Most of these indications call for further explicit formulation if they are to
function as points of focus. But it was not possible for us to force the teachers to
further specifications. We noticed the teachers’ emphasis on the students asking
questions, and we used that as a point of focus in our observations.
It is not quite right to say that we expected the teachers to be very precise in their
formulations of their goals and of how their initiatives in the classrooms were
supposed to lead to the achievement of their goals. But, looking back, it is
obvious that we hoped for some fairly precise goals, definitions and
considerations on which to base our observations. This hope, one might say, is
somewhat naïve for a group of connoisseurs. We knew that according to the
tradition of Danish education in primary and secondary school it is not common
12
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for teachers to be that exact when planning their courses. In Denmark, we are not
used to think education as a carefully planned route towards precise formulated
goals. We believe in dialogues based on some pedagogical and democratic
principles about some subjects which we consider important for the future
citizens. And the teachers in the project all related their planning to this tradition.
What they were concerned about was first and foremost the ways in which they
would succeed in the classrooms to establish and carry out authentic dialogues
with their students. And a main feature of an authentic dialogue is that nobody in
advance knows where it leads to.
From one point of view, one might say that the project confirmed the notion that
the Danish educational system is not fit for a strictly goal-oriented practice, and
that we did not take this aspect into account in our research design. But from
another point of view, one might say that to contribute to the improvement of the
Danish educational practice is to provide some scenarios in which the
pedagogical and democratic principles are refined in order to give some more
precise accounts on what the goals should be and what should be done to achieve
them. We had not been aware of this problem, but our design and the methods
we used, helped us to realise that we had to find new ways in our future research.
Problem 2
It appeared that after situations where the teachers had been deeply involved in
the interactions with their students, they did not remember any events or they
remembered events, which were not recorded in our field-notes or by the taperecorder.
For instance, in the second interview one of the standard language teachers
pointed out a situation in which, as far as he remembered, several students had
expressed wondering and critical reflection. But after consulting the taperecorder it was clear that no questions were asked by the students in the
sequence and that the teacher himself had done most of the talking. In the
sequence he presented an idea he had got the day before, and the way in which
he spoke suggested his own engagement in the subject. The students were silent
during his presentation, apparently they were listening; a couple of times a
student raised his hand, was allowed to speak, but was quickly silenced by the
teacher who was focused on his own presentation. In this situation there were no
indications whatsoever of the students’ wondering and critical reflections, but in
the mind of the teacher this sequence had been a success. Our conclusion was
that he had confused his own reflections with those of his students.
Another standard language teacher told us that she found the first lesson of the
course very successful and interesting, but unfortunately she did not remember
any details because she had been deeply involved in the interactions with her
students. We gave her a transcript of the lesson before the second interview. At
the interview she used the transcript as a basis for her evaluation and told us how
and why she found the lesson successful. She emphasised that she, most of the
time, had managed to ask open, authentic questions, that she had used uptake
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and high-level evaluation and that several of the students had responded to the
contributions of other students. 13 She was satisfied with the result. But what she
did not mention was that the indications of her students’ wondering and critical
reflections, namely their asking questions, were not present in the material. We
mentioned the fact that the students had not asked the kinds of questions they,
according to the teacher herself, were supposed to ask, but even this did not
change her opinion of success. Although we agreed that the lesson had been
successful in a number of ways, we did not share the opinion that it had been
successful in relation to her explicitly formulated goal: to encourage her students
to ask challenging questions. But as the teacher did not see this as a problem we
could not ask her the questions central to our project, namely questions about
which factors had influenced her possibilities for relevant encouragement. This
meant that we did not get any closer to the understanding of the interplay
between the factors outside the classroom and the implementation of new
initiatives inside the classroom.
Although all the participant teachers intended to change their everyday practice
in order to encourage their students to wonder and reflect, none of them
seriously challenged the traditional ways of acting and communicating in school.
This meant that they never directly confronted themselves with restricting
factors outside their jurisdiction; seemingly the restrictions were already
internalised in the classroom practices, and the teachers’ intentions of changing
their teaching practices were automatically and tacitly embedded in their
traditional ways of communicating and regulating in their classrooms.
Our research design was not good enough to cope with this situation and the
project did not add much new to what we already knew. Furthermore, the
triangulation between teacher, KLEO-researcher and DPU-researcher did not
fulfil the purpose it was supposed to fulfil, namely a challenging interaction of
three different interpretations of the same events, seen and interpreted in relation
to the goals formulated by the teachers. In practice it appeared that the fact that
the goals were not sufficiently described and operationalised meant that the basis
for our triangulation was far too weak.
Furthermore, another problem appeared during the period of observations. Most
of what we observed was not, seen from our point of view, subject-related in a
professional sense of the word. The standard language teachers, for instance, did
not include any marked standard language teaching in their courses. Although
they used language and texts all the way through, they did not pay special
attention to the subject-related possibilities inhered in the materials. In our point
of view, this meant that they overlooked a number of possibilities for
13

These kind of pedagogical questions have been described by several
educational researchers, for instance by Julie Nelson and Martin Nystrand in
Christoph & Nystrand 2001, p. 251. In a Nordic context Olga Dysthe was among
the first researchers to emphasis the difference between closed and open
questions, for instance in Dysthe 1995.
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challenging the students’ subject-related reflections and that we included a
dimension which should not have been at stake in this project: Instead of
focusing of the influence of factors outside the classrooms, we focused on what
might have been done otherwise inside the rooms. This leads to the next
problem.
Problem 3
None of us in the research team was able to keep her distance as presupposed in
our design. Each of us, it turned out later, did more than merely observing. We
also frequently in our minds assessed the choices and the actions of the teachers
in relation to what we would have done in the same situations. Part of the time
we observed from a teacher’s position and we did that in a very traditional way,
especially in relation to the regulative aspects of the teaching enterprise. One of
the standard language teachers had just finished his education as a teacher, and
we followed his efforts to find his way in the interplay between his obligations to
lead and control the behaviour of his students on the one hand and his intentions
of establishing an atmosphere of dialogue and diversity on the other. In his
classroom the regulative discourses were much more manifest than in the other
standard language classrooms we followed. We found in his classroom a
possibility of studying how a newly educated teacher socialises into the culture
of schooling and lecturing and how he is being socialised by the behaviour of his
students. A study of this kind tells something about how the socialisation takes
place but it does not tell how the school organisation and different ways of
schooling influence the process of socialisation.
Our switches between the two positions meant that we, some of the time,
focused on the interaction between teachers and students as if the nature of this
interaction were solely a matter of the teachers’ choices and behaviours. Instead
of focusing on the conditions under which the interaction took place, we focused
on the interaction itself and saw it as a result of some individual features of the
teachers. This may be due to another problem inhered in our research design.
Problem 4
Our design relied on the premise that the goals and the teachers’ efforts to
achieve them were explicitly formulated and that they, in one way or the other,
would challenge the traditional ways of teaching and schooling. But as
mentioned above, neither the goals nor the initiatives to achieve them were
precisely defined, and, furthermore, the researchers found that the teachers’
notions of what kind of teaching would encourage the students to subject-related
wondering and critical reflections neither would lead to the achievement of the
goals nor would challenge business as usual. Therefore, we were confused about
on what basis we should refine our initial questions. Should it be on the basis of
the teachers’ intentions of encouraging their students to subject-related
wondering and critical reflections or should it be on the basis of their efforts to
establish and carry out authentic dialogues with their students? In a way we tried
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to do both because: On the one hand, we were very much aware that the teachers
had invited us into their classrooms and we felt a strong obligation not to judge
or criticise their choices and ways of teaching. From the very start we had told
them that the project was based on their intentions and initiatives and that we
were interested in listening to what they had to say about their teaching courses,
their successes and failures and their reflections on what had influenced on the
result, and it would not be fair to change our signals during the process. On the
other hand, we felt responsible for the development of a research design which
is able to help teachers, schools and school authorities meet the political
demands of pedagogical innovation. For this purpose we needed to evolve some
ideas of the factors outside the classrooms influencing what is going on inside
the classrooms.
Evaluation
The pilot project did not seriously bring us any further in our understanding the
dynamics of school, schooling and teaching, but it forced us to face some
methodological problems and to rethink the relationship between teachers and
researchers.
Although we, as a basis for our methodological choices, had described how we
understood our field of research as institutionalised rooms of communication in
constant interaction with the institution in which they are embedded, we did not
in our own arrangements take the full consequence of this understanding. For
instance, in the research team we agreed that classroom interactions may be
understood and described as embedded in and referring to certain logics of
practice, which, so to speak, operates behind the backs of the classroom actors.
According to this Bourdieu-inspired perspective, teachers and students act in
certain ways, not because of some individual reflections or rational grounded
choices but because they act in institutionalised classrooms. The logic of
practice, in this sense of the word, is an internationalised logic to which the
actors tacitly refer. This logic includes the teachers as well, and it is from within
this logic they set their goals, plan and carry out their teaching. Anyway, we
presupposed that the teachers in their planning and evaluation of these specific
courses would switch position from the one inside the classroom to a position
outside. In other words, we presupposed that the teachers were able to switch
from their everyday logic to a logic based on visions of changing this everyday
logic and that the switches would occur just because we wanted them to happen
as a basis for our observations and reflections. Our most significant blind spot
prohibited us in seeing that, according to our main perspectives, we would not
achieve our goals by leaving all the initiatives to the teachers because they are
embedded in a logic which does not match the intentions of implementing new
teaching strategies. In our research design we simply expected more of the
teachers than they were able to give.
We, not the teachers, are to blame for this. The teachers in their everyday
practice are bound by the obligations to teach under the conditions inhered in the
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institution. What makes a professional teacher is, among quite a lot of other
things, her ability to instruct and regulate her students in ways that match the
school organisation, the school culture and the demands and expectations of
school authorities, politicians and parents. The problems occur when school
authorities, politicians and parents expect her to implement new teaching
strategies, which do not match school culture and the logic of schooling. This we
might have foreseen but we did not. Therefore, the pilot project left us with the
task to develop a research design which in the future will enable us to identify
some of the factors influencing the classroom interactions, that is, a design
which will enable us to cope with the internalisation of school organisation and
school culture. To help us identify the factors outside the classroom we need
some teachers or teacher substitutes who know the institution and the classroom
from a teacher’s position and at the same time are capable of acting on
reflections carried out from a position outside the classroom. What we have in
mind, then, is a kind of research that may be characterised as a combination of
educational innovation and educational criticism. In this kind of research the
researchers, or at least some of us, will be much more actively participating in
the field than we usually are in our evidence-based research projects.

Notions of our future research
The design under preparation for our next project may be characterised by the
following features:
x In advance the teachers will be told that we expect some courses, which
include the implementation of some new teaching strategies that teachers
normally skip because the strategies do not easily fit the current school
conditions.
x

The researchers will cooperate with the teachers in setting and formulating
the goals and in planning the teaching courses in details. At this stage, it will
be the researchers’ responsibility to make sure that the goals and the plans
for the lessons include new strategies, that they are formulated in a way that
makes it possible later on to assess the courses according to the goals and to
point out situations in which it was not possible to follow the plan.

x

A main aspect of the courses should be the teachers’ efforts to establish a
fruitful interplay between an instructional, subject-related understanding on
the one hand and the ways in which the students understand, think and learn
on the other. Therefore, a main aspect should be to investigate different
ways of subject-related instruction and of teacher-student-interaction. In
Denmark, many standard language teachers do not feel that they are
sufficiently educated to teach the subject-related content in new ways. They
feel they have to find support in prefabricated teaching materials. Teaching
materials, however, are designed to fit school organisation, and what we
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need are teachers that are prepared to challenge this organisation. That is
why we use the expression ‘teacher or teacher substitute’. We imagine that
some of the courses, or parts of them, are taught by teacher substitutes who
may be some of us in the research team or somebody else.
x

We intend to triangulate according to the principles sketched out above. We
have not yet tried out all the possibilities of a research design that includes
one teacher and two researchers being present in the classrooms. In our
opinion, it is vital that the teacher’s position is represented as part of the
triangle because we study the conditions for the interplay between the
teacher’s intentions, her choice of teaching strategies and the factors
influencing on the classroom interaction. And we still believe it to be fruitful
for the understanding of the dynamics of the classrooms that the same
episodes are seen and understood with three different perspectives.

In developing this new design we have borrowed some features from action
research and critical design ethnography, two kinds of research that include
notions of change in the current practices in the fields of interest.
In Denmark, we use the concept action research in several different ways. In
this article, however, action research is defined according to this definition given
by Greenwood & Levin:
We define action research as research in which the validity and value of research results are
tested through collaborative insider-professional researcher knowledge generation and
application processes in projects of social change that aim to increase fairness, wellness, and
self-determination. (…) In action research, community or organizational stakeholders
collaborate with professional researchers in defining the objectives, constructing the
research questions, learning research skills, pooling knowledge and efforts, conducting the
research, interpreting the results, and applying what is learned to produce positive social
change. 14

In our design we also rely on the collaboration between insiders and researchers
in our efforts to generate some processes of changes in the field. We collaborate
with teachers in defining the objectives and constructing the research questions,
but we do not aim at persistent changes in the field; nor do we intend to support
the teachers’ efforts to develop their ways of teaching. On the contrary, we
intend to use their classrooms as experimental workshops in which we test some
teaching strategies sanctioned or implemented by us. Of course the quality of our
testing depends on our cooperation with the teachers and their students, but
unlike the action researcher we will insist on some fundamental aspects of the
teaching courses which we consider to be non-negotiable. This feature in our
design points to a method developed and termed critical design ethnography by
a group of American educational ethnographers who describe the method as:

14

Greenwood & Levin 2003, p. 145.
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… an ethnographic process involving participatory design work aimed at transforming a
local context while producing an instructional design that can be used in multiple contexts. 15

These researchers see themselves as outsiders whose task it is to build a critique
of the field in order to support change in the field and at the same time to
develop an instructional design that may be used in many other settings. 16
Our design for the future project is related to this way of doing research although
it differs in fundamental ways. It is related in the sense that we also are going to
implement some strategies and ideas that we, the researchers, consider
reasonable and innovative in the field of our research. It differs, though, in the
ways in which we relate to the possibilities of changes in the field. We do not
aim at having certain teachers change their teaching practices in certain ways;
nor do we aim at developing certain teaching materials or certain teaching
strategies for the future. The implementation of new teaching strategies are
solely established as a means to identify the factors we are interested in and as
objects for our qualitative narratives which form the basis of our educational
criticism. This means that our next project will aim at achieving two goals. One
goal is to identify the factors influencing classroom interaction, the other to
provide some qualitative narratives through which we will offer scenarios of
different kinds of teaching strategies. By the concept scenario we refer to a thick
description of a teaching practice which includes precisely formulated goals and
plans, key incidents and assessment of the students’ learning outcomes. We do
not aim at showing how it should be done. We aim at providing some examples
of how it might be done, emphasising the efforts to make some tacit aspects of
the dynamics of the classroom and the curriculum explicit and changeable. And
that is, I supposed, what educational criticism in the 21st century should be
about.

International cooperation and triangulation
In combining educational innovation and educational criticism we may give our
contribution to the solution of a problem pointed at in a recent OECDassessment of the Danish research institutions and programmes. In the report it is
stated that the link between research and innovation is far too weak in Denmark.
The public demands of a strong link between research and innovation are, I
believe, to be regarded as conditions we share with our fellow researchers in
other countries. I also believe that standard language researchers from different
parts of Europe have longer experience than we have in carrying out research
projects that directly aim at implementing political formulated demands of

15

Barab et al. 2004, p. 254.
In the project to which they refer, the instructional design was a computer
laboratory which the researchers developed during the research period.
16
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educational improvement and innovation. In Denmark, the tradition of what we
term research-based innovation and development is established on research
projects that are not goal-oriented in any strictly sense of the word. In return we
have long time experience with the interplay between innovative educational
experimentations on the one hand and critical reflections on the other. Therefore,
I believe, we will gain mutual benefits of research collaboration across boarders.
I hope for the years to come that I will be actively participating in cross-national
projects that include collaboration between standard language educational
researchers from three or more European countries – projects that are based on
national established projects, on exchanges of research designs and cooperative
development of these designs and on international triangulation –
‘quadrangulation’, quintangulation or whatever – of key incidents and scenarios
reported from the participant countries. I suggest that this triangulation should be
grounded on the notion offered by Herrlitz & Sturm, that is, the triangulating
researchers should emphasise and welcome different interpretations of the same
material in order to challenge and develop the current perspectives on standard
language education in Europe.
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International comparative case study research in
education: Key incident analysis and international
triangulation
Sjaak Kroon & Jan Sturm
The article mainly deals with two methodological tools or procedures that were
developed and used within the IMEN research programme for conducting international
comparative analyses of classroom episodes in a variety of countries, i.e., key incident
analysis and international triangulation. These tools are discussed in the context of the socalled reconstructive ethnographic account approach and against the background of a
brief introduction to the field of ethnography of education. Special attention is given to
the emblematic character of key incident analysis, and to the concept of education as text.
Examples to illustrate key incident analysis are taken from the IMEN project Language
Teaching in Multilingual Schools

1

The cooperative project Flanders, England, the Netherlands,
Germany

Within the framework of the research project Bilinguale Kinder in
monolingualen Schulen that was carried out at Hamburg University from 1991 to
1994 as part of the DFG research programme Folgen der Arbeitsmigration für
Bildung und Erziehung (FABER; cf. Gogolin & Nauck 2000), the possibility
emerged of setting up a German - Dutch cooperative project following the model
of the research programme of the International Mother Tongue Education
Network (IMEN). The cooperation between IMEN and the Hamburg FABER
Group added the issue of standard language teaching in multilingual contexts to
the IMEN research agenda. The German - Dutch project Sprachunterricht in der
multilingualen Schule started in 1990; grants from the European Commission
were received in 1992, 1993 and, for a final conference, 1995. Since 1993, the
Subjectivity in the School Curriculum Research Group (London, England) and
the Centre for Language and Migration (Leuven, Flanders) have been
participating in the project that, referring to the participating countries - in
readable, not alphabetical order - became known as CP-FENG: Cooperative
Project Flanders England Netherlands Germany (cf. Gogolin & Kroon 2000a;
2000b).
CP-FENG turned out to be an excellent opportunity to further develop and
apply (some of) the ethnographic methodological tools and procedures that were
developed and used in IMEN research. In this contribution, we will, against the
background of a brief introduction to the field of the ethnography of education
(section 2), mainly deal with two of these tools. In section 3, key incident
analysis is dealt with, embedded in a description of the ethnographic perspective
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that we have adopted: the Reconstructive Ethnographic Account Approach.
Section 4 goes into the emblematic character of key incidents. Section 5
discusses the concept of international triangulation and its application to key
incident analysis. Throughout the text we will give concrete illustrations that are
taken from the CP-FENG material.

2

Ethnography in education

Looking back on three decades of ethnographic research in education, Green &
Bloome (1997) try to depict what counts as ethnography and ethnographic
research, who conducts such research, where and how the research agenda is
pursued and how it contributes to evolving knowledge bases in education and the
social sciences. In their paper, they make some clear and important conceptual
distinctions. The first one is the heuristic distinction between “ethnography of
education” and “ethnography in education” (ibid.:182). The most important
difference between the two approaches is that, in ethnography in education, the
studies are “guided by educational questions, purposes, needs, and concerns”.
They are conducted by those inside this academic field, such as educational
researchers, teachers, students, teacher educators, administrators, using
ethnographic perspectives and ethnographic tools for education’s purposes. In
ethnography of education, the studies “are framed by the home disciplines and
academic fields of the researchers”, i.e., by anthropology or sociology, and “not
necessarily by educator’s needs, issues or concerns” (ibid.: 186). In the latter
case, the choice for education is rather arbitrary; in the former case, it will be
clear, not at all.
Green & Bloome (1997) make a second conceptual distinction, especially
concerning ethnography in education, between doing ethnography, adopting an
ethnographic perspective, and using ethnographic tools. Doing ethnography
involves “the framing, conceptualizing, conducting, interpreting, writing and
reporting associated with a broad, in-depth and long-term study of a social or
cultural group, meeting the criteria for doing ethnography as framed within a
discipline or field” (ibid.: 183). With adopting an ethnographic perspective,
Green & Bloome (1997: 183) refer to the possibility of taking “a more focused
approach (i.e. do less than a comprehensive ethnography) to study particular
aspects of everyday life and cultural practices of a social group. Central to an
ethnographic perspective is the use of theories of culture and inquiry practices
derived from anthropology or sociology to guide the research”. Using
ethnographic tools Green & Bloom (1997: 183) finally define as referring to
“the use of methods and techniques usually associated with fieldwork. The
methods may or may not be guided by cultural theories or questions about the
social life of group members”.
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This conceptual arrangement appears to be very convenient to characterize CPFENG methodologically. We have done ethnography in education: the concrete
reality of a multilingual and multicultural class with its complicated interaction,
in Germany and the Netherlands, and later also in England and Flanders, was at
the heart of our research. We adopted an ethnographic perspective: our research
practice was structured by participant observation, ethnographic interviews and
textual and historical analysis. This can be demonstrated by quoting the 1991
research proposal:
“International research in the field of language teaching in multilingual and multicultural
contexts until now primarily focuses on (the effect of) special educational provisions for
immigrant children. There are, however, hardly any empirical data available on the
teaching processes that constitute everyday practice of monolingual majority language
teaching in multilingual classrooms. This very practice, however, tends to become
‘normal practice’ in a growing number of classrooms: monolingual majority
standard/national language teaching by monolingual majority standard/national language
teachers to pupils with linguistically speaking very heterogeneous backgrounds (...).
Especially the investigation of these teaching processes is likely to lead to answers to the
question in which way culturally and nationally determined concretisations of ideas on
mono- and multilingualism become evident in teaching methodologies and teacher
behaviour (...).
“The methodological basis of the investigation lies in its fieldwork, especially in the
composition of an ethnographic corpus. This corpus will first of all consist of taped
lessons of a German and Dutch teacher. It will be completed with tape recordings of at
least two long interviews (McCracken 1988) with the co-operating teachers. One of these
interviews will be a so-called ‘life-history-interview’ (But, Raymond & Yamagishi 1988;
Goodson 1983). In the other interview the teacher will be asked about his/her opinions
and ideas with respect to subject content, especially regarding language teaching in
multilingual teaching situations. (...) The data that have been collected in this way will be
used to write a first portrait of the classes under investigation (Fischer 1982; Kroon &
Sturm 1988). The focal point in these portraits are the various modalities that can be
found in the way in which teachers in their language teaching methodology and teaching
behaviour deal with multilingualism. (...) The resulting German and Dutch portraits will
be mutually exchanged and analysed in a German - Dutch workshop in which the method
of international triangulation will be used (Ball 1986; Spindler & Spindler 1987). (...) The
next phase of analysis and interpretation makes use of Hammersley & Atkinsons’ (1983)
approach of ‘sensitizing concepts’ and ‘foreshadowed problems’. Following this approach
the research data (...) are submitted to an analysis of ‘incidents’ (Erickson 1986) in which
problems that result from the context of multilingualism in which majority language
teaching takes place clearly manifest themselves. (...) In analysing the incidents the aspect
of international comparison again gets central attention. Therefore also in this phase
mutual analysis and interpretation of the data is aimed at in a German - Dutch workshop
(...).”

In analysing and interpreting our research data, we used concepts from theories
of culture, such as the ‘monolingual habitus’ (Gogolin 1994) and
‘homogenization’ (Sturm 1990; Kroon & Sturm 1995) to ‘sensitize’ ourselves as
researchers and to ‘see’ the foreshadowed problems. We also used ethnographic
tools in comparative education research and teacher education. Besides the wellknown ethnographic tools, we developed - in the broader context of IMEN - two
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‘new’ tools, mentioned above: key incident analysis and international
triangulation.

3

Key incident analysis within the reconstructive ethnographic
account approach

The Reconstructive Ethnographic Account Approach (REAA) has been
developed within the framework of the IMEN Research Programme (IRP; cf.
Sturm 1989; Kroon & Sturm 2000) in a lengthy, ongoing, and cross-national
process of reflection, discussion, and trial and error (cf. Hantrais & Mangen
1996). The IRP belongs to the empirical-interpretative research tradition
(humanities and social sciences) - as opposed to the empirical-analytical
tradition; cf. Hetebrij & Wardekker (1986) - and attempts to develop fruitful
international comparisons in the domain of mother tongue education. IMEN’s
long-term aim is to internatonalize research into and discussions of mother
tongue education in order to make nationally and/or culturally determined
definitions of mother tongue education (cf. Anderson-Levitt 1987) more
accessible to reflection and thus to change, innovation, and improvement.
In terms of Green & Bloome (1997:183), REAA is “a more focussed
approach” which makes it possible to study particular aspects of everyday life
and cultural practices of a social group, without doing a comprehensive
ethnography. In CP-FENG, for example, we focussed on reactions of standard
language teaching on multilingualism. REAA is also ‘more focussed’ because
the analytical concept of key event or incident plays an important role, on the
one hand, as a specific means of controlled data reduction, on the other, as a
means of analysis and interpretation. As Green & Bloome (1997:186) observe:
“[T]he ethnographer identifies key events or incidents (e.g. recurrent events, events that have
sustaining influence); describes these events or incidents in functional and relational terms;
explores links to other incidents, events, phenomena, or theoretical constructs, places the
events in relation to other events or to wider social contexts; and then constructs a description
so, that others may see what members of a social group, need to know, produce, understand,
interpret and produce to participate in appropriate ways. (...) In this way, the ethnographer can
identify what counts as education, who has access to education, what factors support and
constrain participation among other issues.”

This quotation from 1997 seems to echo Wilcox (1980), which has been the
starting-point for the development of the REAA, and which itself uses a
quotation from Erickson (1977):
“The ‘key incident’ approach (...) involves the analysis of qualitative data in which incidents or
events have been recorded in extensive descriptive detail. Analysis of the data leads the
researcher to focus on certain incidents as key incidents, or concrete instances of the working
of abstract principles of social organization. As Erickson (1977) summarizes, “This involves
pulling out from field notes a key incident, linking it to other incidents, phenomena, and
theoretical constructs, and writing it up so others can see the generic in the particular, the
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universal in the concrete, the relation between part and whole.” Erickson notes that the key
incident approach may involve massive leaps of inference over many different kinds of data
from different sources, including field notes, documents, elicited texts, demographic
information, unstructured interviews, and so on.” (Wilcox 1980: 9)

About the meaning of ‘key’, Wilcox (1980: 9) writes: “a key incident is key in
that it represents concrete instances of the working of abstract principles of
social organization”. According to Erickson (1986: 100), elaborating on the
relationship between the ‘generic’ and the ‘particular,
“(...) the basic units of analysis (...) are instances of action in events that take place between
persons with particular statuses in the scene and instances of comments on the significance of
these commonplace actions and on the broader aspects of meaning and belief from the
perspectives of the various actors involved in the events. (...) The basic units in the process of
data analysis are also the basic elements of the written report of the study. Instances of social
action are reported as narrative vignettes or as direct quotes from the field notes. Instances of
interview comments are quoted in interpretative commentary that accompanies the portions of
analytic narratives that are presented. Reporting these details can be called particular
description. This is the essential core of a report of fieldwork research.”

In the same contribution, he gives further substance to the element ‘key’ by
observing:
“A key event is key in that the researcher assumes intuitively that the event chosen has
the potential to make explicit a theoretical ‘loading’. A key event is key in that it brings to
awareness latent, intuitive judgments the analyst has already made about salient patterns
in the data. Once brought to awareness these judgments can be reflected upon critically.”
(Erickson 1986:108)

Within the REAA, the key incident analysis is central. The approach is
reconstructive in as far as the result is a collaborative reconstruction of the
socially constructed reality of the respondents, on the basis of which the
respondents are able to reconstruct their reality in ways they were not aware of
before. REAA is ethnographic because of the adopted ethnographic perspective
and its ontological, epistemological, and methodological implications. It implies
an account because of its roots in ordinary knowledge of the respondents and the
ethno-methodological reconstruction of this knowledge.
Before giving a concrete example of a key incident analysis, there is one
aspect that needs some attention here, i.e. our interpretation of education as text.
Our position – as discussed several times in IMEN – is slightly different from
the more or less classical position taken by Ricoeur (1977) and Gordon (1988)
and connects to the relation between social sciences and literary analysis as
suggested by Erickson (1986) and Geertz (1973). We want to illustrate Geertz’
ideas in this respect with three quotations:
“(...) the analysis of cultural form [shifts] from an endeavor in general parallel to dissecting
an organism, diagnosing a symptom, deciphering a code or ordering a system - the dominant
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analogies in contemporary anthropology - to one in general parallel with penetrating a
literary text.” (Geertz 1973: 448).
“The culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, themselves ensembles, which the
anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of those to whom they properly belong.”
(Geertz 1973: 452)
“As in more familiar exercises in close reading one can start anywhere in a culture’s repertoire
of forms and end up anywhere else. One can stay (...) within a single more or less bounded
form, and circle steadily within it. One can move between forms in search of broader unities or
informing contrasts. One can even compare forms from different cultures to define their
character in reciprocal relief.” (Geertz 1973: 453; italics added)

As an example, we present a CP-FENG key incident from the Dutch case study.
It is constructed on the basis of the extensive transcript of a spelling lesson to 810-year-old primary school pupils dealing with word-final t or d in words that
are pronounced with t (cf. Sturm 1992). Just before the incident started, the
teacher has explained that the correct spelling can be found by ‘extending’ the
word, by making it longer. She illustrates this with a gesture showing that a word
is being made longer. The advice of ‘extending the word’ refers to the so-called
‘congruence rule’, the second of four basic rules of Dutch spelling. This rule,
which in fact formulates an exception to the first basic rule or main rule (i.e., the
‘rule of civilized pronunciation’), states that, whenever possible, a word, stem,
prefix, or suffix must be spelled in the same way. As a result of this rule, words
like hoeden (hats) and ribben (ribs) are spelled with final d (hoed) and b (rib) in
the singular, despite the fact that the pronunciations of these words end in /t/ and
/p/, respectively. Explaining, just before the key incident starts, the spelling of
the adjective goed (good) with a d because of the attributive form goede, the
teacher does not use any grammatical terms. She confines herself simply to
giving the advice that ‘you have to make it longer’ or ‘you should extend it’. We
have chosen this as the lemma of the following key incident, which, as a pictura
together with this lemma, teaches us a lesson about the ‘mystery’ of teaching
Dutch as a second language to pupils from a non-Dutch, in this case mainly
Turkish, language background (cf. section 4 for an explanation). The key
incident is translated into English. The Dutch word that has to be spelled
(schildpad, tortoise), consisting of schild (shield) and pad (toad), is printed in
italics; (...) refers to periods of silence of more than three seconds; [text] contains
comments.
You should extend it
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:

Schildpad.
Eh (...) schil (...)
Yes, you may make the word longer.
Schiiiil. [the vowel is made longer]
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Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Yeacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:

Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:
Hacer:
Teacher:

You make it longer, Hacer, you extend it. Then you can hear if
it is patten or padden. (...) Go on, make it longer!
Schil (...) schil padden (...)
Schil padden??
No.
No, because here is another one: schild pad. Padden is fine.
But how can you tell whether schild is with a d or a t? (...)
You hear.
How can you hear it?
Eh, (...) you, you, you wri-, eh, eh (...)
But we have just said it. You make it longer, you extend it. Go
ahead, now then, extend it: schild? (...)
Schilp (...)
One schild, two? (...)
Schil pad.
Dear darling, you should extend it. Not one, but two: one
schild, two? (...)
Pad, padden (...)
You had already done padden: one pad, two?
Pad, padden.
Okay, padden. But schild, the first bit of that word, also ends
in a d. So how can you hear that? It is one schild, two? (...)
You are making this far too difficult. Just tell me what you
think: one schild, two? (...)
Sch
Yes.
Schil (...), no, schilde (...)
Yes.
Schi
All right! (...) So now.
Schilden.
Well done. Go on, say it. You’re trying to make it far too
complicated. One schild, two schilden.

In our reading of this incident, the teacher is trying to make clear to the pupils
that one can ‘hear’ how to spell the final consonant in a word like schildpad
(tortoise) by using its plural form. Then you hear a d (schildpadden) and
therefore you also write a d in the singular, even if you hear a t there. As has
been mentioned above, this rule, which is made concrete by means of a gesture,
runs as follows: if you extend a word, you can hear if you should write a d or a t
at the end. This ‘extension’ rule refers to the grammatical notion of plurality,
which is realized in making a noun longer by adding a specific plural ending (in
this case -den). However, the notion of plurality is not necessarily connected
with the assignment to make the word longer in this specific way, as Hacer’s
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utterances show. This connection can probably be expected with pupils who
grow up monolingual, who participate in the educational process without any
comprehension problems, and who, in language lessons, preferably develop and
use study aids and tricks that refer to a presumed common ‘sense of language’.
Such a common sense of language, however, is not present in children that grow
up multilingual. These children are, therefore, not reached by the study aids and
tricks that the teacher provides.
The incident shows that a monolingual teacher in a multilingual classroom
tends to treat the pupils, consciously or unconsciously, all in the same way, i.e.,
as if they were basically all monolingual speakers of the dominant language. We
are aware, of course, that the incident and its analysis are of a very limited
nature. It is our conviction, however, that this incident, together with other
incidents that have been analysed, point at the existence of three main
homogenizing tendencies in the educational reality of Dutch multilingual
classrooms,
i.e.,
socio-cognitive,
cultural,
and
socio-pedagogical
homogenization (cf. Kroon & Sturm 1995). The same type of incident was found
in the German CP-FENG case study. Here, it was analysed as an indication of
the existence and working of a ‘monolingual habitus’ (Gogolin 1994). On the
basis of our research results, we believe that this way of dealing with
multilingualism in the classroom is not only found in the Netherlands and
Germany, but in other European countries as well, and that it can be understood
through concepts such as ‘homogenization’ and ‘monolingual habitus’. The
epigram or subscriptio, i.e., (proposals for) a full analysis and interpretation of
this key incident, can be found in Sturm (1992), Kroon & Sturm (1995), and
Gogolin & Kroon (2000a). Further examples of key incident analyses in an
IMEN context can be found in Bezemer (2003) and Bezemer, Kroon, Pastoor,
Ryen & Wold 2004).

4

The emblematic character of key incidents

While Wilcox (1980), Erickson (1977; 1986), and Green & Bloome (1997)
appear to emphasize the ‘social science’ character of a key incident, Erickson
also suggests a ‘literary’ link and a rhetorical function. When he requested in the
1977 contribution that the key incident show ‘the generic in the particular, the
universal in the concrete’, he ascribed to the key incident the functions of an
emblem. In 1986, he used literally a mediaeval literary form, the vignette, to
explain his ideas on reporting results:
“The vignette is a[n] (...) elaborated, literarily polished version of the account found in the
fieldnotes. (...) [I]ts construction as a narrative presents to the reader a clear picture of the interpretive point the author intends by telling the vignette. (...) [It] is a reduced account, clearer
than life. (...) [It] does not represent the original event itself; (...) [it] is an abstraction, an
analytical caricature (of a friendly sort) in which some details are sketched in and others are
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left out; some features are sharpened and heightened in their portrayal (...) and other features
are softened or left to merge with the background.” (Erickson 1986: 104)

In the REAA this link to literature and literary theory was elaborated further.
Referring to Erickson (1986), Sturm (1991a) comments on the use of ‘vignettes’
in interpretive education research. In literary theory the vignette is known as a
sort of ornamental or allegorical illustration, which dates back to the Middle
Ages. We are interested here especially in its allegorical use. In their own way,
(literary) vignettes represented, from the Middle Ages on, the essence of a text
by making a link, often in a somewhat mysterious way based on intuitions and
deeper insights, with generally accepted, universal knowledge of reality, not so
much to strengthen that universal knowledge - that was not necessary in those
days - but rather to penetrate deeper into the meaning of a special event
discussed in the text. It is a form of producing knowledge and insight highly
esteemed in that era, but which has had to bite the dust in its competition with
other forms of knowledge production. To formulate this somewhat extremely,
only those relationships seem workable in our time which can be made explicit
in the limited and limiting, formal-logical schemata of the natural sciences.
Under the heading ‘Analytic narrative and quotes’, Erickson (1986: 103) defends
the use of vignettes in educational research, both in the analytical and the
presentational stages. In line with the literary traditions referred to above,
Erickson sees it as an important function of the vignette that it “instantiates, via
the concrete particulars, the general analytical concepts: patterns of culture and
organization”. In general, Erickson ascribes to the vignette “rhetorical, analytic
and evidentiary functions”.
For the sake of completeness, it should be added that Erickson does not deal
with the rather urgent question whether there is an explicit procedure for finding
or constructing vignettes. What is more, he obviously does not entirely trust their
rhetorical strength in the social scientific discourse; his advice, at any rate, is that
via “a more general synoptic description (e.g. charts, tables of frequency of
occurrence)” it should be demonstrated that “one can generalize from this
instance to other analogous instances” (Erickson 1986: 104).
Erickson suggests that there is a strong relationship between a key incident
and an emblem, a mainly 16th and 17th century tripartite work of art with strong
ambitions to teach people (moral) lessons. An emblem consists of a pictura, e.g.,
a copperplate or woodcut, a lemma, often a proverb or classical quotation,
which, together with the pictura forms a ‘mystery’. By explaining this mystery,
usually in the form of an epigram, universal knowledge will be gained from the
particular. In the same vein, the transcribed incident, stripped of irrelevant
phenomena, can be equated with the pictura: its title is the lemma and the
analysis and interpretation is the epigram. There is a second link with literature
studies: an incident can be treated as a poem and can be analysed as a poem,
with the same set of instruments.
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As key incident analysis has been developed mainly by researchers who
originally graduated in language and literature and who have used their linguistic
and literary expertise in developing it, we will elaborate here on the emblematic
character of key incident analysis (cf. Sturm 1990). The emblem has a long and
complex history all over Western Europe. The art had its heyday in the 16th and
17th centuries (the Baroque era especially) and fell into decline in the 18th and
the 19th centuries (Praz 1964). As a generative source of knowledge of the
world, the emblem was used in widely divergent fields: the arts, science,
religion, morality, entertaining, etc. (Von Wilpert 1969: 204).
We will now present an example of an emblem (Bosch 1960: 84-87) written by
Jacob Cats (1577-1660), a famous 17th century Dutch artist, but also a very
influential statesman (in 1650 he chaired the first National Meeting after the
Eighty Years’ War), a large landowner, an impolderer - in the Netherlands but
also in England - and a cultural stakeholder (cf. Frijhoff & Spies 1999: 19).
Starting-point is the picture (icon, pictura) below by the famous etcher Adriaan
van de Venne (1589-1665).
In this pictura, Cats senses something striking, a mystery, something that
could teach us a ‘lesson’ in the field of love, citizenship, and religion. In an
abstract inscription (lemma, motto, inscriptio), he tries to ‘catch’ that mystery by
making pictura and inscriptio ‘ask’ a riddle that will be solved in a subscriptio.
In this case, the inscriptio related to the field of courting reads:

Stil-staen beweeght

Standing still yet means moving.

In the subscriptio solves the riddle, Cats
Mijn lief en treckt my niet, noch wor ick wech getogen;
Ick treck al wat ick mach, en sy blyft
onbewoghen;
Sy staet ghelijck een rots, hoewel ick
dapper woel,

My love doesn’t pull me nor am I set forth;
I pull with all my might and yet she does
not yield;
She stands like a rock, as I am tossed and
tumbled’
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Ick ben gheweldich heet, en sy te bijster coel:
Siet hoe my Rosemont haer jonste felder
weygert,
Hoe my dit grillich hert in meerder lusten
steyghert;
O wat een wonder kracht heeft oock het
stille staen!
Sy die haer niet en roert doet my te snelder gaen.

I am on fire and she is very cool:
Look, how Rosemouth withholds me her
favours,
How my capricious heart rears up in
passion;
Ah, what a powerful miracle is standing
still!
She who is immovable makes me go faster.

As mentioned before, the same pictura has also an inscriptio related to the field
of citizenship and religion respectively. We will not go into these here.
The parallel between a key incident and ‘Standing still yet means moving’ will
be clear, but we like to elaborate one aspect a little. The pictura of ‘Standing still
yet means moving’ is not reality, but a representation of reality. The pictura is
not the ‘whole’ reality either, it is a reduction: the ‘whole’ reality reduced to an
image of reality charged with a mystery that can be analysed and interpreted and
supported by other evidence. (Apart from the Bible, the definitive source of his
time, Cats uses a lot of other sources, such as the classics, and collections of
proverbs in many languages; Jorink (1999).) It is the reader who decides whether
he accepts the emblem and whether he uses the emblem to redefine his
interaction to reality. (It is generally assumed that countless generations of
Dutchmen have accepted Cats’ emblems and have implemented his lessons. He
is looked upon as the man who gave the Dutch nation a new protestant morality
and meaning of citizenship, when the Roman-Catholic moral disappeared after
the Reformation.) The same is true of the key incident: it is a reduced
representation of reality offering a key to open up reality, to gain insight into
micro-processes that would otherwise remain unnoticed. It has to be supported
by other evidence: other key incidents, participant validation, and all sorts of
triangulation.
Then a ‘knowledgeable community of users’ (Sturm 1990) decides whether they
accept the key incident and whether they want to reconstruct their (educational)
reality by negotiating other meanings.
As a final observation, we would like to indicate that an (educational)
researcher who works in the other, i.e., the empirical-analytical tradition, takes a
similar line in his research. He reduces his data to codes and numbers. The
statistician arranges the numbers into a statistical table: the pictura (cf. Van
Veen et al. 2001).
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Learning-oriented
Transmission-oriented
Moral-oriented
Qualification-oriented
Consultation with subject
colleagues
Consultation with other teachers
Consultation with management
Influence of teacher him/herself
Influence of other teachers
Influence of management

Subject matter (DF=4; 419)

Age (DF=3; 421)

MS

F

MS

F

.14
2.02
2.44
.48
.42

.68
3.22*
7.97**
1.09
2.92*

.59
.34
.50
.29
.16

2.96*
.54
1.63
.67
1.08

.85
.28
.48
.81
.32

3.57**
1.15
1.83
1.94
1.30

.19
.31
.02
.60
.49

.81
1.26
.07
1.44
2.04

* p < .05 ** p < .01
Then the researcher invents a title for the table, the inscriptio:
“ Table 4: Relationships of the background variables subject matter and age
to teachers’ orientations”
And finally he writes an interpretation of that table, a subscriptio, which is to be
found in Van Veen et al. (2001: 184).

5

International triangulation of key incidents

In their IMEN paper on international triangulation, Herrlitz & Sturm (1991)
extensively deal with the origin, the historical development, and the scientific
legitimation, especially in empirical-interpretive research, of the then, at least in
IMEN, rather unknown concept of triangulation. Nowadays triangulation is
widely accepted and explained in every relevant handbook (cf. Denzin &
Lincoln 1994, Subject Index s.v. triangulation). Therefore, we will not go into
the overview given by Herrlitz & Sturm (1991) but confine ourselves to quoting
their definition of triangulation as
“a research strategy by which researchers attempt to accumulate as many perspectives on their
cases under study as they can handle in all fairness, being not afraid of perspectives which
‘make the familiar strange’, in order to implement a process of meaning construction that
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allows for dealing with convergencies, inconsistencies and contradictories.” (Herrlitz & Sturm
1991: 10)

Reviewing the different modes of triangulation (data, methods, researchers, and
theories) that are discussed in the literature, the authors conclude that
international triangulation could be developed as a form of researcher
triangulation and as such could be used as an analytical tool in empiricalinterpretive international-comparative education research. On the basis of
experiences of IMEN researchers and the rare relevant literature, a procedure for
using international triangulation has been developed. As far as the literature is
concerned, the so-called dialogue-testing-dialogue procedure (Woods 1986) has
been an important source. At the same time, Anderson-Levitt (1987) was used to
develop dimensions with the aid of which a comparative analysis could be
conducted.
Woods (1986) describes in a narrative way and more or less in detail a procedure
for researcher triangulation in a team mode. Woods worked together with Lynda
Measor in a research project on pupil transfer. About their collaboration he
reports as follows (we have put aspects of their procedure that are incorporated
in international triangulation in italics):
“Lynda did all the fieldwork, for a period of about eighteen months. During that time we met
regularly and discussed the progress of the research, and it is fair to say, I think, that it
‘evolved’ between us. Several papers were produced, Lynda preparing the first draft, me the
second, and both of us the third. We had, of course, by this time worked out our underlying
theory by a process of dialogue and testing, but organizing the basic data around this theory is
a huge task, let alone raising the conceptual level to dominance. Sharing the work certainly
eased this task. Lynda took first turn at data organization. I would then edit this and suggest
possible concepts and/or new categories and their properties. Lynda then told me which of
these were sufficiently grounded in her data or were otherwise appropriate, and we would
develop them together. She would also tell me which important points I had ‘edited’ out of her
account, and we would ensure they were written back in more strongly. The eventual product
was, I feel, stronger than if either of us had worked on it alone.” (Woods 1986: 163)

Woods’ most important aim seems to be to develop, by means of researcher
triangulation, a theory to ‘explain’ educational phenomena. IMEN’s most
important aim, however, is to develop by means of, among other things,
researcher triangulation, international comparisons that illuminate culturally and
nationally bound phenomena in mother tongue/standard language education in a
specific country. For use within the IMEN context therefore some adaptations in
Woods’ procedure were required. As a matter of fact, several techniques have
been developed to structure the activities mentioned by Woods.
First of all, the following techniques for feeding a dialogue were developed:
•
addressing to each other questions and assignments related to the events,
incidents, portraits, and realities under study, trying, among other things, to
make propositional the tacit and implicit information on the context of the
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study and the national context that the ‘native’ researcher possesses (cf.
Kroon & Sturm 1988:30-33);
•
suggesting alternative concepts and categories, preferably emerging from
the data or already used in other parts of the study;
•
discussing and comparing events etc. from abroad;
•
discussing anecdotal material presented by the participants.
Secondly, the following questions for analysing ‘incidents from abroad’ were
developed:
•
what is ‘happening’ here according to my colleague from abroad?
•
what sort of ‘world view’, ideas, assumptions, ‘theories’, concepts,
categories, and theories as related to subject matter content are implicitly or
explicitly used to make this construction and interpretation possible?
•
do I agree? why? why not?
•
what is ‘happening’ according to my interpretation?
•
how can I give a plausible account of the similarities and differences in our
interpretations at the level of subject matter content?
Finally, with respect to the ‘testing’ activity the following techniques were
proposed:
•
prolonged engagement on site and persistent observation: new case analysis;
•
member checks: ask the persons on site (teachers, pupils) to comment on
their reconstructed realities; decide whether they should be changed or not;
•
negative case analysis: try to find negative ‘cases’, i.e., events etc. that do
not seem to fit the reconstructed reality thus far; in-depth analysis would
have to reveal whether the reconstructed reality has to be changed or
whether the negative case is not a negative one in the end;
•
do shared constructions withstand a confrontation with other events from
the same study, or do they need reconstruction and more sophistication (cf.
Guba & Lincoln 1989:145-149)?
•
do unshared constructions relate to cultural differences?
The international triangulation procedure assumes two major dimensions of
ethnographic investigation in practical knowledge for teaching (cf. AndersonLevitt 1987):
•
knowledge of formula (ibid.:175-177) to conduct a certain type of mother
tongue lesson, including materials and tools to be used;
•
knowledge of more global models of teaching mother tongue beyond the
level of a lesson.
In her research on the teaching of reading in France, Anderson-Levitt (1987:177184) found four knowledge bases on which specific teacher activities were
based. The first is using a certain method or pedagogy of teaching the standard
language. Most of the teachers studied by Anderson-Levitt adopted a mixed
method of reading instruction, combining elements from the global-analytic and
the synthetic method. Within this mixed method, ‘progressive’ teachers stress
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the more naturalistic features, whereas ‘conservative’ teachers emphasize the
more synthetic aspects. The second is timing the school year in certain phases of
mother tongue education. Timing is defined by Anderson-Levitt as “a clear sense
of the proper timing of instructional stages” (ibid.: 178) during the school year;
this clear sense is shared by the primary school teachers Anderson-Levitt
observed. The first phase of the teaching of reading, e.g., ‘global instruction’,
lasts until All Saints (i.e., November 1): a Catholic holy day marks the border
with the second phase, ‘decoding’. In a similar way, in the sense of timing,
shared by French primary school teachers, Christmas marks the borderline
between the first half year term, when there is no grouping in the reading class,
and the second half year term, when there is a division between the good and the
bad readers. The third is grouping the pupils according to certain beliefs about
‘brighties’ and ‘nit-wits’, etc. The teachers studied by Anderson-Levitt know
when it is necessary to group pupils according to their reading ability, especially
in order to separate pupils who need remedial help. Grouping, of course, is also
based on reading the students. This fourth knowledge base concerns judgements
about pupils with learning difficulties and on practical knowledge of how to spot
and deal with them; explanations of their difficulties are also part of the
teacher’s knowledge. Again, Anderson-Levitt (1987) succeeds in showing that
there is a culture of coping with the difficult reader and his difficulties,
independent of teachers’ beliefs in a certain ideology or pedagogical tradition.
These dimensions are linked to a concept that was developed earlier in IMEN
research: the field structure of mother tongue education (Herrlitz 1990). ‘Field
structure’ (cf. Bernstein 1975) refers to the different school subjects into which
the process of teaching and learning is organized. According to Herrlitz (1990:
6)
“[t]hese content fields are separated from each other by boundaries of varying rigidity, and they
are characterized by different combinations of components that build up the ‘landscape’ of the
school subject in question. This field structure turns out to be specifically bound to certain
cultures and traditions of schooling and also of school subjects within a certain tradition.”

This linkage generated the following sets of questions (at lesson level and
beyond lesson level), which can, for example, be used to analyse teacher
portraits from different countries (cf. Delnoy, Herrlitz, Kroon & Sturm 1988).
On the basis of memos resulting from these analyses, international comparisons
can be made, and concepts can be formulated to enable the participants to get a
grip on differences and similarities.
Questions at lesson level are:
•
what do teachers perceive as characteristic fields of mother tongue
education?
•
in what terms do they specify these fields?
•
what do they see as major distinctive features which mark the borders
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between these fields?
how do teachers characterize sequences of activities and topics that are
specific for a lesson in a particular field of mother tongue education?
•
what materials, tools etc. do teachers say they need for conducting mother
tongue lessons in an appropriate way?
•
do teachers refer to more general models of mother tongue education they
say they believe in and therefore use in conducting their lessons?
•
are there pedagogical models and traditions they reject?
This set of questions was used before and during a 1990 IMEN meeting in
Ludwigsburg (FRG) for analysing and comparing documents on mother tongue
education in England and Hungary (De Jonghe 1990), Italy (Pavan-De Gregorio
1990), and Flanders (Verbeeck 1990).
Questions beyond lesson level are:
•
are there - on the more global dimension of practical knowledge for
teaching the mother tongue - elements like method of instruction/didactic
tradition, timing, grouping, reading the students
which can be identified in the comparative analysis of teachers’ portraits?
At the same meeting, this set of questions was used to analyse a series of
interview-based portraits of mother tongue education (cf. Sturm 1991b).

•

Herrlitz & Sturm (1991), finally, propose to use a dialogue-testing-dialogue
procedure to design researcher triangulation in an international mode. In a rather
simplified description of that proposal, they also propose a series of steps to be
used by IMEN researchers who want to make international triangulation part of
their research. These steps are the following:
1 collecting and recording data in a specific country by ‘native’ researcher(s);
2 organizing the data, at the level of subject matter content, into descriptive
events, incidents, portraits, and reconstructed realities by the ‘native’
researcher(s);
3 writing a first draft memo by the ‘native’ researcher analysing and
conceptualizing the events, etc.;
4 circulating the descriptive events etc. and the companion memo;
5 writing a memo by the researcher from abroad analysing and
conceptualizing the circulated events etc.;
6 writing a memo by the researcher from abroad formulating critical questions
to the ‘native’ researcher’s memo, especially trying to speculate whether
different interpretations are related to different cultures or not;
7 team meeting: discussing the memos; listing differences in interpretation,
speculating on their backgrounds; making appointments for testing;
8 testing at the research site; writing memo’s, according to steps 3, 4, and 6,
on testing results;
9 team meeting (see step 7);
10 decision to leave the dialogue-testing-dialogue process;
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11 constructing the comparison using the differences and similarities
discovered and tested.
In the context of CP-FENG, international triangulation mainly took place at the
level of key incident analysis. Following (part of) the above procedures and
using (part of) the above questions, participants exchanged a number of
transcripts of lessons fragments, containing potential key incidents. Some of
these transcripts were analysed by ‘native’ researchers as well as by one or more
researchers from abroad, and the analyses were compared and triangulated in a
number of international workshops (cf. Gogolin & Kroon 2000a for an
overview). Examples of key incidents that were the object of international
triangulation are Die Heringsfischerei ist eine wichtige niederländische Tätigkeit
(Herring-fishing is an important Dutch activity; Kroon & Vallen 1991),
Wiewörter (How-words; Gogolin 1992), and Je moet het langer maken (You
should extend it; Sturm 1992). As a key concept and a tertium comparationis in
international triangulation, the concept of the ‘monolingual habitus’ was used
(cf. Gogolin 1998). This ‘habitus’ became especially manifest in classroom
routines in which teachers in Germany and the Netherlands based their teaching
on the widespread but false premise that all pupils, irrespective of their language
backgrounds and practices, share the same ‘sense of language’, which is
expected to be identical to the teachers’ sense of language, which is - of course the language of the majority.
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Positioning in theory. A methodological framework
for MTE-studies and beyond
Sigmund Ongstad
Central for this article is the idea of the blindness of focusing: what human beings may
gain in their advanced ability to keep a mental focus, especially by language, say a text,
they, by the same token, risk loosing by not seeing the meaning potential of the
simultaneous non-focused context. This creates a paradoxical situation between the parts
and the whole which is inescapable for any research in the cultural domain. The concept
positioning(s) is developed theoretically to handle this challenge, stressing two principles.
Firstly that both all research objects and all research in the cultural domain have to be
seen as communication, that is, as mutual dynamics between form, content and action.
Secondly all research methodologies have to address the tricky dialogism between any
’object’ as focused by language and a dynamic, systemic communicational context that is
the direct consequence of this very focusing. These two principles will force any actor or
any researcher to position discursively.

1

A pre-historic prelude

Between 600 and 700 million years ago our planet got a new species, a creature
living in water, that had eyes which pointed in a particular direction. It
accordingly had a ‘front’ and a stretched out body towards a ‘back’. This species
was able to or in fact mostly doomed to hunt forwards, and thus became
particularly goal oriented and focused. By the same token it had blind spots
where it could not focus. It later became the origin of all species with spines,
nerve systems and well developed brains. At the end of a long row of significant
changes and developments along this line we find the Homo sapiens, as far as
we know the only species that (by means of signs) can dream up, focus on and
communicate new imaginations to other communicators. This capacity enables
human beings to focus (socially) what is physically out of reach for and beyond
their bodily based senses in past, presence and future. Accordingly the ability to
focus, physically by looking and listening and mentally by using signs as
utterances have become inevitable cornerstones in the phenomenology of human
beings along with the capacity to make imaginary, that is possible contextual
worlds with signs. These different foci are communicative when the focusing is
made explicit by intended attention.

2

Mental focusing and/as communicational positioning

What has this biological over-simplified ‘mini-lecture’ to do with research
methodology for MTE? In a broad sense it can give a simplistic bio-historical
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rationale for how a personal self, a world of phenomena and social others are
embodied and inseparably connected in communication, and by communication
in all of us. Many methodological paradigms of the past have had to wrestle with
a couple of challenges that are intimately related with each other and to the
understanding outlined above: How to relate what is consciously and goaldirected taken out (by focused research) with what is left, as context, that has to
be stored, remembered and re-/interpreted? How to relate one’s own position as
observers, interpreters and researchers to those two? In other words, how to
differentiate between the focused as a prioritized object (or a category as a part)
and as a relation (to a larger whole or entity)? The general theory of
(communicative) positioning that will be presented in the following will claim
that such problems need to be addressed explicitly, for the case of validation, in
any methodology even if they can not really be fully ‘solved’. Hence what will
be offered is a meta-framework for making different challenges explicit in
relation to a necessary and inevitable semiotic and communicative approach to
methodological issues. Overall hardly no research discipline could be closer to
those questions than precisely research on and within MTE, and especially MTE
in an international/comparative perspective.
The paragraphs above have tried to sketch the idea of what communication as a
focused and focusing matter as a given, embodied biological heritage for human
beings is. Once one accepts this basic point of departure, the relation between
the focused figure, its back-ground and the neurological focusing position as
given to us from the past, will form an inevitable and paradoxical logic triangle
that will be inevitable for any research on culture as meaning. That is what
positioning is about - to search for and to try to comprehend a complicated,
dynamic balancing between sub-aspects and general relations, between
processes (position/-ing) and products (position-ing/s). Searching a more
principle and systemic methodology positioning among others implies an
ambition to bridge or minimize gaps between essentialist and relationist
research, between structuralists and post-structuralists or to function as
counterbalance to views that dichotomize (sic!) self to nature, self to culture or
nature to culture and thus avoid interrelating them.

3

Phenomenological metaphors for an all-embracing universe (a
contextual maximum)?

In search for metaphors that can incorporate as much of relevant social life and
basic conditions for human life as possible, different theorists and directions
have coined different concepts. One of the most established or well-known is the
Husserlian notion of ‘lifeworld’ (Habermas 1984). Further Zygmont Baumann in
his book Postmodern Ethics, on his side is using the concept of ‘social space’
which he in turn sees as composed by the three separate/coordinated aspects, the
aesthetic, the cognitive and the moral (Baumann 1995/1993:181).
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However as mostly rooted in sociological approaches such concepts tend to pay
less attention to the significance of signs and meaning, not the least for the
individual. Hence within semiotics as an academic discipline the notion of
‘semio-sphere’ has had a somewhat similar position as lifeworld, hinting that
there exists a maximum ‘sphere’ for signs (Hoffmeyer 1994). A somewhat
similar meaning has the German concept ‘Umwelt’ (Uexküll 1940) (Norwegian
‘omverden’) the world around us, that is, seen from our own position. The
semiosphere or Umwelt of human beings then could be defined by our
coordinated and simultaneous use of any kinds of signs, that is, with Peircian
concepts, indexical, iconic and symbolic signs in discourses (Johansen and
Larsen, 1994: 300). Further, disciplines and fields such as language and
literature, working with texts in a broad sense got inherited from James
Moffett’s expression ‘universe of discourse’. However this notion restricts itself
to a world of concrete texts and pays more attention to the specific macro level
of verbal, written communication than to a broader scope of interplay of self,
nature and culture as meaning in a broader sense.
In Ongstad (1997) interrelated metaphors such as form forum, universe of
meaning and arena for acting were used for three major interrelated main
aspects of a larger phenomenological wholeness, a triadic cosmos of the above
kind. The point of departure was the broad semiotic view of communication that
any living organism, through its DNA-heritage is doomed to a ‘communicative’
relation to its overall environment. In other words - human beings cannot not
communicate, an inclination which even includes a communicative (meta)consciousness of ones own self, mind and body.
Hence the metaphorical expression for an all-embracing phenomenology we are
searching should, at least as a starting point, cover a maximum communicational
cosmos. I have not used -world for this purpose however, since this suffix may
tempt users to restrict the metaphor to ‘reality’, to the physical ‘outer world’ or
the concrete, observable ‘social space’. Besides world will be saved as a
metaphor for one of the three major sub-aspects. ‘Communicational’ thus
implies a very broad (triadic) semiotic understanding, a view to which I will
return. However it even implies the self as ‘communicational’. The notion
‘cosmos’ alludes of course just to an abstract ‘model’ and such a model can be
seen as a structure of elements and of rules for combining them. Hence a
‘model’ is in itself a (semiotic) language and thus contains or inherit an
ideology, a ‘world view’. As will become clear later, even the very use of any
metaphor or model should be seen as positioning (meta-positioning).
According to semiotics anything material has the potential to function as a sign.
Therefore a communicational cosmos should be seen as a comprehensible
maximum relative to which all actual and possible forms, meanings and
activities in the past have taken, in the presence take or in the future can take
place as meaningful sign processes. Such a meaning cosmos is established by
and restricted to three interactive poles or major forces. The internal triadic
relationship between these aspects is the very definition of communication (or a
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dynamic sign): something is used to say something (else) to somebody by which
form is given reference as action. In its most common and important variant this
can be exemplified as an embodied self uttering something as references to
others.
So far I have been concerned with the methodological necessity of making
explicit a maximum communicational context. I will now turn to principles and a
rationale for a reflective positioning for researchers and educators in such a
meaning cosmos.

4

Basic challenges for methodologies

In their work researchers and reflective MTE teachers are confronted with a
series of inescapable, principle challenges. Some of these are general for any
research or thoughtful teaching, others are of specific disciplinary character. One
particular complication is that quite a few challenges are systemic, and could and
should therefore not be dealt with separately. In practice bit-by-bit solutions
have nevertheless been a dominating and easy ‘way out’ in much research on
cultural phenomena. However most research methodologies have been
concerned with a majority of these ‘obstacles’, but do not normally interrelate
many of them or see them as semiotically interrelated in a framework, as will be
done in this article.
Thus in the following I will present what I consider the more crucial challenges
in concentrated form, that is, in cues, where after I will focus on each of them
more in detail keeping an eye on their systemic interconnectedness. Ten such
interrelated challenges are:
- the blindness of focusing
- context as result of focusing
- the interdiscursivity of blurred semiotics
- the impossibility of category and relation as separate
- the necessity of categories and relations as systemic
- the inevitability of micro-macro dynamics
- the impossibility of language as separate
- theme-rheme (given-new) as crucial for meaning
- meaning as specific and general
- the hermeneutic circle as communicational

4.1

The blindness of focusing

Giving attention to a phenomenon by focusing, and thus directing any of the
senses towards sounds, signs, smells or movements, will create some kind of
gestalt or mental figure. What then is a gain in preciseness and sharpened
consciousness closing in the observed, is by the same token normally a possible
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loss in awareness of the immediate and general cultural and semiotic cosmos
surrounding it, or in short its context(s). The focusing, or the figuring, gives
priority to the object as a possible mental category and our mind is accordingly
more likely to accept this ‘something’ not only as mental reality but as reality
and even as the ‘reality’. It favours a conceptualizing and tends to build up our
mind-world firstly by and as nouns, which by their apparent fixedness tempt us
to believe, nominalistically that they are ‘real’ and (separate) ‘things’.
Simultaneously the very focusing accordingly establishes a non-focused context,
which never in any sense is dead or static, but inheres a crucial key to any
‘meaning’ that the communicative phenomenon or the focused concept may
have in the first place or be given later. Part of the problem is therefore that the
more we sense and the more we in parallel and over the years are embedded in
language through verbal socialisation, the more difficult it is to keep the
phenomenon separate from a parallel verbal conceptualizing of it (the so-called
Sapir-Whorf hypothesis). So not only will there be established new dynamic
contexts as a consequence of each mental focusing, but these processes will over
the years of verbal growth and understanding be more and more interwoven with
language as communication. This semiotic blurring happens simultaneously at
all levels of communication from the grapheme/phoneme, via morpheme, clause,
text up to context, again simultaneously. As a consequence a semiotic cosmos
will for any communicator consist of a combination and an interplay of focused
and unfocused semiotics.

4.2

The interdiscursivity of blurred semiotics

By using the notion blurred semiotics the attention is directed to the
impossibility of separating the semiotic means we use. We use the phonemes
and the body, we use the grapheme and its material channels, we use the notes
and the body/instrument. In commercials, film and opera for instance different
communicational resources are blurred. Hence for mother tongue studies this
fundamental, always amalgamating pattern is unavoidable as a crucial challenge.
An example: Imagine the differences between a video-recording with no sound,
as a contrast to the same recording played with sound but no picture. In other
words, how do we and should we perceive blurred wholeness in daily life, and in
research? Because of the so-called logocentric tendency in research and in
Western culture, we may easily get trapped in segregated, purely
linguistic/verbal solutions, especially since our mother discipline, MTE,
prioritizes verbal language and text. One the other hand, there are no easy way of
combining analyses of body language and verbal discourse or even pictures and
texts. Nevertheless, the full combination is what teachers have to rely on when
teaching.

124 Sigmund Ongstad
4.3

Focusing is contexting

It is already implied in what is claimed so far that to consider context as a
separate phenomenon should be seen as invalid, context always implies con-,
with. Phenomenologically context thus only makes sense understood in a
dynamic relationship with a (person’s or several persons’) mental focus.
However if we accept this tight connection, we even have to allow for a very
open and dynamic perception of context(s). Every shift in focus will in principle
create a new context. Contexts are therefore nothing in themselves, but re/produced continuously while focusing, a view that implies seeing focusing and
‘contexting’ complementary processes.
The view also implies a third dimension, even if it paradoxically even can be
seen as part of the same context - namely the ‘position’ from which one
focuses, since the focus and the many shifts of foci are relative to a physical,
communicational and mental where from which each communicator focuses in
the moment of uttering or interpreting. This understanding complicates the view
that context could be seen as a stable, trustworthy general surrounding entity.
Context now appears as shifting, dynamic, multi-dimensional, embodied and
even shared in some sense. For researchers and for teachers this disturbing fact
may challenge their work fundamentally - can one really trust and thus validate,
not only what one focuses (and hence separates) but even the crucial ‘leftover’?
It is further likely that these shifts are systemic, that is, that they will follow the
logical shifts in the existential and practical search for meaning making we
would think any communicator will try to maintain while continuously shifting
foci. To exemplify, we can recall the many different shifts of thoughts or foci the
reader of this text has been ‘forced’ to follow this far - I have among others
been presenting, arguing, exemplifying, concluding, etc. and there are in
principle shifting, systemic contexts (discursive genre patterns) for each of these
(and other) pragmatic speech acts, even if they may look similar at the surface.
However we still have to wrestle with the basic problem of how to combine or
relate the level of concrete uttering with the level of immanent discursive
potentials. (Focusing language one perhaps may prefer the two notions text and
context. Opening for a more general, a more semiotic understanding, one could
use the notions utterance and genres.)

4.4

The impossibility of category and relation as separate

This statement and claim is in one sense self-evident and seems to try to open
already open doors. In many disciplines, such as science, linguistics and
anthropology it belongs to the basic structural knowledge of the field that
disciplinary elements (categories, concepts, factors etc) are systemically
interrelated. Whether such a system is mainly more closed or open is in this
connection secondary. Nevertheless paradigms within different fields and
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disciplines tend to favour mostly the one or the other, the particular focused
phenomenon or the general system as such. This differentiation and priority is
natural and necessary, psychology may give priority to the self and sociology to
society, as biology may favour description of species and environmental studies
the wider physical context. Within the field of MTE there are for instance
educational and linguistic approaches that tend to focus the teacher or the
student or the text and there are directions that will (for instance) focus the
interrelations or grammar or communication at large.
However at the end of the day many theories and practices tend or even need to
(over-) emphasize one or some few aspects and thus loosing sight of crucial
others (‘the blindness of focusing’). In the field of compositional studies
Nystrand et al (1993) have shown that through the 20th century there has been a
tight and quite ideologically blind connection between dominant theoretical
views on language and communication on the one hand and practical approaches
on the other. Since the turn of the new millennium though it has become
commonplace that communicational complexity should be dealt with explicitly.
For research in MTE this means that the field constantly has to ask itself how it
is constituted as a field, what literature, text, language and communication really
is in a wider cultural, semiotic context. In this search the specific and the general
have to be related in a systemic semiotic understanding, where the inevitable
paradox of category and/or relations is made explicit and brought to surface.

4.5

The necessity of categories and relations as systemic

A systemic system is a system with a balance between the system’s ability to
reproduce itself and thus be recognized as the ‘same’ system on the one hand,
and the system’s ability to adapt to new conditions over time on the other. Hence
it has to have a characteristic systemness (almost cloning itself) and an openness
or a principle open-endedness. In some ways we can (metaphorically) think of
the relations between language (system) and communication as the relations
between the DNA and its environment, the DNA can and will ‘normally’
reproduce itself, but can help life to adapt to new contexts, or produce capable
mutants.
Three well known theorists who have been specific about the dilemma regarding
language versus communication are Saussure, Habermas and Halliday. Saussure
pointed to the necessity of establishing a systematic thinking of language
elements as a system (la langue). Although giving priority to the system, he was
aware of that the pragmatic aspect or the use of language (la parole) for the time
being had to be left out. 60-70 years later Habermas and Halliday worked
separately and in parallel on describing communication as action. They
approached the challenge from two different angles though and without ever
relating explicitly to each other’s works. Habermas took on a more sociological
and general view and moved the focus from language to communication by
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giving priority to the simultaneity of the person (as communicator), the outer
world (as the basis for references) and society (as the target for and the result of
communication). His theoretical view can be said to have an implicit systemic
understanding of communication, but does not explain at length why and how
the system is connected as a combination of refined categories and relations.
The widely modernist/structural use and misuse of both Saussure and Habermas
has made it clear that both a more specific and a more general understanding are
needed. Thus in Halliday and his follower’s approach language and
communication are brought together by an explicit systemic functional grammar
(SFG) that refuses to make a full split between la langue and la parole. In SFG
text and context are seen as dynamic and reciprocal; and so is the internal
relationship between syntax, semantics and pragmatics. The core thinking is that
all single elements (categories) in the system in some sense are interrelated (as
and by grammar) and externally and systemically related to context. They are
regulated and cooperated within the framework of these two times three major
dimensions, a basic standpoint I have called a double triadic view of semiotic
communication.

4.6

The inevitability of micro-macro dynamics

Hence there are inevitable dynamics of the focused figure and its (back-)ground
or between the text and the context or between the utterance and the genre or
between the discourse with little d and the Discourse with a capital D (Gee
1990), between the act and the habitus, in short between a concrete micro
element that contains meaning and a more abstract macro. A paraphrase of one
of Derrida’s claims in The law of Genre is that you cannot not use genres. This
is the case not only with verbal genres, but with any semiotic genre, we (have to)
learn to recognize communication, not just as utterance, but even as kind of
communication. Not only is there a dynamics between these two levels, but this
dynamics is systemic as well.
For the particular semiotics called verbal language it is the embodied resource of
combining given and new (or in text theoretical terms, theme-rheme dynamics)
that regulates and drives the meaning making forward both for the utterer and
the interpreter. What is left out, as dynamic context, Discourse or genre is in
principle just as important as what is on the lines in the text or implicated in the
utterance. For other semiotic systems (such as in music, body language, dance,
film etc) this systemic, dynamic connection is not yet much researched.
However the context is as crucial in these fields as in verbal communication. It
should in other words be an inevitable criteria in any research or
pedagogy/didaktik that communication is understood in the perspective of the
dynamics between micro and macro as well as between theme and rheme (new
and given). These are aspects that are missed both in Saussure’s and Habermas’
works.
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4.7

The impossibility of language as separate from practical life

The logocentric force in cultural research is still strong, although most teachers
and researchers on a general level will accept and understand that language
works embedded in context. By logocentric it is meant that language quite often
is given an independent and hegemonic role in studies and understanding of
culture, social life and communication. This priority tempts the researcher to
treat context as relatively unproblematic (Bateson 1973). However, as touched
upon, in the works of Bühler, Bakhtin, Habermas and Halliday one can find a
‘necessary alternative’. This expression sounds as a contradiction in terms, but
the underlying claim is that language should be incorporated in communication
in such a way that communicators will understand when important aspects of
meaning making resources are placed on the sideline.
What is claimed then is rather basic and banal: language, earlier often
understood traditionally as a dynamics of just syntax and semantics, is not given
an independent role relative to communication but needs a pragmatic/functional
incorporated aspect to be communicative. The consequence though is not an
easier access to analyses, but rather a more complex one, and in theory, perhaps
even a more valid understanding. Just to mention one symptom of the tendency
to incorporate the concept of language in the concept of communication - the
significant interest for understanding the role of body in intercultural and in
classroom studies (using video rather than tape recorder).

4.8

Theme-rheme (given-new) as crucial for (re-)producing meaning

This claim is partly touched upon above, so it should just be made clear that any
analysis needs a theory on or a hypothesis about how, semiotically, the new is
connected to the given, in other words how meaning is made. While we as MTE
scholars may know quite a bit about theme-rheme dynamics in the field of
language and literature (text linguistics and text theory), our knowledge of how
this works in other fields is poorer. At this stage I will exemplify the dynamics
described above just by mentioning the shift in use of definite and indefinite
forms for new and given nouns in texts: [Presenting as new:] Once upon a time
there was a princess. [Given/known:] The princess was the only daughter... etc.
Many other kinds of text binding mechanisms will create a text/texture that
brings together themes and rhemes in subtle processes, many of which we
normally may be unaware of, once we are trained in using them. It is
communicationally functional to move the experienced knowledge over to the
tacit genre (as a specific and general meaning resource) for uttering in a certain
way and normally recognise it as kind of communication (genre).
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The theme-rheme mechanism is used to develop and envelop the unspoken
relationship between text and context, utterance and genre. Genres will help us
with ‘relevant’ themes/given elements that we will think or expect may occur in
a particular textual, communicational context. Generally we can say that if the
common knowledge about what may occur is shared in a community, familiar
elements can be dropped or paid less attention to. On the other hand can for
instance some artistic texts which refuse to end up as just ‘genre’ probably
contain a larger amount of rheme parts (new elements) and may be more
challenging to make sense of. A contrast is for instance blue-print films versus
art films where the blue-print shall help the spectator to recognize the genre.
[Using the concept of discourse in this connection generally seems to increase
the danger for doing isolated studies of ‘objects’ (as so-called content analysis),
and tempt analysts to overlook the pattern that is not analysed as important for
meaning or for the ‘result’.]

4.9

Meaning as specific and general

Given the above statements/points so far it should not come as a surprise when
one crucial conclusion is that meaning can neither be just specific nor general,
but rests in the dynamics between the two. Traditionally, theories of meaning in
the past have been dominated by semantics, later by the combination of
semantics and pragmatics (the effect of the late Wittgenstein and the AustinSearle speech act tradition). There are now at least two new important additions.
The first is the understanding of the micro-macro dynamics I have touched upon,
which should not be very controversial. The second is the more problematic
question of to which degree aesthetics, form, emotionality, structures and so on,
in short the subjective dimension (can) have meaning as part of a more
traditional semantic-pragmatic understanding of meaning and communication.
Probably, what is needed is a systemic, semiotic view where all main dimensions
are involved to give meaning.

4.10 The hermeneutic circle as communicational
What simplified and indirectly has been covered so far is the relationship
between parts and whole in an open communicational system. Generally the
hermeneutic circle is related to the paradox that the sum of the parts is more than
the whole and that the whole nevertheless has to be understood through its parts.
In the field of communication (and hence MTE) this means that any analyst
needs to relate explicitly to the hermeneutic circle in some sense. Where to jump
appropriately into it depends on what basic kind of logic the approach in
question implies, induction, deduction or abduction. Probably we would need all
the three kinds through a full research process. What we are dealing with here
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then is even how we explicitly relate to validation as a discursive process. In
general we can state that the more weight we want to put on the significance of
validity and the precise control of it, the less relevant the research (result) risks
to be to a wide range of users and in different contexts. On the other hand may a
project with a more open, general view on the role of validity probably gain in
relevance, but be generally more at risk.
The most important thought in this last cue though is that any part of the
validation (and the struggle with the hermeneutic circle) is systemically related
to a particular set of three communicational aspects (form/self/veracity,
reference/world/truth and action/society/ rightness) as both Habermas and
Bakhtin have shown us.

4.11 Conclusion
The above statements and claims should have made clear that the presented
aspects are all interrelated systemically. While these perspectives have been
given from a general position, any communicator also have to deal with these
aspects from a specific position. To try to handle this double logic from the
‘same’ or from a ‘compatible’ perspective, the concept of positioning has been
coined. Logically position can be seen as static, positioning as dynamic and
positioning(s) as (static fixations of) a number of analysed positionings. Both
semiotic elements and communicators are positioned (whether they are made
‘objects’, analysed by a researcher or an interpreter or not). Collectively they
form a paradoxical systemic system of categories and relations. So far the
relational system has been written about on a general level. In part II I will make
a more specific description of a systemic framework, following much of the
same thinking, but focusing different elements. But first positioning needs to be
positioned relative to other, seemingly similar approaches.

5

Positioning positioned - What and where are positioning(s)?

Looking up ‘positioning’ on the Internet one will get millions of hits. Almost all
of these may refer to the Global Positioning System (GPS), a technical network
which, via a satellite system and by means of global coordinates, is able to give
an exact earthly position for any place or (moving) object with a precision of just
one metre. A quite different meaning of the term ‘positioning’ is found in
economic, political, military and marketing discourses where it is thought of
more as a conscious strategy for an agent in complex and open situations.
In addition, and more relevant in our context, it is being used, mainly by
sociologists, educational sociologists and educationalists as a more flexible and
complex concept to describe the meaning and sense of personal acts than for
instance ‘motivation’, ‘strategy’, ‘role’, ‘agency’, and ‘voice’ (McDermott 1976;

130 Sigmund Ongstad
Giddens 1984; Hollway 1984; Fernie 1993; Davies and Harré 1990; Harré and
Langenhove 1991; Heinämaa 1994; Willson 1994; Davies and Hunt 1994; Evans
and Tsatsaroni 1994; Harré and van Langenhove 1997; and partly Smidt 1999).
In these works the notion of positioning generally refers to some kind of active,
conscious strategy, as discursive roles, which is related to power or agency in
particular situations of (often face to face or one to one) interactions. Van
Langenhove and Harré (1993: 83) thus explains that:
The act of positioning refers to the assignment of ‘parts’ or ‘roles’ to speakers in
the discursive construction of personal stories that make a person’s actions
intelligible and relatively determinate as social acts.
The understanding of the concept positioning that will be outlined in the
following has developed over time independently of the above approaches. It
started out with an increased double frustration during the 1980s. On the one
hand there was a general lack of understanding of the role of discursive macro
meta-levels, such as for instance discourses and genres. On the other hands there
was a felt necessity to move away from a dependency of a purely
linguistic/Saussurean definition of language, in short by integrating syntax,
semantics and pragmatics in a more coherent view of texts and communication.
However this needed integration seemed to be incompatible with a structural,
dyadic view of language in communication. The first coined concept to handle
the trilemma was placement [Norwegian ‘plassering’] (Ongstad 1991). This
term could not handle the double nature of the grammatical -ing-form, as both a
process (verb) and a product (noun) when translated into English, it was, for
semantic reasons, was replaced by the notion positioning [Norwegian
posisjonering] (Ongstad 1996).
Nevertheless, a basic configuration seems similar in all the above approaches:
positioning is mostly seen as a discursive and hence a communicational
phenomenon. However positioning even embraces the GPS-ambition to achieve
an extreme preciseness in a vast context. Besides my own conceptualization
stems from a search for a more integrative understanding of communication, in
what could be characterized as a semiotic, systemic, double triadic view.
Building blocks for such a combined specific/general view can be found in the
works of different scholars, even if none of those seems to have used the very
term positioning. Thus by combining especially triadic aspects in the work of
Bühler (1990/1934), Bakhtin (1986/1979), Halliday (1978 and 1994), Habermas
(1984), Hernadi (1995), Ongstad (1997) and Martin (1997), positioning(s) can
be given both a broader and a more specific meaning and function in at least
three ways:
a) as a theoretical, semiotic framework, that is, as a contribution to a
more communicational oriented ‘Wissenschaftstheorie’, a general
theory of sciences
b) as a basis for operationalized research methods or approaches and
c) as a critical tool for validation (understood in a very broad sense)
for any research

Positioning in Theory 131
The formulation of point a) may tempt sceptical readers to believe that this
ambition implies a return to ‘grand theories’. As hopefully will be clear when
presenting and discussing the points b) and c), an explicit systemic and
paradoxical understanding inherent in the presented thinking, is above all a
framework in search for communicational compatibilities rather than a new
precise ‘GPS-system’ for research on culture as semiotics. Positioning as an
approach has become more important, among others because of a growing
consciousness of the insufficiencies of former categorial thinking. This tendency
is so significant that it seems likely that we are confronted with a fuller
paradigmatic shift in scientific view in cultural sciences on this matter. Whilst a
categorial understanding (of research objects) has been dichotomized to a
relational one, and often been used to separate so-called natural sciences from
the Humanities, we are now inevitably confronted with a need to connect or at
least not to disconnect them, both in principle and in practice.
The semantic implication of positioning as a concept explicitly makes aware and
claims that researchers need to cope with research even as relations, not just as
objects. This is of course generally understood in most disciplines and
methodologies, although there still is a tendency to prefer a logic of either-or
instead of both-and, as seen in the rather hostile discussions between
representatives of hard science and poststructuralism (Sokol and Bricmont
1999). Yet a main problem is that many research fields and disciplinary
traditions still are blinded by an implicit old-fashioned understanding of
language as categorial, unfortunately even within research on MTE.
The parallel paradigmatic move we have seen within semiotics, text theory,
applied linguistics and language studies away from a Saussurean structural
conception of language towards a more communicative, context based one has
not yet been fully anchored in most methodologies, not even in the Humanities.
The article therefore concerns implications of this major shift metaphorised in
the concept of positioning. The fields of Mother tongue, MTE and Mother
tongue didaktik are so vast that any specific theory or approach runs the risk of
study their ‘objects’ with blinkers. Hence there is a need for a general
framework, a meta-oriented ‘Wissenschaftstheorie’.
Positioning is coined to relate explicitly to uncertainty. The word position is
seemingly fixed, but it tells explicitly and ‘self-consciously’ as a metaphor that it
is placed and operates with/within a perspective. Positioning does the same, but
underlines in addition the uncertain and non-fixed dynamics of the research
process. Last, but not the least, the somewhat construed/invented form
positioning(s) is coined to make aware and to handle the intimate, dialogical and
paradoxical relationships between category and relation, process and products.
Anything real or imagined can be positioned, that is, conceptualized, a thing, a
person, a concept, a semiotic phenomenon. Positioning theory is primarily an
overall framework. Methodologies need to adjust and validate their approach to a
semiotic, double triadic, micro-macro view on communication. An
operationalized positioning analysis or investigations of positionings is a result
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of such an adjustment. Although such analyses and approaches accordingly can,
will and should have many different forms, appearances and procedures, they all
in the end need a relevant validation.

6

Towards a framework of micro-macro triads

6.1

Criteria for theoretical macro concepts when studying culture as
communication?

In the introduction it is claimed that for any theory and any approach that will
study self, nature and culture as communication and for any serious regime for
validation, an explicit view of communication is inevitable. This is a quite radical
challenge since most research in the cultural field lean implicitly and often
uncritically on quite restricted language theories of the past rather than on
incorporation and problematisation of how ‘language’ relates to semiotics and
communication. The following part will look into these problems more in detail.
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Micro plane or
surface level concepts:
utterance (Bakhtin)
discourse (Gee)
text (Halliday, Martin)
performance(Chomsky)
parole (Saussure)
ènoncé (Foucault)
practice (Bourdieu)
Processes within triads
andbetween micro and
macro:
theme-rheme
positioning
figure-ground
Macro plane, embodied,
deep structural, given,
tacit immanent, potential
concepts:
genre (Bakhtin, Martin)
ideology (Bakhtin)
doxa (Bourdieu)
context (Bex)
Discourse (Gee/Foucault)
register
(Halliday)competence
(Chomsky)
langue (Saussure)
code (Bernstein)
habitus (Bourdieu)
script (Nelson)
frame (Goffman)
structuration (Giddens)

__________________________________________________
Fig. 1. Relationships and processes between levels and aspects of micro and macro concepts

Most theories and approaches operate with a core or basic entity that is focused
and directly researched and quite a few theorists even use an additional theoretical
concept that is thought to regulate, determine, change or have major impact on the
behaviour of the basic entity. Some times such concepts even appear in defined
micro-macro pairs, other times it is not clear how these levels/concepts relate to
each other or whether there is a one to one relationship between the concepts in
question. Well known examples could be la parole/la langue (Saussure),
performance/competence (Chomsky), practice/habitus (Bourdieu), text/context
(Bex, Halliday, Martin and many others), text/register (Halliday),
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discourse/Discourse (Gee), ènoncé/discourse (Foucault), utterance/genre (Bakhtin
and many others). One can also find theories that avoid or are not aware such
combinations, but nevertheless have an inherited basic understanding of how
culture is produced and reproduced as communicational meaning, such as
ideology (Bakhtin, Voloshinov), doxa (Bourdieu, Lash), code (Bernstein), script
(Nelson), frame (Goffman) and structuration (Giddens), just to mention a few.
In figure 1 I have in a sense ‘forced’ many of famous and frequently used
concepts to relate to the basic claims of a double triadic system. Thus the main
idea behind the figure is that irrespectively whether a theory or an approach has
an explicit understanding of itself as based in communication, it should in the first
place be met with at least three critical questions: 1) Does it have an
understanding of the dynamics between the uttered (the micro) and the nonuttered (the macro)? 2) Is the micro concept in question seen as triadic, that is, as
communication or more specifically, as intertwined processes of syntax,
semantics and pragmatics (the circular arrows)? 3) Is the relationship between
what is uttered (the micro) and its immediate meaning resources (the macro) seen
as dynamics between new and given (the vertical arrows)?
In Ongstad (1997) most of the above macro concepts were inspected
systematically, focusing how well each of them met eight criteria. It was asked:
is the macro concept...
1) understood as a process,
2) open for change,
3) related explicitly to a micro concept,
4) explicitly triadic, that is, communicational,
5) embodied,
6) in work even unconsciously,
7) part of a phenomenologically described system, and finally
8) semiotic?
The only micro-macro ‘pair’ of concepts that seemed able to meet all these
claims was the Bakhtinian utterance/genre, preferably combined with the
Hallidayian view of text and context as double triadic (triadic on at least two
planes). (See figure 3.) This conclusion did not imply however that other
concepts/pairs in any sense were useless or invalid, just that they would risk
running into different kinds of major challenges confronted with more sharpened
expectations of validity and relevance. It nevertheless was and is a critique that
could and should be raised against many of these well-known approaches that
they either are too general, too specific, too one-sided, etc., in short that they
have prioritized categorial simplicity or general understanding for relational
complexity or ‘thick description’.
Part of the final conclusion (in Ongstad 1997: 242) was inspired by the
Hallidayian warning that any use of theory and methodology must in each
particular case be seen in relation to the ‘nature’ of a project’s own chosen
‘object’ or focus. Giving priority to utterance/genre for a theory of positioning
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will therefore mean that when the concepts are in use, researchers need to
consider the growing degree of delicacy in description, moving from the general
macro to the specific micro. In other words will most theories need a further
refinement moving between the two major levels. In this respect genre often
seems to have a potential for richer discursive, communicational, semiotic
specificity (recognizable genre patterns) than for instance the more loose and
popular ‘discourse’. It should be warned though that all macro concepts, genre
included, should in principle be seen as immanent, and accordingly will never
‘appear’ else as symptoms, which means that they are notoriously difficult to
study and validate from an essentialist perspective or a Popperian falsification
regime. Their character of immanence does not imply irrelevance though, but
rather an increased importance, especially in education, since the study of
culture as semiotics is precisely about bringing to surface the hidden (genre) as
premise for the focused (utterance).

7

Triadic approaches to sign, utterance and communication

Bühler was one of the first to propose a communicational triad, what he called
an organon model (Bühler 1934). The use of the Greek word ‘organon’ hints
that language is seen as a means, not just as a system or as dyadic opposition
between a signifier and a signified, as we find in Saussure’s influential work
(Saussure 1916). Bühler’s paradigmatic new pattern puts him in some sense
partly in line with later scholars such as Wittgenstein, Austin, Searle and
Halliday, all stressing language as use, in other words a functional view.
According to Bühler there are three characteristic functions of language and of
signs in general: representation, expression and appeal respectively related to
objects, sender and receiver. Focusing gives each function a certain
communicative dominance. Hence the sign is a symbol when the representative
function dominates, a symptom when expression dominates, and a signal when
appeal dominates. All aspects are at work at the same time in any
communication (Bühler 1934: 28; Nöth 1990: 185).
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_______________________________________________________
Fig. 2. A simplified version of Bühler’s organon model of language. For a fuller version, see
Nöth (1990:186) and Bühler (1934:28). (S = sign.)

While Bühler was sign-oriented, Bakhtin was text-oriented. Bakhtin (1986) left
the Saussurean sign for the semiotic, triadic communicational utterance, which
he conceptualized as a mixture of products and processes: delimiting (from
former utterances), in my word positioning, which includes expressing (by
which expressivity becomes a constitutive aspect), referring a semantic content
(by which referentiallity becomes a constitutive aspect), addressing (by which
addressivity becomes a constitutive aspect). The third is finalising (the utterance
as a whole by...), finalising forms (by which form as aspect contributes to
wholeness), semantic exhausting (by which content as aspect contributes to
wholeness) ending speech will (by which intention as aspect contributes to
wholeness). (See Ongstad, 2004@ BOSTAD for a more detailed description.) It
should be underlined that delimiting, positioning and finalising are steps when
uttering and does not form a triad. They are just sequences in a communicational
utterance. Expressing, referring and addressing however are, since they function
as parallel, inseparable, reciprocal, simultaneous processes. Bakhtin (1986) even
hinted that not only should utterances be seen as triadic, but even genres, the
discursive context of utterances.
While one may find triadic perceptions of signs, texts, utterances and
communication in the works of Aristotle, Dewey (1916), Harré (1980, 1984 and
1991), Habermas (1984), Bauman (1995) and many others, rather few have
related the question of triads to the level of genre/context (Ben-Amos 1969,
Miller 1984 and 1994, Halliday 1978 and 1994, Bakhtin 1986, Martin 1997,
Vigeland 2004). Generally genres are seen as kinds of communication that
function as norms, resources, patterns etc for meaning making through texts,
practices or utterances.
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_____________________________________________________________
Fig. 3. Functional diversification of language (the small circle consisting of the textual,
interpersonal and ideational aspects) and social context (the big circle consisting of mode, tenor
and field, respectively) according to Martin (1997:5).

A double triadic view of text and context however is rather rare.
Nevertheless it is found quite extensively developed by Halliday (1978,
1994) and his followers as a contextual grammar. Using Martin (1997) we
can configurate the relationship as the systemic relation, both between two
levels and between triadic aspects, which in principle create six interrelated
aspects. Thus according to Hallidayians (or Systemic Functional
Linguistics, SFL) language has three metafunctions: ideational,
interpersonal and textual, and their function and internal relationship to
each other and to the contextual level should be understood as follows:
Ideational resources are concerned with representation, interpersonal resources
with interaction and textual resources with information flow. In SFL this intrinsic
functional organization is projected on to context, redounding with the variables of
field, tenor and mode - where field focuses on institutional practices, tenor on social
relations and mode on channel (Martin 1997: 4).

Their more detailed coined concepts will not be used here in the following. A
main idea though is that language is a (triadic) realization of social context and
vice versa, social context comprises patterns of language patterns. In other words
will main aspects in utterances (texts) and genres (contexts) correspond
systemically. This standpoint seems in principle to be campatible with Bakhtin’s
triadic understanding of utterance (and hence even his somewhat vaguely hinted
triadic perceptions of genre).
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______________________________________________________________
Fig. 4.
The relationship between the three major aspects on the concrete level of utterance/
text (the ‘surface’) and the respective three major aspects of the immanent, level of embodied
context/genre.

I have tried to capture some main ideas in a bit more detailed version of the two
related triangles (figure 4). There are two main processes connected to the
framework, a ‘horisontal’ (A), the constant ongoing integrating of form, content,
and function when uttering and interpreting. The other process is the ‘vertical’
(B) where stored elements (meaning potential in Halliday’s terms) from the
deeper levels (the mind and the body) work as active resources for uttering and
interpretation. These mechanisms are intricate relationships between utterance
(text) and genre (context). As said a genre is a kind of communication, for
instance a proof, a quarrel, a poem. To simplify one could say that in an
utterance there is a mixture of given parts and new parts. And the balancing of
these elements happens as the text evolves (as we utter or interpret). However
this is the same as happens when we learn, we have to put together given
(known) and new (unknown) bits of knowledge or competence. Hence
communication, teaching and learning are inseparable.

8

A summary

To summarise and to relate some main concepts (see fig. 5): The aspects form
(structure), content (reference) and use (action) are the basic constituents of both
utterance and genre (1). Emotionality (and expressivity) is related to form, we
search for essence in content and efficiency in acts (2). These aspects, when
evaluated, consciously or not, establish respectively, aesthetics, epistemology
and ethics as separate, but simoultaneously communicatively related fields (3).
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1. content
2. essence
3. epistemology
4. world
5. objectivity
utterance/text/discourse

1. form
2. emotionality
3. aesthetics
4. self
5. subjectivity

genre/context/Discourse

1. act
2. effect
3. ethics
4. society
5. normativity

_____________________________________________________________
Fig. 5. The internal relationship between some aspect sets of utterance/genre (1), the core of
main aspects when experienced, considered and measured as an isolated phenomenon (2),
fields of judgement (3), relation to lifeworld (4) and basis for validation (5). The small circle
represents the utterance etc, the wider
the level or aspect of genre etc.

These can, respectively, be connected to a further division of a person’s
lifeworld or contextual cosmos in three major dimensions: aesthetics related to
self, epistemology to world and ethics to society (4); however again, all are
mutually related and with no clear-cut division between them as they constantly
interact (Habermas, 1984). Validating in these three intertwined fields and
dimensions is respectively related to the interplay in discourse and semiotics of
subjectivity, objectivity and normativity (5), but (repetedly), with no clear
discursive borders. Again, all aspects are systemically related to each other,
although positioning or discursive focusing will put different aspects mentally in
the forefront as a possible dominant when creating or searching for meaning.
All communicational elements can be seen as triads and as dynamics of
utterance and genre. Genres allow utterances to say more than they actually
says. Communicators are positioned within the systemic framework of double
triads. The same framework applies to a focused, cultural object, to research as a
process and to meta-research. The outlined framework is therefore not a method
and the aspects are not categories. Kinds and mixtures of validities are
positioned in-between the dynamics of aesthetics, epistemology and ethics and
different validities are thus inevitably related to different genres.
The framework is not empirical since it takes point of departure in very general
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aspects such as self, world and society and claims a systemic relation between
them. However, the inner logical coherence between the more than 100 concepts
in the overview (see attachment) is a strong circumstantial evidence that triads
are a recurring magnet in conceptions of discursive practice (an inescapable
black hole). To evaluate its validity in a Popperian sense however, is
problematic, because it builds on a non-structural both/and rather than a either/or
logic. On the other hand triadic semiotics can, if necessary, validate discursively
how expressivity, referentiallity and addressivity interplay. This applies both for
research objects and for the researchers’ own positioning(s).

9

Problems and challenges

9.1

The chronotope

It should nevertheless be made clear that the view or the perspective developed
so far will be synchronic, which means that communication as a triadic process
is not seen as diachronic phenomenon even it happens during time and can
incorporate time as a grammtical category (tempus). Or to put it differently,
there are two crucial contextual dimensions missing, namely time and space. As
a contrast views of language as different from dynamic communication can be
objectivated (that is, made into a category) and described from the two
perspectives, and end up as the disciplines grammar and language history.
Because the focus on communi-cation accordingly has given priority to the
synchronic perspective, it has lost a connection to what some theorists have
called the chronotope. Chronos is Greek for time and topos means place. Hence
we have to adjust these two aspects in a phenomenology of communication.
Let us simplify and name the three constituing aspects of communication with
three pronouns,
I for the utterer, it for what is uttered or referred to and you for the interpreter.
Similarly simplistically we can state that we always utter relative to a here and
now. Depending on the genre we have to allow the here-and-now (for an I) and
the there-and-then (for a you) both a certain degree to differ or coincide. We
now have the following simple framework:
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___________________________________________________
Fig. 6. Utterance and genre in the moment and place of uttering

It is clear though that any utterance and its material substance has to ‘travel’
physically in time and/or space. Once it has left the utterer, it will, from the
perspective of the utterer self, address receivers and (hopefully) eventually reach
the addressed receivers (still in the logic of the utterer) there-and-then.
Reversively it will the for the receiver be interpreted here-and-now as it once
was uttered there-and-then. To simplify we can hold that any mental here-andnow and there-and-then in any case should be seen as incorporated in context.
One of the strongest forces to create a meaning loaded context is precisely
genre. For instance will a drama in the theatre be based on a phsysically shared
chronotope, the almost complete unity of time and place for actors, their
antogonists and the audience. In some sense this can be claimed for the
classroom as well. (For a somewhat different view on classrooms, see Ongstad,
this volume.) Nevertheless it is the cultural given genre that tells both parts that
the utterances are in the genre play.
If, on the contrary, there is an extreme distance between uttering and interpreting
in time and space, even the physical form can get lost or fade out, so that the
receivers, in their here-and-now have to reckon that the signs in front of them
probably could have been meant as communication, but they may not be able to
interprete what the signs meant originally, there-and-then. A classical example
of this frustration is the Egyptian hieroglyphs, which one finally could start to
interpret, when a source which had three identical texts in three different
languages (or semiotics) were found, of which one was hieroglyphs and another
Greek. Once found, the new discovered and soon shared semiotics and genre
was able to transgress the loss of meaning due to different chronotopes and
establish valid contexts beyond time and space.
Although philosophy has been preoccupied with the challenge of combining
time, space and meaning, no satisfying solution seems to have been outlined that
could easily be incorporated in a double triadic semiotic understanding of
communication. Accordingly one could or should see the basic nature of the
chronotop forming an axiom-like premise for semiotics and communication.
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Thus we can conclude that all communicators have to position relative to
themselves as expression, their inner world ‘uttered’ so to speak (the I), to the
outer world they refer to (the it) and to society as it is addressed by uttering (to
someone as ‘you’). These processes are constantly intertwined. However how
this can be done, depends on the context, on the genre, the kind of
communication. The will to utter in a certain genre is no guarantee for that the
utterance is interpreted in an ‘intended’ genre. The cultural distance between the
times and between the places may disturb a ‘smooth’ communication. Hence
may a genre in country A and in a country B actually be termed similarly, but
they may differ significantly as functional meaning systems. The same may hold
for teachers and researchers in the same country, or of course even between
students and teacher in a classroom.
In other words can positioning as a framework help researchers who compare
across time and borders to address the dangers of positioning utterances as such.
This is on the one hand easy to claim and in a sense a matter of fact. On the other
hand though genre and context are two very complex phenomena, not the least
when one even wants to study genres across national and cultural borders.
Nevertheless, as researchers we have to trust genres anyway. As soon as we
meet the forms of utterances, we are likely to try to recognise them as genres:
Once upon a time; one time five is five, two times five is ten...etc.; Raise your
hands please! And genres may occur included in genres: did you, for example,
as a reader immediately and parallelly consider explicitly that the above
utterence even was an example? We may use form or structure or we may use
content or we may use use as dominant, but generally we will depend on the
specially balanced mixture. We are for instance able to differentiate between a
formula, a definition and a command, not the least because these (prototypes)
focus one of the major aspects in particular (namely respectively form, content
and use).

9.2

Positioning is empty and needs a chosen focus

What I have presented so far is a theoretical framework. To be able to
operationalize one needs a more specific point of departure (Ongstad 1999c).
The general concept coined for this purpose is positioning(s) based on the idea
of positioning as and inescapable simultaneity between aesthetics,
epistemology, and ethics, or between processes of expressing, referring and
addressing, to use Bakhtin’s notions (Bakhtin 1986). This perception will allow
for possible meanings within and relative to the above framework when
interpreting communication from an outside position.
‘Positioning’ is in itself an empty and relational concept and can only first make
sense and have specific meaning as a research concept combined with a given,
explicit chosen or searched focus. The figure can only be focused from a
semiotic, discursive, communi-cational position, which normally will be tacit
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about itself, at least in the first round and thus be ideological in its nature
(Bakhtin 1986). An ideology is something we think from rather than on (Ricoeur
1981). Figure, background and position then are logically and inevitably
interrelated. Accordingly can positioning(s) of someone’s positioning(s) hardly
be seen as ‘objective’, but rather as relative. The validity of positionings of
positionings depends on what and how one focuses, discursively. The
disadvantage, seen from the perspective of more traditional validation regimes,
is that ‘findings’ and understandings cannot lean safely on essence only. The
advantage though is that different kinds of positionings are interrelated, and
therefore in a sense discursively compatible.

9.3

The relationship between the unique (new) and the general (the
given) as problematic

A main challenge in applying theories to practice, is as already have touched
upon, how a general, disciplinary described system is connected to the
particular, to specificity, to the individual, to the subjective, to the unique, to the
(always) new. In other words, how does the general macro relate to micro more
specifically. Such problematic particularities have been a major challenge for
many directions and approaches, such as general sociology, analytic Marxism,
the idea of habitus (Bourdieu 1989), grammar based approaches (Halliday
1994), genre approaches (Martin 1997) and even for a theory of communicational actions (Habermas 1984). They are all working from or concerned with
the general, and seem to run into trouble the closer they get to the unique and
specific. They often seem to over-estimate the force of the general and tend to
lead to rather deterministic conclusions.
This is not just a theoretical problem. It is one of the main challenges for any
pedagogical practice leaning on theory. Dilemmas from the Australian genre
debate could serve as an example: should one prioritize, mainly the text or the
genre, the student or the students, individuality or collectiveness, the specific or
the general (Reid 1987)? The ideal answer should be both. However which
single model could anyway handle such a complexity and such variations?
Positioning then is a concept that tries to help to bridge such gaps, or to
negotiate between the two, by refusing to make definite oppositions such as
subjectivity versus objectivity, objectivity versus normativity or normativity
versus subjectivity, and by accepting the close and dynamic relationship
between utterance and genre, text and context. In addition it accepts and utilises
not only the relative nature of language and communication but even the
paradoxical relationship between them.
Further positioning is of course systemic, which means that no part of the
conceptual network should be given priority before an object is focused or a
position is given, that is, an aspect is given dominance (Jakobson 1936). This
principle obstructs the idea that any of the main aspects or relations can have
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‘universal’ philosophical priority over other aspects. It all depends on one’s
purpose, one’s chosen ‘figure’. It also means that the system should be seen as
open-ended, relational and non-hierarchical, that is, as a systemic network and
framework. Further it implies that all constitutive concepts and elements are
mutually defined and that no category or concept within the conceptual network
should be seen as valid in itself, but only in relation to the communicational
semiotic framework as a whole (Halliday 1994; Habermas 1984).
Accordingly an utterance can, in the broadest sense, be seen as a dynamic
encounter of self, world, and society, of each person’s lifeworld or semiotic
cosmos and research will have to balance the major elements, aesthetics,
epistemology and ethics. Utterance then has to be understood broadly. Foucault
even saw a pyramid as an utterance (ènoncé or discourse) and hence pyramids as
a Discourse or genre. Positioning will happen within the gravity of the triadic
aspects in communication, some times falling into typicalities such as very
expressive or mainly cognitive or clearly social, or, of course well-known
combinations such as socio-cognitive, psycho-analytic or socio-constructive.
Mostly though such stereotypes are doomed to be simplifications.
Communicators, which even include silent observers of communication, are
positioned within the systemic framework of double triads of utterances and
genres. The framework is not an approach, but analysis of positioning(s) is.
Positioning applies to communication as an object as well as to any
communicational aspect or element in the research process at a specific or a
general level. These aspects cannot be seen as categories but as systemically
related elements. The kind of validity we can attach to them will depend on how
a genre is able to balance (or foreground) specific amalgamations of aesthetics,
epistemology or ethics so that different communicators can recognize it as the
same genre.

10

Summing up

Positioning(s) should be seen both as a process (and a product) in which signusers locate themselves, the world and others semiotically in utterances that
focus something specific. The processes and the products are framed by the
impact of embodied meaning resources, by genres (or discourses).
Communicators have to move between structuring form to express the uttering
self, referring the world and addressing others while the mind is focused there
and then. Hence in the processes of handling with the specific, a self, a world
and a society are simultaneously established and continuously re-/constructed as
integrated, reciprocal both for utterer and interpreter in a chronotop context.
Positioned as products (most) of the utterances first occur as visible, physical,
concrete cultural artefacts. In one sense they are all ‘dead’ since they just exist
as structured materiality. To (re-)create meaning, the processes have to be (re-
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)established and at least partly reconfirmed. This can only happen through the
initiation of the immanent resource system (the genre or the semiotic resource
system). Hence as long as there are active genre systems, there are potential for
keeping up meaning related to these physical forms that can have a chance to
communicate. When genres are dead (or lost) or unknown to the receivers, the
forms degenerate to just materiality if they at all longer exist, and
communication fades out.
Positioned as processes expressing-referring-addressing are in principle
immanent even if the expressing of form could be sensed. In other words, the
study of positioning is an interpretative activity. As a process positioning brings
in elements for uttering from the embodied resource system in balanced themerheme processes, that is, a certain mixture of old/given and new, based on
syntactic-semantic-pragmatic ‘rules’ or conditions for the sign-system and the
genre(s) in question. As a principle there is not a unique outside positioning
possibility for the observer, the researcher. The same general framework is valid
even for a spectator. To consider, to look at, to categorize, to interpret is just a
question of using particular genres that helps to catch utterances from this very
position.
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Research on and in classrooms.
Communicative and methodological perspectives
on MTE-lessons as embodied. Trends and
tendencies in classroom research.
Sigmund Ongstad
The article first gives a brief summary of classroom research where language and
communication in some sense have been at stake, especially in the US and in northern
Europe over the last decades. The main idea in this part is to follow a move from
focusing language in the classroom towards seeing classrooms as language and
accordingly as embodied contexts. The theoretical and methodological consequences of
these paradigmatic shifts form the basis for the second part, in which a general
framework is developed and exemplified. More in principle what is advocated is the
view that there is a move from categorical towards more relational research design;
further that classrooms could be seen as combined time, place, form, content and action,
and that classrooms are embodied, gendered, 'disciplined' and textualised.

1

Trends and tendencies in classroom research

1.1

Aims and sources

When I in the following firstly will look at classroom research, it will be of
particular interest to inspect approaches that have been concerned with language
and communication. A main point will to show how tendencies have moved
from simplicity to complexity, and from rather categorial to more relational
phenomenologies, theories and methodologies. This interest leads secondly to an
outline of an alternative phenomenology for classroom studies, one that gives
priority to communication and accordingly to new methodologies.
My brief description of classroom research is mainly based on the following
sources: Cazden (1986), Baker (1992), Rismark (1994), Carlgren (1997), Klette
(1998), and Lindblad and Salström (2001). I will be less interested in the content
of the research and be more directed towards methods and epistemological
orientation. Thus I underline that I do not intend to ‘cover’ what classroom
research has been, not even in Norway. I am aiming for a demon-stration of
varieties and complexities in the field in order to prepare for a methodological
broad point of departure for MTE as a very multi-faceted discipline. This is
motivated not the least by the fact that this book has an explicit international
comparative perspective.
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1.2

An early trend

Although one can find interesting descriptions of or from classrooms both
before and just after World War II, they are fairly scattered, at least in Europe.
Thus if one rather starts a search in the late 1950s and the early 1960s, when the
amount of research became significant enough to generalize from, there was a
significant interest in observing teachers systematically, focusing in particular
teachers’ suitability (Klette 1998:15; Kleven and Strømnes 1998). In line with
the then contemporary idea that teaching competence was visible and that the
teachers’ behaviour was the main or even direct influential factor on students’
learning, teacher colleges, influenced by this research, started to help student
teachers to observe systematically. An important ideology was to minimize
negative factors and to avoid or stop unsuitable students and teachers rather than
to search for positive aspects that (after all) were functional.
The ideology was rooted in different academic beliefs of that time. One was that
research should be objective (or valid and reliable) and deal with aspects that
could be controlled according to norms stemming from natural sciences. One
other belief was that teaching and learning mainly was about avoiding faults.
Hence both research and teacher education focused much on what could be
wrong or unacceptable. A last ideological pattern, perhaps still not visible for all
even today, was the strong tendency to understand language and communication
as an external, and hence an observable phenomena (Ongstad 2002). Teaching
and learning were directly connected to bodily behaviour and verbal language as
visible and hear-able physicalities. Teaching, and hence communication tended
to be seen as pouring language as information from the mug to the jug. In this
sense any classroom could be comprehended as a language room, where
language was conceived as concrete and observable. It represented an ideology
that gave priority to form.

1.3

Classroom research between 1965 and 1990

Inspecting classroom research between 1965 and 1990 may hint typicalities
regarding academic interests of those decades. The long list that follows is
meant as a first introduction to a more extensive description of possible
development of priorities and directions. Although this overview of titles is
extensive, I find it important to bring to surface both a possible developmental
line as well as examples of brakes with simplification. I have mostly searched
for titles directly related to class-/room as a term in English and Scandinavian
languages. They are ordered and grouped according to appearance and decade:
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The Language of the Classroom (Bellack et. al. 1966), Teacher influence in classrooms (Flanders
1967), Klasseromsforskning. Ei metodologisk innføring [Classroom research. A methodological
introduction] (Strømnes 1967), Life in Classrooms (Jackson 1968), The Complexities of an Urban
Classroom (Smith and Geoffrey 1968).
Functions of Language in the classroom (Cazden et al. 1972), Discipline and Group Management in
Classrooms (Kounin 1970), Bakerst i klassen [At the back of the classroom] (Blichfeldt 1973),
Interaction in the Classroom (Delamont 1976), Explorations in Classroom Observation (Stubbs and
Delamont 1976), Classroom Interaction. A Study of Pedagogical Roles in the Teaching Process
(Gustafsson 1977), Classroom Instruction (Rosenshine 1976), Learning in the classroom
environment: an ecological analysis (Doyle 1977), Learning Lessons: Social organisation in the
classroom (Mehan 1979).
Skoleklassen som ett socialt system: leksjonsanalyser [The (school) class as a social system: analyses
of lessons] (Callewaert and Nilsson 1980), Classroom Ethnography (Hammersley 1980), Små piger,
søde piger, stille piger[Little girls, sweet girls, quiet girls] (Bjerrum Nielsen and Larsen 1982), Ways
with words: language, life and work in communities and classrooms (Heath 1983), The language
gap. How classroom dialogue fails (Hull 1985), Classroom Control (Denscombe 1985), Classroom
organization and management (Doyle 1986), Classroom discourse (Cazden 1986) The development
of understanding in the classroom (Edwards and Mercer 1987), Offentlig og privat kommunikation i
klassrummet [Public and private communication in the classroom] (Granström,1987), Klasserommet
som teikn [The classroom as sign] (Fuglestad 1988).

In descriptions of trends over these 25 years there are different ways of
classifying. Klette (1998), focusing (firstly) international research, points to four
tendencies:
experimentalism
versus
‘naturalism’,
from
pre-coded
communication to social interplay, language studies, and evaluation studies.
However she shows (secondly) that national patterns could deviate significantly
from more general trends. Carlgren organizes her principle article about
classrooms as cites for meaning under very broad, main headings such as
teachers’ work and didaktic organisation and control in school, the school’s
culture and language, and learning and knowledge (Carlgren 1997). Both Klette
and Carlgren are educational researchers, or with a much used Scandinavian
notion, pedagogues, who have certain interests in the social-communicative life
in classrooms, and this background is likely to colour their preferred interest
regarding classroom research, and accordingly my own simplistic summary.

1.4

Perceptions of language and classroom research

Since a central idea in my presentation is to problematise the influence of
language in designing classroom research, I will pay extra attention to Griffin
and Mehan’s early search for a more advanced conceptual framework (Griffin
and Mehan 1981). They are particularly preoccupied with the complexity of
classes and of the difficulties of grasping classroom communication with more
traditional linguistic conceptions of language. They inspect different influential
approaches, such as the ‘referential’ and different functional views, such as
Austin’s (1962) and Searle’s (1969, 1976). Since they underline the
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multifunctional view, they are sceptical to language models that allow one
underlying form to be directly and solely related to one surface-form (or what I
will call a categorial understanding).
A similar challenge is analysed critically by Vejleskov (1978) who did a metastudy of research done by leading researchers in psychology as preparation for
his own classroom studies. He found that even if the psychologists in their
theory parts actually were aware of the multifunctional nature of language, they
at the end of the day still treated their focused research objects, the utterances, as
one-dimensional entities in the empirical parts. This simplification could be
understood as a result of a strong impact from a positivist or essentialist research
design which demanded a one-to-one classifying and categorizing of research
objects.
Griffin and Mehan (1981) problematises this same problem by pointing to that
in their own data most utterances have several functions (Shuy and Griffin 1978;
Mehan 1979). In addition many functions can not easily be connected to
particular parts of the utterance or to particular part of the system that is at work.
They further claim that the reflexive nature of communication implicates that
classroom utterances have more in common with what Mead (1934) has called
social acts than with what Searle calls speech act (Searle 1969 and 1976).
Although classroom activities are dominated by teachers’ initiatives, and even if
utterances on the surface may have a dialogical form, students indeed do
participate. Griffin and Mehan warn that this simple fact should force
researchers to consider what may make meaning (and sense) for the students.
However what gives meaning is shifting between individuals and over time.
Therefore, if the aim is to analyse how a function has originated and developed,
Griffin and Mehan reject quantification systems, which are based on (onedimensional, categorial) coding of utterances. Related to this critique, they even
reject the idea that it is possible to omit the problem of multi-functionality:
In our work, we dealt with whole events of actually occurring events - lessons - and
found that the idea of multiple functions occurring simultaneously had to be given a place
of central importance (Griffin and Mehan 1981: 193, my underlining).

A last point in their work I find relevant, even in 2006, is in which direction they
are searching to be able to describe ritualisation of classroom events. They first
turn to Lewis’ concept convention (Lewis 1969). A convention can be seen as a
regularity in behaviour of a member of a society which is established on the
expectation that even others will have to relate to this pattern in a conform way.
Therefore, negotiation and explicit instruction are necessary when establishing a
convention, but in the mind of communicators this directing will have a
tendency to be dropped later and have thus become automatic conventions.
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Even if they rather would prefer E. Goffman’s concept rite or ritual for
convention, they reject the view that a ritual, first established, continues by itself
in a simple and predictable way (Goffman 1967). Classroom behaviour is too
subtle. They put more weight on negotiations of rules and procedures, and
underline the importance of the tacit dimension in this kind of negotiations
(Polanyi 1962). They argue that the fact that rules are rejected, based on unique
new situations, and thus cause unpredictability and alterations, is rather the
‘rule’ than the exception (sic!). There exists a rather intricate relationship
between rituals and spontaneous motives, and they hold that concepts (or
metaphors for the stereotyped patterns of classroom activities), such as rules,
spontaneous rituals and negotiated conventions are more relevant for educating
teachers. Hence they argue that one rather should prepare (student) teachers for
negotiations in varied and unexpected classroom situations. Griffin and Mehan
trust that people are able to use language multi-functionally, and they conclude
that the language codes involved in such processes should have two
characteristics:
(...) first, properties such that the restrictions and options that account for the construction
of appropriate utterances - the grammar - have access to the principles that coordinate
the selection and restriction of simultaneous functions; second, properties such that
spontaneous utterances are not viewed as de novo, and can be related to the ritual properties
of speech events (Griffin and Mehan 1981: 212).

They finally claim that to try to find linguistic proofs based on restricted abstract
utterances rather than classes of contextualised utterances will be in vain. In
addition it will be just as impossible to differentiate common competence in
interaction from academic, knowledge based competence, because to mean and
to learn are complementary and inseparable as classroom processes.
Summarized Griffin and Mehan’s early article points to even current challenges
for the study of classroom communication, which in the following are formed as
questions:
- Which concepts are general and specific enough to get an analytic grip both on the recurring, that
is, classes of contextualized ‘tokens of utterances’ and the unique and subtle, for instance for each
student’s search for meaning in the classroom?
- Do we have to choose between a dyadic (and hence a categorial) and a triadic (and hence a
combined category/relation) approach to describe semiotic utterances in a valid and relevant way, in
order to escape the one-dimensional trap and to allow for the multi-functional?
- Since classroom communication is not only verbally, but even semiotically complex, do we have to
analyse classroom utterances as verbal language linguistically first, and thereafter add analyses
based on other sign systems in use, or is it possible in principle and in practice to treat them as a
(semiotic) whole or entity?
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A reaction to the last question is that semiotics should be the point of departure
for classroom studies anyway. This does not mean that linguistics and text
theory is no longer relevant, just that the relationship between verbal and
nonverbal use of signs deserves to be made explicit by researchers in order to
reveal implicit methodological choices. It is further a symptomatic pattern in the
rethinking of paradigms, that veterans in classroom research such as Mehan,
Green and Cazden to meet these challenges became interested in ‘thick
description’, multi-functionalism, complexity and multiple methods (Cazden
1986 and 1988; Green and Harker 1988). Looking back at the almost 25 years
that have passed since Griffin and Mehan wrote their article, they are strikingly
far ahead of their time. In the following I will inspect tendencies in the field that
can match their search for valid and relevant concepts for classroom studies.

1.5

Classrooms and ‘local interaction’ in the 1990s - towards language of
the classrooms

One pattern is a will to try to understand what is going on in classrooms from
the perspectives of the participants (rather than the teacher). Such studies are
influenced by ethno-methodology (as Heap 1985) and so-called interactive
socio-linguistics (as Green and Harker, 1988). In Norway Rismark (1994) could
be an example. Many of these studies are concerned with interaction. Studies of
the organizational aspects of interaction can focus how interactions are
established (Tattershall 1987/Rismark 1994 :2). In an early work Payne (1976)
asked how class-members created and recognized patterns that became part of a
‘lesson’. Inherited is also McHoul (1978) who investigated how conscious
students were about formal aspects of teaching, such as turn-taking and brakes.
Davies (1983) analyzed patterns established between teachers and students first
day in school. Paoletti (1990a, 1990b) observed how classroom talk was used
(on different levels) to create order. Fuglestad (1992) analysed interaction in
classroom in the light of school as an organization at large.
What many of these studies have in common is an increased weight put on what
is developed locally between members of a group, rather than on general
characteristics of school as an institution or on more general sociological
mechanisms: local scenes are the stuff of social order (Macbeth 1990: 191).
This ‘local’ interaction can nevertheless often be recognized as a ‘lesson’. Baker
(1992) claims that local, implicit negotiations should not be seen as separate
school-actions, but as important contributions to our conceptions of interaction
(as a genre) in general, because they contribute to our overall understanding of
social structure in society. Zimmermann and Boden (1991: 6) points to how this
perspective can create increased reflexivity around the relationship between
production and reproduction of culture and social structure. Besides Baker
(1992) argues that on order to get closer to processes used by class-room
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members in teaching-learning settings, it is of no use counting events or to
decontext-ualise patterns: Treating teachers and students as observer-analysts of
their ongoing classroom scenes implies assigning to them a methodology for
studying the classroom interaction in which they are engaged (Baker 1992: 14).
This claim problematises whether researchers are able to ‘represent the others’,
textually and contextually (Woolgar 1988: 28).
Further, Green and Dixon (1994) have pointed to the fact that studies of
discourse and social practise of one particular classroom are scarce and that The
Santa Barbara Classroom Discourse Group has aimed for such research along
with paradigmatic new lines. This research has had two roots, research in the
UK and the US, both combining (ethnographic inspired) linguistics and
pedagogy. The English tradition counts names such as Barnes, Britton, Rosen,
Bernstein, Halliday, Edwards and Furlong, Stubbs and Sinclair, and Coultard
and the American one names such as Cazden, Hymes, Mehan, Heath, Green,
Lemke and Bloom. Green and Dixon underlines that these researchers represent
different directions under an umbrella that one could describe as ethnographic
studies of classroom research. The Santa Barbara group’s research interest has in
particular been directed to, not language in the classroom, but the language of
classrooms, and to analyse how practices contribute to the construction of
knowledge in classrooms. This points to the challenge of classrooms as contexts.

1.6

Classrooms and/as contexts

If we feel tempted to answer “yes” when Stanley Fish asks “Is there a text in this
class?” we probably presuppose the existence of a non-text, and hence a
‘context’. However by positioning ourselves by merely focusing on texts or
utterances as objects or ‘figures’, prescribed by our point of departure in
linguistics or text theory, we are likely to make the ‘ground’ or the ‘background’
into dead context. As Gregory Bateson has pointed out, the researcher destroys
the real context, or rather creates a false one, by actually cutting away the ‘piece
of research’:
I speak of an action or an utterance as occurring ‘in a context’, and this conventional way of
talking suggests that the particular action is a ‘dependent’ variable, while the context is the
‘independent’ or determining variable. But this view ... is likely to distract the reader - as it
has distracted me - from perceiving the ecology of the ideas which together constitute the
small system which I call ‘context’. This heuristic error - copied like so many others from
the ways of thought of the physicist and the chemist - requires correction. It is important to
see the particular utterance or action as part of the ecological subsystem called context and
not as the product or effect of what remains of the context after the piece which we want to
explain has been cut away from it (Bateson 1972: 338/Cazden 1986: 435).

A rather recent research interest is classrooms as contexts. A common paradigm
has been to bring the tape recorder or the video recorder to the classroom, record
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and observe, and then move back to the ivory tower, a separate context. The
research object has then often been seen as just ‘text’ and what is not text
accordingly the context. This separation is today generally accepted as
problematic. Contexts are dynamic and will have a direct impact on meaning
(Ongstad 2004a). However moving the events from classroom to paper still
causes problems, since a much used strategy is to try to minimize the disturbing
influence context will have on the validisation of the researched object. One can
therefore find quite many pseudo-solutions where the way of analyzing still is
traditional.
Two fundamental and provocative questions which can help us to reveal some
fallacies of seeing classrooms as (dead) context, are Bazerman’s (1994) Where
is the classroom? and Erickson and Schultz’s (1981/1977) When is a context?
Trying to respond to these two challenges seriously, we are directed towards
works such as Duranti and Goodwin (1992), Bex (1992), Fairclough (1992),
Witte (1992), Matthiessen (1993a, 1993b), Chin (1994), Halliday (1994) and
Vagle (1995). (See Ongstad 2005a.) All these take up the idea of context as
dynamic. However it should not be controversial among scholars in this field
after the turn of the millennium to distrust a traditional understanding of context
as given or set.
One radical response would be to see Bourdieu’s notion of habitus as basic for
context, and thus to see context just as much as ‘embodied’ as ‘surrounding’
(Bourdieu 1989; Connerton 1989). The notion of ‘embodying’ should be taken
both literally as meaning physical embodied behaviour as we may find in
‘scripts’ (Nelson 1986), that is, as rules for order and content elements in certain
social events, and in a more general, holistic sense as meaning ‘internalization’
(Berger and Luckmann 1990/1966). The main point is to obstruct both an
understanding of context as just external to utterers (or interpreters) and to see
context in a restricted cognitive and mental perspective. Such contexts are our
self-carried snail-shells. Through systems of embodied habitus-like genres,
discourses or scripts, we carry it as accumulative potential for uttering and
interpreting everywhere.
Erickson and Schultz’s question When is a context? and Bazerman’s Where is
the classroom? could therefore preliminary be answered this way: “In the
chronotopical zero-point of communication.” (Ongstad 2004a.) Or we could say,
embodied in the moment of uttering. Our embodied potential for contexts are
results of a focusing, communicative oriented mind, and the ‘nature’ of these
contexts is coloured and ‘presuppositioned’ by the quality and kind of the foci in
question. In other words, it depends on the many accumulated positioning(s) of
utterers and receivers. And a crucial question is whether these are unique and
indescribable or whether there are traceable, more general patterns that could
help us make sense, even of subjective unique meaning.
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1.7

Classrooms as chaos and/or cosmos?

In parallel and partly in critical opposition to earlier designs there are new
tendencies in developmental work with classrooms. Partly as an aftermath of the
impact from process writing pedagogy, there has been, at least in Norway the
last decade, more stress on the writing classroom, response groups in the
classrooms, the dialogical classroom, and classrooms as multi-voiced etc.
(Dysthe 1993; Hoel 1994). This tendency can be seen as a reaction to former,
simplistic, one-dimensional perceptions of classrooms, focusing teacher
dominance, one-way communication and gendered participation. Hence a new
and influential model or paradigm is interactionism. This theory stresses that
one part in a dialogue will in principle have influence on the other even if the
power relationship can be uneven or so-called asymmetric, as we may find
between parents and children, therapists and clients, teachers and students.
As a further development of this critical logic we can now see tendencies to
conceive classrooms as more ‘chaotic’. Chaotic in this sense is not a metaphor
that hints the lack of discipline, but rather an opening up for the many possible
and actual processes that go on in the room and in the minds of and between the
participants. The point of departure for a more chaos-oriented view is that any
person constantly communicate and communicates on many levels. We utter and
search meaning in utterances constantly and frequently, and not only through
verbal language. In addition utterances will not necessarily be directed to one
particular person as often stereotypically implied in the models from the past
(Sahlström 1999). One could say that the direction and the scope of addressivity
have become more open or less obvious.
Granström (1993) has shown that very active boys in his study had as many as
80 different communications in average during a lesson, and the most active
several hundred. Similarly Sahlström (1995) shows that utterances in classrooms
are not necessarily meant for one receiver only. An ‘intruder’ (observer) who
lacks a fuller understanding of the communicational context(s) of the classroom,
may classify such utterances as isolated, meaningless ‘noise’ and nonsense. We
can say that classrooms now are seen more as a fairly open universes or
cosmoses for uttering that allows for quite unpredictable variation.
Such new approaches tend to be less concerned with just verbal language, more
critical towards the sender-receiver model and perhaps even to an interactionist
understanding. One is less oriented towards a given, expected or conducted
classroom ‘discourse’ or a given or planned ‘Lesson’ with big L. We find more
critical attitudes to the lesson thought of as a narrative, as often is a didaktic
premise for teacher trainer’s guidance focusing on how lessons ‘develop’. Or to
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put it differently, the genres we use to conceptualise what is going on in
classrooms may also lead to an ideological perception of classrooms as such.
When student teachers write plans and use their power, will and competence to
make this happen, this regime contributes to a configuration of a classroom as a
site for governed happenings. (If what is intended does not happen, this deviance
from the planned often is seen as failure.)
Opening up a more traditional, restricted perspective can accordingly bring into
forum why teaching never can be ‘just’ planning, and why classrooms function
as quite open phenomena in spite of the existence of obvious stereotypical
patterns, visible across time and cultural borders. One normative reaction has
been to develop more sophisticated means for classroom management, which
has become almost an educational industry. A quite different approach is to take
this variety up as a topic in itself by allowing for a (didaktic) dialogue on what is
going on in classrooms, a meta approach that is willing to reflect on what
classrooms and lessons are (Lemke 1989; Dysthe 1993). My own position is
that one does not have to accept that everything is communicational chaos. By
looking for communicational patterns among utterances, we may trace silent
(underlying) genres and discourses (without given names) that can help us
simplify sensibly and perhaps even furnish us with an improved methodological
arsenal. This is what I will search in the following.

2

Phenomenology of communication as a perspective

2.1

Introduction

During the 20th century research in fields such as writing, language, classroom,
and education have paradigmatically moved from more simplistic perceptions of
their objects, theories and methods to more complex ones (Nystrand et al. 1993;
Ongstad 2002b). For research in a new millennium at least two conclusions can
be drawn from this development: more aspects have to be taken into
consideration, and (in turn) this increased complexity then needs to be simplified
in a valid and relevant way. In other words, when looking at classrooms in
particular, we first need to extend the perspective of what a classroom can be in
order to embrace more of relevant aspects, and then downsize classroom as a
phenomenon to a comprehensible and operationalisationable formatted model.
These shifts in views will accordingly concern the classroom’s phenomenology,
that is, how we perceive classrooms. In Greek phainomenon means appearance,
while phaneros means clear, evident. The form of phenomenology I will be
dealing with here is rather broad:
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In general terms (...) “phenomenology” is often restricted to the characterization of sensory
qualities of seeing, hearing, etc.: what it is like to have sensations of various kinds.
However, our experience is normally much richer in content than mere sensation.
Accordingly, in the phenomenological tradition, phenomenology is given a much wider
range, addressing the meaning things have in our experience, notably, the significance of
objects, events, tools, the flow of time, the self, and others, as these things arise and are
experienced in our “life-world” (Smith 2003).

Thus if one wants to depart from a broad communicative perspective, it implies
a certain phenomenology, which I will develop in the following. In general my
view is that what we inspect is appearance (phainomenon), rather than evidence
(phaneros). The main aspects of a more open phenomenology can in turn form a
systemic base for what will be my main concern in this article, namely to outline
and exemplify a methodological conceptual framework for discursive
(communicational) positioning(s) in and of classrooms.
Logically we establish a discursive and hence a mental focus whenever we utter
or interpret. Metaphorically an utterance becomes a (focused) figure, and hence
a certain closure through its demand for attention. Further, what is not expressed
(that is, not focused by the closure) but functions as presuppositions for the
utterance/figure, will form a (back-)ground or an immediate context that in
principle will stay in a dynamic relationship with the utterance as it develops or
envelops. In the moment of uttering this backgrounding is vague or silent both
as a process and a product. In addition an utterance is uttered from some kind of
cite, a position, which implies a view, a perspective. Accordingly there is an
intimate, and in principle inseparable relationship between from where and when
(discursively) something is said, what the said (focused) is and its non-spoken
non-text or context. The position and the background/context can in some cases
be seen as coincidental. A logical and paradoxical challenge however is that the
utterer’s and the interpreter’s position(s) can simultaneously be part of the same
‘situation’, the same genre, although each of them might find themselves in
partly different genres. To understand the communication in/of classrooms this
is crucial.
If we further formalise and theorise what we focus and call this entity an
utterance, it will, according to a joint Bakhtinian, Bühlerian, Habermasian and
Hallidayian view be constituted by at least three major, interrelated, inseparable
aspects. (See Ongstad chapter’s on positioning, this volume.) It will have a
substantial, physical form that the senses can apprehend. Further, this form will
have a logical, semantic content or reference to something (abstract or concrete).
Finally an utterance will have addressivity, which makes it a social act towards
others. It has an aspect of use. Hence to relate these three aspects of an
utterance/utterer and an utterance/interpreting receiver tight to each other is to
position a phenomenon as communication, and implies a view that accordingly
will function as a precondition for a certain phenomenology.
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Besides, to give priority to the dynamics of these three aspects is to take on a
triadic semiotic process perspective, that is, to shift from a linguistic to a
communicational phenomenology. By uttering and by interpreting we position
ourselves relative to, or better, between and by the (three) constitutive focused
aspects of an utterance and (accordingly) even between its constitutive silent,
non-uttered contextual (back-grounded) aspects. By the same token we as
communicators position ourselves and are positioned by these aspects. In
principle this implies that within the outlined framework any researched ‘object’
and any researcher’s position can be treated with and within the same
methodology, that is, as operationalized communicational positioning(s). Hence
any method is seen as communication and any (research) communication
implies a methodology. However, by prioritizing the above view on
communication two basic contextual aspects are placed in the background, time
and space. (See chapters on positioning this volume.)

2.2

A framework

We are nevertheless not completely free to utter what and how we want. We are
surrounded by and have to relate to given expectations, traditional norms and
pre-established meaning potential. This mixture of personal and cultural
embodied heritage will therefore function both as a (re-)source and as an
obstacle for specific communication. Different theorists in different academic
fields have developed different concepts for this silent macro level, such as
genre, discourse, register, habitus, code and context (Bakhtin 1986; Foucault
1972; Halliday 1978; Bourdieu 1989; Bernstein 1990; Bateson 1972). These
concepts can of course be seen as more or less different, but from a very general
point of view they can all be said to inhere a situational or contextual aspect or
element (Ongstad 1997 and chapters on positioning, this volume). Both for the
utterer and the interpreter such a macro-concept is the (back-)ground that gives a
more extensive meaning to the utterance, than the mentally cut-off utterance as a
separate unit. This situation-like context can ideally at least partly be shared by
communicators within a particular language or culture, not to deny that it of
course can even be different or not really shared. The immediate background
and position of the utterer and the interpretant for a figured utterance may
therefore both differ and coincide.
To conclude so far: from the perspective of a broad phenomenology for
communication it is clear though that we at least as a minimum have to deal
with a triadic utterance in time and space. Further that there exists an
interrelationship between what is directly uttered and what is not uttered that
helps the uttered being communicated. In other words we are left with a
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dynamics between a micro phenomenon (utterance) and a macro phenomenon
(genre).
While we to a certain degree can inspect the aspects of the utterance which
evolve on the surface, the macro phenomenon is doomed to be immanent, which
means that it is at work, not directly visible, although nevertheless
symptomatically traceable. As already hinted it is still tempting to believe that
even this embodied phenomenon, which I prefer to call genre, is triadic
(Ongstad 2002a, 2002b). The argument is that we through experience with and
memory of utterances having expressive, referential and addressive potential,
even store these combined three aspects as meaning potential. Quite early in our
lives we may have developed adequate expectations about which forms,
contents and acts that will appear, for instance in fairy tales as genre. It seems
reasonable to argue that this is M. Bakhtin’s view, even if it is not clearly stated
in his writings (Bakhtin 1986; Ongstad 2004). In any case are Halliday and his
followers explicit on this point, and their contextual, functional grammar have
developed concepts that establish a systemic correspondence between the textual
and the contextual level as a double set of triads (Halliday 1978 and 1994;
Martin 1997). (See chapters on positioning in this volume).
Taking a (critical) phenomenological perspective it should be made clear though
that the view I have developed so far is synchronic, which means that
communication as a theory of the utterance is not seen as a diachronic
phenomenon. Or to put it differently, there are at least two crucial dimensions
that are not yet integrated, namely time and space/place, if a goal is to embrace
as much as possible of a ‘complete’ imagined lifeworld or a communicational
cosmos for meaning. As a contrast language (as different from communication)
can be objectified (that is, be studied as a separated category). Described from
these two perspectives, an analytic synchronic and a narrative diachronic,
language can end up being described respectively as the two fields, grammar
and language history. Because a communicational positioning priorities a
synchronic perspective in the first place, it follows that it will be detached from,
what some theorists have called the chronotop (Larsen 1997). Chronos is Greek
for time and topos means place. Hence we have to incorporate or coordinate
these two aspects within a phenomenology of communication.
We can simplify and name the three constituting aspects of communication with
three pronouns, I for the utterer, it for what is uttered or referred to and you for
an intended or potential interpreter or receiver. Similarly simplistically we can
state that we always utter relative to a here-and-now. Depending on the genre
the here-and-now for an I who utters and for a you that are addressed may to a
certain degree differ or coincide. Or, if seen from the perspective of the utterer,
there is a where and a when in which an expressing I will refer to something it
addressed to a you. These five basic elements are continuously supported by
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context-generating, embodied genres. These genres have taken care of and
stored earlier expressed, referred and addressed utterances in similar ‘situations’
in the past for future communication in order to furnish communicators with
meaning potential (Halliday 1978).
Out of what has been outlined above, we can model a simplified framework for
the dynamics of utterance and genre that is three-dimensional at two levels. Note
that the model is three dimensional not only regarding aspects, but also
mathematically as spatial extent.

______________________________________________________________
Figure. 1. Utterance and genre in the moment of uttering. The unbroken lines symbolise collectively
and as a whole the ‘visible’ utterance, while the three-dimensional rest under this surface alludes an
immanent, embodied (re-)source for communication. For a more developed model, see chapter on
positioning in this volume.

It is clear that any utterance has to ‘travel’ physically in time and space by
means of some kind of medium. Note that, regarding classroom research, even
the utterer’s physical body could or should be seen as medium or as part of the
utterance. Once the utterance has left the utterer here-and-now (from the
perspective of the utterer), it may search its way towards receivers, and in
principle have the potential to be apprehended, interpreted and taken up thereand-then (in the perspective of the utterer and distanced observers). However,
from the perspective of the receivers, the utterance will be interpreted here-andnow after having been uttered there-and-then.
The phenomenology of this tacit dynamics between different chronotopes is
extremely intricate and so far under-theorized. To simplify though we can say
that here-and-now and there-and-then in any case will be incorporated both in
language through grammatical categories for time and space, as well as in what I
have called context. This means that contexts have both a material basis and a
certain time span as premises. Nevertheless, one of the strongest forces to help
creating a meaning loaded context, that is not just time and space, is precisely

Research on and in classrooms 163
genre as embodied. For instance will a ‘drama’ performed in the theatre be
based
on a physical shared chronotop, the shared unity of time and place for actors and
audience. In some sense such sameness can be claimed for classrooms as well.
If, on the contrary, there is an extreme distance in time and space, even the
physical form of the medium can get lost in its travel towards a receiver. Or it
can dissolve, so that the receivers here-and-now may understand that the forms
and structures (signs) in front of them probably is meant as communication,
without being able to interpret what the signs meant in the first place, there-andthen. A classical example of this (challenging frustration) is the Egyptian
hieroglyphs. One could finally start to interpret them more systematically, when
a document with seemingly three identical texts in three different languages (or
semiotics) where found by coincidence. One of the texts was written with
hieroglyphs and one other in Greek. In principle we are confronted with a
similar situation as observers of classrooms, lacking access to the embodied
context for each participant.

2.3

Implications for positioning(s)

Thus we can conclude that all utterers and interpreters have to position
themselves relative to how the expression is connected to a) an inner, subjective
world so to speak (the I), further to b) the outer world it is referred to (an it),
and finally to c) society as it is addressed by uttering (to someone, a you). These
processes are constantly intertwined and are simultaneously necessary to
establish meaning. However how the uttered can be handled, depends on the
context, on the genre, the kind of communication that accompany each specific
utterance.
The will to utter in a certain genre here-and-now is of no guarantee for that the
utterance is interpreted according to an ‘intended’ genre there-and-then on
behalf of a possible receiver. It is precisely the cultural distance between the
times and between the places that may disturb a ‘smooth’ or a direct
communication. Hence may a genre in country A and a genre in a country B be
termed seemingly likewise, but still differ significantly as meaning systems. The
same may hold for teachers and researchers in the same country, or of course
between students and teacher, and between researchers and others in any
classroom an so on.
In other words can the framework of positioning help researchers who compares
across time and borders be explicitly warned for the methodological dangers of
common sense positioning of utterances as such, not the least related to
investigations of and in classrooms. This is on the one hand easy to claim and in
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a sense a matter of fact. On the other hand though genre and context are two
very complex phenomena, not the least when one crosses national borders
(Ongstad 2005 a and b).
As researchers we nevertheless in practice have to trust genres anyway. Once we
look at the form (the syntactic structure) of an utterance, we are likely to try to
recognise it as a genre; for instance a fairy tale, Once upon a time (...); the
multiplication table, one time five is five, two times five is ten ...etc.; or an appeal
One at the time, please! As interpreters we may start the ‘search’ for meaning
from form or structure or we may focus on content or we may be alerted by its
possible use. We will normally be able to differentiate between, for instance, a
formula, a definition and a command, not the least because these prototypes
focus or give priority to one of the major aspects in particular, a dominant
(respectively form, content and use). Generally though we will have to depend
on a more or less recognisable special mixture.

2.4

From categorial towards more relational research design

What I have been developing so far is a general framework, a map, and not a
methodology. A crucial word for understanding the concept of (discursive)
positioning is probably the relational in-between. As utterer and interpreter one
will in any case be placed or positioned relative to the main dimensions in this
systemic framework. Accordingly will analyses of what an utterance may imply
and mean (more than its own literally, semantic meaning) have to be developed
relatively to the major aspects both in the utterance and in the silently present
genres. We need to focus a particular logical problem though. The concept of
positioning(s) is coined to try to balance between a categorial and a relational
view, not only on communication, but even on research in general. Both aspects
are in principle possible to perceive independently as ‘products’ and ‘processes’.
If we want to ‘kill’ communication as a process or as an addressed meaning and
try to catch an utterance simply and solely as an essential category, we can of
course do that, if we are aware that it represents a paradigmatic shift from seeing
uttering as a context-dependent, relational process to a categorial approach.
Likewise we can refuse to pin down any essential or intended ‘meaning’ of and
in a text, and thus take an extreme relational standpoint. Generally however we
have to find a balance between the two, depending on an estimated ‘nature’ of
our researched object and on how results should be returned to practice. Thee
notion of systemic is used to separate between a closed, logic system of stable
entities that identifies, explains and classify reproduction (‘in the spirit of
Linné’) and a framework that tries to balance partly reliable structures with new
elements that will change the system (‘in the spirit of Darwin’). Therefore both
language and communication will be partly stable and partly unstable. What in
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principle regulates both the researched object (the figure) and the researcher (the
perspective) is genre, as contextual.

2.5

Classrooms as combined time, place, form, content and action

In this part I will generate some metaphors for dynamic classroom contexts,
which can differentiate interpretations of classroom utterances in line with the
triadic view developed earlier, and which at the same time perhaps can meet
expectations and challenges in contemporary classroom research. Following a
Hallidayian systemic tradition, both the text and the context can be seen as
multi-functional, or in principle as three-dimensional. However, since specific
contexts are dependent on their foci, contexts of language cannot be the same as
semiotic embodied contexts of classrooms, but they may be interrelated in some
way. The following is an attempt to relate a set of basic aspects.
_______________________________________________________________
The level of utterance/text
Context metaphors
_______________________________________________________________
Traditional
Preferred Halliday’
Classroom Embodied Context of
term
term
term
context
context
language
_______________________________________________________________
form
structure
textual
forum
‘self’
mode
content
reference ideational
universe ‘world’
field
use
act
interpersonal
arena
‘society’ tenor
_______________________________________________________________
Fig. 3 Three aspects of utterance/text and (respectively) context.

Since classroom utterances can be seen as three-dimensional, that is, as
communication, the classroom should not only be seen as one semiotic cosmos
for communication or a semio-sphere (Uexkuell 1982), but also simultaneously
as a multi-functional forum for expressions, universe of content of meanings and
an arena for acts. From an observer’s position, a researcher of a classroom
registers a concrete form or material surface utterances. If this aspect of
communication is given priority, then expressivity is brought into focus as
dominant (Bühler 1934; Jakobson 1960). By expressivity I refer to the aspect
(and quality) of ‘pressing things out’ or ‘uttering’ from the inner. When the
structure of the utterance gets dominant function, other aspects are backgrounded in a figure-ground process through the positioning of the utterer as
well as the receiver. To try to conceive and conceptualize a classroom as
(mainly) a form forum is therefore an explicit contextualizing, a frame of
interpretation, an explicit positioning to the rather physical position a researcher
will have on the locus (Giddens 1984). Studying classrooms from this position
will basically imply a syntactic approach.

166 Sigmund Ongstad

Similarly will a focus on the references, giving priority to possible semantic
meanings and content, need to give semantics or referenciality a dominant
function. Here the researcher ‘reads’ the classroom (mainly) as a universe of
dominant content bits, as far as this is possible based on the researcher’s own
positionings. Cognitive aspects, understanding and knowledge create a whole
universe of individual meanings - partly logical, meaningful and coherent, and
partly chaos-like and unpredictable. Studying classrooms from this position will
basically imply a semantic approach.
Finally, according to a triadic thinking, the classroom can be seen as (mainly) an
arena for actions, a social room, a context where utterances primarily are seen as
acts of communication. The central point in this approach or this positioning is
the addressivity of the utterance, the more or less intended direction towards
possible receivers. Usually we think within a model of clear senders and
receivers, but the concept of addressivity implies a different ‘model’.
Addressivity is primarily general, and only secondarily specific. This is
especially the case regarding classrooms, which often function as a strange
combination of an official and a ‘private’ sphere. Utterances may therefore more
or less explicitly be directed both to someone and anyone at the same time
(Sahlström 1994). In this sense utterances are opening a dialogue, a response, a
reaction for instance in the way tasks ask for answers. Studying classrooms from
this position will basically imply a pragmatic approach. A broad semiotic
approach however may fundamentally disturb the configuration of direct
‘addressivity’. It is possible to see bodies and sign-constructed contexts as
constant streams of structures, meanings and actions, even when a person does
not ‘utter’ in the traditional verbal sense.
A reason for using the metaphors of classroom contexts is to establish an
alternative to the partly parallel Hallidayian categorization of field, tenor and
mode, and the respectively corresponding ideational, interpersonal and textual
functions. Thus I see contexts as dynamic positionings, not as categories. The
three metaphors may be seen as an effort to establish an indirect ‘dialogue’
which searches in a similar direction we can find in the work of Fairclough
(1992) and Matthiessen (1993a and 1993b).
An important reason for the use of the metaphors though is the possibility that
the contextual aspects have to be connected more principally with what I have
called ‘self’, ‘world’ and ‘society’, concepts inherited with the Husserlian,
Schützian and Habermasian notion of ‘lifeworld’. The uttering ‘self’ appears for
others in the first round as or through form and structure. In this way a forum is
opened up where the self might find a place of being. At the same time any self
has to relate to things, to concepts, to meanings: in short, through references to a
material and an abstract world (Bakhtin 1986; Urban 1989; Ricoeur 1992). In
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this sense a self can be seen to relate to an inner part of itself, but further to a
universe of meaning by the process of uttering/positioning relative to it, and
even becomes intertwined in an embodied, incorporated internalized ‘society’,
constantly produced and reproduced through the genre system.
Comprehended in these terms the classroom forum forces its participants to
structure, the universe of meaning calls for semantic meaning and the arena
makes utterances to pragmatic acts in a certain direction, leaving its members
without a full control of the semiotic processes and interpretations. Learning and
communication thus change the utterer’s ‘inner’ world, and when genres and
contexts are changed through uttering and positioning (Bakhtin 1986), society at
large is changed as well (Dewey 1916). A macro change of society is therefore
on the micro level a collective, intersubjective change of individual ‘selves’ and
‘worlds’ precisely of the kind we will find in classroom, by which of course
classrooms even become (social) class rooms. This hypothesis or set of
metaphors, applied on classrooms, refutes seeing individual students as isolated
from the extrinsic world and society, because teachers and students bring
‘selves’, ‘worlds’ and ‘societies’ embodied to the classroom, as they by the same
token as changed ‘selves’ will bring embodied classrooms to the external world
and to society at large.

3

Class-/room as embodied, gendered, ‘disciplined’ and textualised

In the following I will analyse and comment upon at length a strange episode
that I came across when I studied the task culture in a 6 grade class (Ongstad
1997) observing it during a year. I will do that primarily in relation to the
‘disciplinary’ character of a particular lesson, and discuss implications for the
perception of classroom as discursively embodied and some times gendered.
Also Edwards and Mercer (1987) claims that students’ ‘misinterpretations’
should be reconsidered. Traditionally, ‘faults’ have been seen as caused by
students lacking ability to listen and to absorb new information; or as the
teachers lacking the ability to teach. It has been less usual to look at the
language of tasks and answers. Edwards and Mercer find that incidents where
both teacher and students were aware of the communication problem, are more
interesting than cases that have to do with semantic content of school
knowledge. Especially they ask why the basic ‘rules’ often remain implicit; and
they suggest different explanations. Educated adults have a tendency to see rules
or reasons as self-evident. Further many teachers deliberately want to control
how knowledge should be apportioned. Their third suggestion is therefore that it
is often claimed that:
[...] a good teacher should not need to make such things explicit, and will gain nothing by
doing so. According to this ideology, successful teaching is the creation of successful
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learning environments; if tasks, activities and lessons are well conceived, then children will
learn. What is more, they will learn as is appropriate to their development stage; the
activities will ‘bring out’ what they have. Meta level discussions of what is the purpose of it
all, or in which specific concepts are abstractly defined, will constrain or distort children’s
learning experience, and probably confuse them (Edwards and Mercer 1987: 60).

Edwards and Mercer do not signal how to approach these problems. However
they
suggest that ‘context’ should be re-thought and that consciousness about
discourse should increase. I choose their stopping point as my stepping stone. In
the following I will present an incident of ‘misunderstanding’ and relate an
interpretation of it to the question of triadic classrooms, genres and contexts as
‘embodied’ :
Today they are reading in a history-book about Gutenberg, the inventor of modern printing. The
chapter contains a longer dialogue from a trial about owner’s rights, which Gutenberg was involved
in. The topic is a part of an outspoken pedagogical chain (in the text book) of inventions and
discoveries through history with focus on famous men (literally) in the Renaissance.
Anne, the teacher, wants them, working with these historical topics, to establish and to develop the
ability to study, to take notes, to read carefully, to underline key words, and to ask sensible
questions. This is not something the class normally has done much of. They are supposed to acquire
these skills to manage on their own. At the same time she argues explicitly that they will very soon
be ready for secondary school (then 7th to 9th grade, now changed), where they will have a lot of
homework that will be assessed. (Norwegian elementary schools, from 1st to 7th grade, have general
written evaluation but no marks.)
Anne begins reading herself, but soon lets the students read out loud, one by one, as they sit in a half
circle in front of her. They are following a traditional pattern, each reading just a bit, with small
breaks for explanations, popularization and comments. Now and then there is a question, either from
the students or from the teacher. In general the students seem neither enthusiastic nor bored - it is a
normal lesson, an average classroom event. The room is quiet, with an air of concentration, at least
at the surface. One student asks for permission to go to the toilet. Two students have eye contact,
trying to create some fun. They begin to snigger. One boy has to ask “Where are we again?” when it
is his turn. The two fun makers get a short but not unfriendly reprimand from Anne.
Suddenly, half way through the lesson, Mikal, one of the leading boys, out of the blue exclaims
eagerly, as if his idea comes from nowhere, “May I be the judge?”. He seems to want a attractive
role in a play. No one takes any notice, and his initiative dies out. They just continue to read. No one
takes up his question. When it is Kristian’s turn to read, one can hear him put some more feeling into
the reading, as if he acts, in contrast to the monotone and technical reading we have heard so far.
Rikard, sitting next to him, smiles, as a positive reaction. After reading, Kristian smiles back,
collecting the silent praise. The reading goes on for a while. Maybe there is a slightly increased
interest in it. Anne hushes, to stop the noise among some of the boys again, especially Mikal.
At the very end of the lesson it is Kristian’s turn to burst out, extremely eager and seemingly with no
direct reference to what is going on in the classroom at the moment, “here are 11 parts!” And in the
next second, before he is even able to formulate another sentence, Arild calls out, “hen I want to
be....” And Kristian calls out, “.. and I Mendelin! “ Suddenly the boys are all shouting eagerly and
loudly which role they want, and for a short while there is an enormously noisy interest in getting the
‘right’ part. Nothing happens. The bell is ringing, however, and the lesson ends. In middle of the
breaking-up noise we can hear Kristian again, polite, but astonished. “Aren’t we going to act”.
But they are not. At last the boys have to leave the classroom, when they realize that they have all
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been mistaken. Putting on a play was never the teacher’s intention. All the girls have left, long ago.
The second part of the lesson will continue after the break. It’s about grammar. (From SO’s
observations of 6x in Storby school, spring 1994.)

3.1

A contextual background

I have focused here, taken out a textualised bit of a classroom ‘reality’. It is done
from the position of research interests in tasks. But some contextual background
information about Anne and the class is needed. Anne is a teacher who likes to
read from fictional books to the class. (There are texts in this class!) She has the
ability to put life into words (emotional and aesthetic reading), and as a teacher
she has deliberately tried to transmit to or smuggle into them some of her own
courage to ‘dare’ to read with involvement and engagement to her students. They
have dramatized texts and they have as a class been responsible as ‘buddies’ for
a class of first-graders, for whom they write and read ‘books’. Some of their
schoolwork is therefore functional beyond a traditional schoolish classroom.
Sometimes they have short, quite elevated discussions about what good reading
is or could be.
Besides, Anne quite often deliberately has merged the two school subjects which
she teaches (Norwegian and O-fag), even if the written, national curriculum
describes them separately. (‘O-fag’ is a disciplinary integration or a collection of
science, history, geography, and social science. O stands for (Eng.) orientation
(Norw.: orientering). Therefore some of her students may not always be fully
aware of which school discipline/subject they really are into, even if the agenda
is quite clear and almost always formally described in the week-plan and mostly
referred to at the beginning of each lesson. This pattern has strong impact on
which classroom the students really will enter after each brake. Further, Anne
has, with her open style of teaching, consciously overlooked the possible
‘negatives’ of small chat, noise and side-tracks, and as a choice she has instead
stressed the possible ‘positives’ of involvement and discussions of content and
teaching. In other words she has developed expectations of ‘class’ and
‘classroom’ as a fairly open genres and discourses.
The fact that I have been observing her over almost a year, has, according to
herself, increased her consciousness about what might be her ‘personal teaching
philosophy’. One of her intentions is to try to negotiate topics and progression
(which may alter the ‘normal’ teacher-subject-student-relationship (the so-called
didaktic triad). Another aspect is to keep the border between the two school
subjects, O-fag and Norwegian vague and open. Anne also believes that she as a
teacher should transfer some of her responsibility to her students. The incident
described above happened towards the end of the school year in grade six, the
last year before secondary education [Norwegian: ungdomstrinnet]. She had
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started to be worried about the students’ knowledge of the syllabus, and
especially about their ability to take ‘responsibility for their own learning’ (a
popular slogan and an explicit curricular goal in Norwegian education during the
1990s).

3.2

Analysing the incident

Coming from outside there are several possible approaches to this episode. A
normative reaction with ideological roots in ‘practicism’ would perhaps be to
blame the teacher for not making clear enough what the lesson really was about.
In the same spirit one could blame the boys for being absent-minded and
unconcentrated (not being ‘on task’). A third more laissez-faire-like reaction
might be that this is just a normal situation and to argue that such episodes are
likely to occur in any classroom any day and is an outcome that can hardly be
predicted or avoided. However, looking at the event from a more overall
communicational point of view, there is less sense in blaming anyone. It is an
interesting communicational episode for several reasons. There are things about
the level and kind of expressivity, about gender differences, about hidden
ideologies of ‘classrooms’ and about mixed school subjects which all call for a
closer look.
In this classroom the teacher was going to teach O-fag, focusing the topic
Gutenberg and other famous men of the Renaissance on the one hand (content)
and combining her intention of training students in really studying on the other
(approach). Seeing the aspect of knowledge as dominant may lead to a
referential, content-oriented understanding and positioning of the lesson. In
other words it will imply considering the classroom as a universe of (intended)
epistemological meanings. The dominating genres involved here are the
textbook genres and some traditional, curricular, pedagogical genres (Collerson
1988; Christie 1989; Marks and Mousley 1990). This positioning establishes a
‘text’ in and for the class and indicates a classroom genre that could be called
‘content teaching’. It is a one-classroom understanding, a categorization of
multiplicities, seeing the discipline as the dominant. Students who are not able to
participate are off the track, and not really in the class. The pedagogical repair
strategies (to open for normativity) would probably be the modernist
recommendations of strict discipline, good order, clarity and concentration.
A variety of classroom genres are well-known and internalized by most students
in this class. Even the physical embodying of genres can be observed when
doing ‘reading’: Keep the body ready and ears open for your turn to read and for
reading aloud as an educational exercise; be, or pretend to be interested in a nonexpressive matter; sit straight when working with the textbook; do not bend too
low, or lay flat along the desk; do not give the body a chance to have it too
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pleasant (= koselig), but work hard and look conscious and goal oriented; take
notes, underline, ask questions, keep the voice a bit ‘dull’ or in a monotone
school mode when reading. Or the opposite: if you dare to sound professional,
read like the TV newsreaders, controlled, pertinent and well balancened.
At the best this ‘interpretation’ of what happened seems valid for most of the
students in the beginning and probably for a majority of the girls for the rest of
the lesson. Looking at the expressivity, or the classroom as an aesthetic form
forum, might give an other picture, some important signals to understanding
how almost all the boys in the end get ‘side-tracked’. There is the drama-like
structure in the textbook, which might allude to roles in a play. There is also
Anne’s lively and engaged reading, despite the fact that a dominating
pedagogical aim seemingly is to ‘study’ and to ‘make sense’ and to ‘remember’
what is important. And there is Mikal’s slightly excited early suggestion of an
alternative, almost secret or deliberately hided genre. He acts like a ‘hunter’,
ready to take the best part as an easy prey, if he is right (the lesson as an
aesthetic opportunity). Further there is Kristian’s reading with involvement, and
there is Rikard’s appraisal of it, which breathes to the embers of a new engaging
and entertaining possibility. Lastly there is the outcome, the consequence, the
enormous eagerness and involvement to get ‘right’ or interesting roles. Thus the
expressive dimension is visible on and ‘between’ the lines throughout the lesson
even for an observer, not only as an inner eagerness, but also expressed in the
more neutral, embodied ‘referential voice’ of most of the students, when
reading.
Although Anne made the reason and the aim explicit when she started the
lesson, this is mostly forgotten or has become ‘back-grounded’ by other aspects
as the lesson progresses in some of the boys’ minds. For many of the boys the
aesthetic/emotional dimension takes over, and an ideology of the lesson and of
school in general (to learn) is pushed into the background of their attention, with
participation, acting and involvement in the foreground. This is in their mind
probably reasonable, since Anne normally has been open for this kind of change,
and since she from time to time consciously blurs or integrates the two school
subjects. However, during this lesson I as an observer did not register any signs
among the girls to involve in the aesthetic part of it the way the boys did. They
behaved predictably adequate and quiet, they were in line with the tacit
‘ideology’ - this is learning and about ‘studying’. Most of the boys however
became ‘side-tracked’, step by step, to their private, though common and
gendered enterprises. Thus there is a clash with the implicit expectation or
ideology of learning.
The rationality behind the tremendous expressivity at the end of the lesson can
be traced in the experienced short distance Anne keeps between the two
subjects, and the fact that the boys in this class seem to relate more with feelings
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to school and teaching than the girls do. These boys seemingly have embodied
the sense of teaching and learning practices in other genres than the girls do.
This time the difference is significant enough to interpret the two genders as
participating in seemingly two different lessons, disciplines and hence
classrooms. Reading with neutral tone means O-fag and knowledge. Reading
with expressivity directs the minds and the hearts of the boys towards
Norwegian (as a school subject) and as part of that, play. Play is associated with
fun, activity, expressivity and a portion of irresponsibility, not having to learn, a
touch of ‘divertimento’ and entertainment. The positionings and task-strategies
of the boys are taken from their general socialization and from their particular
experience with Anne’s style of teaching, a genre expectation Anne has built up
through her practice over the year(s).
It is the school subjects or the ‘disciplines’ which discipline the body and the
mind to behave rationally in the locus or the site called classroom and during the
time called school. The task expectation is disciplined and prescribes the kind of
classroom one embodied participates in. We can try to imagine how a teacher
enters a geography class and writes on the blackboard Alaska and sits down
expecting answers. Students in many school cultures might react with the
embodied genre ‘test’. However, if the same teacher enters the same physical
classroom in a mother tongue class being taught lyrics, writing up Alaska could
create totally different texts or utterances or actions.
Looking at the classroom as a universe of meaning, the lesson has a clear
semantic aspect, a knowledge content. On a plain content level it is about
Gutenberg, and on a pedagogical level, ‘how to learn’. From such a simplistic,
one-dimensional, semantic point of view, this is a lesson mainly about these two
topics, a certain knowledge and knowledge about knowledge. This positioning
looks at the lesson as an object, it is about something, seemingly created by the
teacher and/or the textbook. The chronotopical classroom is thus turned into a
dead context. However such a positioning is rather the teacher’s and especially
the researcher’s and not necessarily the students’. Finally from a simplistic
pragmatic point of view the teacher’s arrangements and orders will come more
into focus - establishing turns, commanding, hushing, deciding, leading - while
the students’ act-like reactions are more or less to be obedient.
One consequence of such a three-way-analysis is that none of these disciplinary
‘lessons’ or the two gendered ‘classrooms’ can really be objectified. A lesson is
rather a chaos of many small events or incidents, which only in some respect
relate to each other, and function as ‘events’ in relation to the discursive
positioning of the researcher. What observers can ‘see’ and tapes can record, are
aspects and views on aspects. There are several classrooms in one, depending on
the aims of being there, and the choice of foci.
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3.3

Broadening and developments of the concept of classroom?

What I have done is to open up for a wider interpretation of what a classroom is.
The notion of classroom has frequently been extended and often twisted
metaphorically. For example have many museums and libraries become more
conscious of their educative role not only for society at large, but also for
schools in particular. In a recent doctoral thesis M. Frøyland has studied geology
didaktik and museum pedagogy using the didaktic potential of the scientific
classification of stones and minerals. The theoretical framework is tested by a
model called “the extended classroom” and can illustrate how museums can
cooperate with schools to increase scientific understanding in the disciplines.
The mineralogical concepts ‘stones’ and ‘minerals’ are used as examples, and
the students are active with stones in three different environments, the
classroom, in a museum exhibition and in nature (Frøyland 200@).
Partly related to this ‘extension’ of the classroom concept is the recently coined
notion of friluftsdidaktik. Literally it means “free air didaktik”, but this new field
is about using nature as a classroom for students’ educational, outdoor activities.
This didaktik is seen as different from classroom didaktic, and warns teachers
that classroom discourses are not necessarily valid in nature as a context.
Finally I will point to the ever more obvious that the digital age will change the
classroom and perceptions of classroom dramatically and already does. Even
with just one computer placed in a traditional classroom the direction of
attention and the way of communicating in the classroom is affected. And with
many PCs the asymmetric power relationship between teacher and students is
likely to be significantly altered. It has been argued that the digital age will
remove the classroom or even the teacher, or at least ‘sideline’ the notion of
teaching, underpinning the strong relationship between the new information
channel and the student. To judge where the development will end is risky, but
digital technology will definitely change our configurations of classrooms.

3.4

Three research examples of ‘twisted’ classroom perceptions

I will give three examples of how the notion of classroom can be challenged
internally and externally. I spent one year in a 6th grade class in an suburban
school in Oslo. The class had disciplinary problems, and the teachers analyzed
the problems and found that the normal classroom formation caused to much
noise. Sitting in rows students talked to much to their neighbour students. It was
decided to operate with two different forms, five groups of desks with no given
‘back’ or ‘front’ for more independent work and conversation, and a half circle
of chairs up at the front in the classroom for particular issues that needed
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concentration and attention. But after some months even this arrangement did
not work well enough. Students came too close and started chatting and
annoying each other. However the teachers would not give up these two
formations, but ‘invented’ a new one, one I had never seen before (or after) and
it worked: Since there were only 17 students in the class it was space enough
when all desks were turned towards three of the walls, turning their back both to
their teacher(s) and their mates. To prevent communication sideways there were
placed small wooden walls between each desk. The horseshoe formed classroom
looked in other words like a barn, keeping students like cattle in a row of
separate stalls along the wall (Ongstad 1997: 326).
Why did it work? The major reason was perhaps that the teachers were quite
determined to find a solution without over-emphasising the use of formal
disciplinary means, but searched a physical classroom structure that suited better
these students’ behaviour, interpreted by the teachers as a need for
concentration. Besides, the teachers were experienced and considered the
students even as physical bodies, not just ‘brains’. Another (relevant) peculiarity
was that the teachers could let one student at the time leave the classroom, when
the ‘body’ became too restless. Any student was allowed to run fast to the
school gate 300 meter away and back again, return to their desks and continue to
work without any talk or disturbances. Through the year the running was
regularly used but never misused. The class was not problem free the rest of the
year, but coming from outside, I could only register how well the arrangements
seemed to function.
Looking back my questions are: what, where and when is the classroom in
this/these case/s? Physically only the positions of the desks were altered, and for
each change the students met a new physical form they had not been used to.
But mentally they for each shift were confronted with a new material basis, a
topological site for communication. Over time the class and the teachers soon
developed new discursive genres for classroom communication that
incorporated different patterns for mind and body. It was for instance
inconvenient to sit turned to their desk, and hence staring into the wall, if the
teacher wanted their collective attention. Hence they kept some desks in the
middle of the room for more long-lasting cooperative, group activities and even
the half circle in front of the teacher for very concentrated
teaching/explanations.
Once the teachers became used to handle these three forms and the functional
shift between them, what earlier had been a problem now developed into a
pedagogical advantage. The students embodied the new forms. They got used to
that for this class, with these teachers, in this context. ‘Classroom’ actually
implied three structural varieties, each different from a traditional classroom
structure with students placed in rows. Thus the answer to the what-question is
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‘differentiated’, and to the questions where and when, ‘embodied’. I will
underline however that classroom in this sense has to be perceived as an
embodied genre and a dynamic context. They created new norms and
expectations for discursive, semiotic actions in the room.
I should add that (other) new communication patterns soon appeared, such as
pencil writing on the students’ private walls, personal games with hidden small
toys, new ways of sending and receiving individual messages to distanced mates
and enemies other places in the classroom. The students got new friends and
‘conflict partners’ as teachers moved disturbers or placed ‘calmers’ between
them. In other words the new structures were dynamic, related to
communication and learning in the classroom.

4

Conclusions?

Research in and on classrooms has changed relative to shifts in what has been of
interest in the classrooms for academic disciplines and of what has been
considered as methodologically sound or acceptable in educational research
more in general. Moreover research has mostly been top-down (or from outside
in) and later even bottom-up (from inside out) in the sense that research first was
done on classrooms (by researchers), but later also from classrooms (by teachers
as researchers). In this article I have stressed the view that classroom studies
should be communicationally oriented in the very broad sense that whatever
goes on in principle could be seen as aspects of subjective meanings. Meaning is
nevertheless doomed to be partly immanent, which means that classroom
research at the best can hope to help to hint what is going on.
I have also put stress on activities where language and communication have
been a theme for the lessons. A main reason for this priority is my belief that
when meaning as such is the positioned didaktic figure, there are generally more
open and fruitful pathways to a needed improved meta-discussion of what the
semiotics of classroom is and implies. Further I have tried to advocate for the
view that language as such must not dominate to the degree that the general
understanding as a rule becomes dominantly logo-centric. I have done so by
claiming that the semiotics of the bodies and the physical room needs to be
studied too, and not in separation.
Finally I have argued that the embodiment of classroom is just as important as
seeing classrooms as pure contextual boxes. The article advocates for the view
that classrooms deserve to be seen as chronotopical variations of Bourdieuean
habitus, as the body’s secondary nature rather as ‘boxes for content’. This
understanding coincides with and should strengthen the hypothesis that re/production of given and new lifeworlds are immanent. I would like to end by
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underlining though that embodying of course is a metaphor. Even if it as such
can end in favouring certain methodologies and approaches it only claims that
classrooms should be studied semiotically. Regarding the double triadic view
that forms the overall basis for the applied framework it should be said that it
primarily is thought of as a source of awareness for possible blind spots rather
than a specific approach or methodological regime.
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Positioning in/of practice. On communication and
validation
Sigmund Ongstad
The article investigates examples of communicational positioning(s), mainly by
exemplifying what the framework given in the article Positioning in theory can offer as a
general methodology. A student's text is analysed as triadic communication, and then this
analysis is problematised on a meta-level, as a research positioning. Further the Australian
'genre debate', a German book for MTE didaktik, two Norwegian books used in teacher
education, and two Norwegian national curricula are discussed along similar lines,
claiming that any utterance needs to be understood or related to as triadic in a 'double
sense', firstly as aspects of form, content and act as intertwined, mutual, parallel and
simultaneous there and then. However this more concrete positioning of aspects needs
(secondly) to be seen in dialogical relation to the genre, the communicational setting or
the context(s) of which the focused utterance is a part. The examples are given to make
likely that even this immanent level should be seen as triadic. The article ends stressing
validity and validation in particular. The main argument in the last part is that the triadic
understanding and the communicational orientation which have been presented, will give
inevitable premises for all validisation of culture as meaning and for any research genre.
The divide between structural and post-structural ways of validating, which can illustrate
the battle over validation in research, is briefly touched upon. Finally, as attachment, a
series of different triadic models and systematic overviews of key concepts from theories
are presented.

Communicational positioning is about searching a valid and relevant discursive
place for a researched or focused cultural object relative to its context and the
dynamic position from which it is chosen to be viewed and described. Although
positioning in principle can be developed to a full analytic regime, to an
approach that could be called analysis of positioning (Ongstad 1999), it does not
have to be highly formalized to be methodologically useful. It can even be used
more informally and tentatively. In this article though I will exemplify and
illustrate more than doing extensive analyses. Because of the openness of the
approach an important issue is to problematize the nature of validation as
consequence of a communicative view on cultural phenomena as well as on
research processes.
In brief a framework for analysing communicational positioning consists of
rather few constituents. A basic unit is the concrete, physical utterance which is
a balance of three intertwined, dynamic aspects, a physical form through which
communication is channelled and structured, the expression. Further each form
element makes a reference to something else than itself, the reference. And
finally it addresses someone as an act. As a potential to express, refer and act
utterers and interpreters are further equipped with knowledge of and skills in
using immanent or embodied genres and discourses. Even these macro-
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communicational means are triadic in that they help communicators to utter and
interpret particular expected balances of expressivity, referentiallity and
addressivity in utterances.
Genres and discourses will inherit ideologies in the sense that they are mostly
tacit or implicit about the sense, the value and the power related to each genre or
discourse. However ideologies may come symptomatically to surface in
utterances, or they may not. Although the framework operates with the concept
of context, situational contexts are to a quite high degree seen as being
established by genres and discourses. Concrete analyses of fields, genres
utterances or intricate relations between them, may start from this broad
understanding, or develop its own more intricate and sophisticated
subcategories, working from macro to micro or vice versa.
In the following I will mark the concepts that are explicitly related to or
developed further from the framework by (mostly) using Italics the first times I
comment upon them. I have chosen to focus on quite short texts and incidents
and tried to cover different examples than analysing one at length. Thus I will
first present a student’s text, then problematize the concept of genre, further
study critically how communication interferes with MTE curricula before I raise
the question of how validity is intertwined with communication.

1

A text and its post-positioning(s) contextualized

A Day on the Beach
One day when may mother had a day off . she get a brilliant ide. Sens
it was sunshinne gud vi drive to the beach. When we was drivin the, was
all i was thinking abaut was to take a bathe. When we cald see the
coast, I sa that it was a lott’s of people ther . When my mamy hed
parked the car walked we down to the beach. I ran to the see and swam
around. It was lovly. My mamy blow upp my ball and trou it in the
wather to my. Suddenly a bornning playn was komin to the beach all the
people was skriming . the playn crach in the san and a lott of
people wass killd and hurt
THE END THAT’S ALL FOKS
Anders is in grade six in a Norwegian primary school (then aged 13). The text
(utterence) above is his narrative, as part of a test in English as a second
language, where the task (genre) was to write a text with point of departure in a
text-book text on the same topic. Anders’ text is from a study that investigated
students’ positionings to ideologies of the schools’ task culture (Ongstad 1997).
An ideology of task as a school genre is often to get it right (focusing content).
Another may be to write a interesting story (focusing form or aesthetics), and a
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third may be simply just to do it, to hand in something of reasonable length to be
assessed (focusing action or doing). All these expectations, stemming from
different sources, may constrain Anders’ discursive positioning. His parents
want him to do right, to get correct answers. His Norwegian teacher appreciates
interesting and well-told stories. The English teacher however, warns against too
fancy stories. She wants the class to focus more on language learning, preferably
based on a rational use of grammar based and of self-conscious understanding.
Straight-jacked between these ideologies Anders tries to fulfil them all in his
own way. Besides he has his own enterprise.
The first part of his narrative is a response to school duties, to the given task and
to how it should be performed. However he even focus the story. Nevertheless,
correctness in this school-game is also important. (Although 6th graders in
Norway do not get marks!) Consequently Anders does not care so much about
his spelling or his syntax. (Or is he really aware of the problem?) He seems
pleased to discover that he is able to find words that can express something in
this new foreign language.
Anders likes strong expressions, feelings are important, and dynamics in
narrative can create that (Ongstad 1997). He cannot let be, the dull expectation
of what you are supposed to write under the schoolish genre of A Day on the
beach is not enough. Thus he is filling the rest of the text with an ‘Anders
special’. Based on his rather well developed knowledge of certain text patterns
of media-genres, he creates, even literally a crash. At the same time he probably
feels that these text aspects belong to the culturally relevant environment of
‘English’. However ‘Englishness’ in Norway is of course not only associated
with school. For Anders the cultural threads to the genres cartoons and violent
action films are just as significant. In this sense he is positioned by impulses
from these cultures/genres as well, and not only by ‘tasks’ as genres in school.
My reading of Anders’ text is based on my own close observation of him when
he wrote it, my decontextualization afterwards, and my own ideological
‘infected’ interest in this text as it relates (positioned) to my own research focus.
I gradually had got the idea (hypothesis) that Anders, not only here, but more
generally is not communicating as many of the other children in the class, in
spite of the fact that he seemingly behaves and acts normally in the classroom.
My theoretical hypothesis was that he unconsciously or intuitively often
positioned himself close to the communicational aspects of emotionality and
expressivity. For him writing as a process was much about feelings and
engagement. That seems to be the dominant of the main aspects of meaning.
Communicating referential elements, informing or direct acting are still present
of course, but they are in this sense and context secondary. More general
contexts can be more abstract phenomena such as for instance pre-modernism,
modernism and postmodernism. In this case I am tempted to interpret Anders’
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written utterances as rather postmodern as they seem to signal I write (and
express) then I am. (Cf. F. Fellini, I am my film and my film is me.) During the
year I observed him he elsewhere often fills his book margins with sharks,
which more or less function as tags, his signified I. (He also wears a Sharks
supporter cap.) He is his expression while expressing. In the classroom as a
community he tries to be visible as a significant semiotic sign. In the text he is
positioned between the main aspects, but his uttering represents a genre brake
which is symptomatically visible in his priority of the expressive rather than the
cognitive aspects that the English teacher, the discipline and the school expect
him to use. Hence there is a constraint between communicational, and hence
pedagogical aspects.

2

Research positioning(s) read critically

This tentative and positioned reading is filled with some kind of ideological
empathy on my side. It turns out that his fascinating positionings fits my project.
It is thus tempting to use his writing to demonstrate my main points, or to argue
that I am ‘right’ or that my reading is ‘reasonable’ and pedagogically relevant.
Hence I am at risk blindly to overlook Anders’ learning problems, which might
be caused by the combination of his quite well developed ear for oral language
and week eye for the written, formal language in general and for English in
particular.
Besides my position is semiotic and theoretical, which means that I even
emphasize the referential aspect in my own utterance. This opens up for a
dilemma. A modernist, essentialist structural approach would argue within the
field of content and pay attention to the validity of references. Post-structuralists
are in one sense concerned with practices, that is, the particular than grand
theories, that is, the general. Thus a post-structural response would probably be
more addressive, if responsive at all. Further I do not think it is a coincidence
that semiotics and poststructuralism in some cases are blurred and inter-twined.
There is a tendency of the two stay in each other’s neighbourhood: They both
are concerned about the conflicting multiplicities of the sign (the dynamic
pluralities of the nature of positioning). In addition they find the tacitness
(blindness) of traditional disciplines (ideologies) on this point provoking or
challenging.
In other words, my claim that Anders favours emotionality and expressivity can
not be the only valid reading of the text. Thus, by allowing for other possible,
specific readings by means of the outlined, systemic framework a number of
other readings are possible. That they may differ may not necessarily mean that
they are in conflict. The framework make constrains compatible. What makes
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them comparable is the triad, the notion of communication as simultaneity of
expressivity, referenciality and addressivity as a whole.

3

The Australian genre debate - meta-positioning of semiotics and post/structuralism(s)

However, it is also clear that quite many semioticians for example chase
explicitness, clearness and definite definitions, blaming poststructuralists for
irresponsibility as ‘real’ researchers. A ‘constellation’ of a different kind can be
seen in the ‘positionings’ in the Australian Genre debate in the late 1980’s. The
so-called Australian Genre approach is theoretically based on systemics and
social semiotics. Threadgold (1989) claims that the result is blindness on a
crucial spot, the ideology of the systemics. In other words the claim is that
systemics is tacit about what it cannot face as an approach. In my words it lacks
a broad enough Wissenschaftstheorie. In Threadgold (1993) the attack is even
stronger, in claiming that formally oriented linguistics fails to understand its
own semiotic basis. Confronted with the paradox of language(s), the most
sensible solution for her is a poststructural one.
Her attack is similar and parallel to that of Anne Freadman, who, relying on
Derrida’s The Law of Genre, (Derrida 1980) refutes the modernist logic of
either/or when working with texts, and claims that it is necessary to shift to
both/and, which for her is to give up structuralism in favour of poststructuralism
(Freadman 1994). However it is noticeable that the critical positionings of those
two scholars do not imply refusing the relevance of genre theory. On the
contrary it becomes crucial to any paradigm, since “one cannot not use genres”.
On this crucial matter both they and the Hallidayians consider (social) semiotics
as an inevitable tool or as a logical consequence of the urge to come to terms
with the nature of texts and signs. However, equally noticeably: none of the
parties takes up the internal dilemma of the triad (the ideational, the
interpersonal and the textual) in spite the fact that this is an obvious
unproblematized aspect of both in Hallidayian semiotics and within
poststructuralism.
The ideologies of poststructuralisms are several, depending on the kind of ‘ism’
we talk about. One is that poststructural methods or approaches are value-related
as positioning, without saying so, in academic ‘liberalism’. This can be
illustrated with difference in theoretical positioning between Ricoeur and
Derrida. The former communicate with the academic past and the future by
staying faithful to the philosophical network of established concepts. Derrida
creates his own concepts. Thus the reader has to communicate mostly with him
and his made up concepts. While Ricoeur has his ethical anchorage in a
discipline as well as on the nature of the investigated object, Derrida prefers
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liberty, a free position, his own language to present a more subjective and
unique understanding. The tendency to deconstruction based on ad-hoc concepts
is of course not less ethical than any other approach. On the contrary it is often
needed, since ‘disciplined’ approaches may be too disciplined and irrelevant to
be able to catch the specific. In other words, the degree of delicacy in a
framework or approach is crucial for what can be described. For poststructural
approaches following Derrida the ideological fallacy is that the outcome is not
communication, but publication, or ‘languaging’. This is of course in it self
highly postmodern: it is about to be heard, to be seen and to self-consciously
reveal that this can only happen through signs.
Can ‘positioning’ as a framework bridge such gaps? In sum the dichotomies
between different structuralisms and their ‘posts’ are not necessarily so much
between research paradigms as between Bourdieuean ‘fields’. There is a contest
between being academically in or out. In fact it is about taste, distinction, and
power. Here positioning could reveal some quasi differences. In the end a
crucial question concerns relevance and ethics. Who is research really for?
(Cherryholmes 1988.) In trying to answer that question I am probably not a
poststructuralist; I would like my research to reach someone, and I have my
priorities of who I think it might concern. Regarding more practical approaches I
have few problems following the poststructuralists; I can see the butterfly-like
descriptions and interpretations precisely as positionings. To ‘understand’ this
from both the semiotic and poststructural perspectives that the framework can
help to contrast, does not ‘destroy’ the ideological values that are imbedded in
any utterance. In my view it helps to see possible compatibilities between the
structures and their posts by allowing to commute between positioning(s).
However the ethics of this relativity has to come to surface as my metapositionings, as explicit validation based on a broad communicative approach.

4

A brief meta-comment

I started with Anders’ separated utterance as a focused figure. I contextualized it
by relating it to tasks in school as ideological genres. I further followed different
aspects as possible meanings, not only Anders’ but even my own, seen from a
self-critical meta perspective. In addition I brought possible dilemmas up on a
theoretical level by contrasting two different meta-positionings. I deliberately
avoided a conclusion in this context since the sense has been exemplification
rather that in depth analyses. I have given a more final statement about Anders
in the thesis, Ongstad (1997) and in Ongstad (1999).
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5

Positioning in, of and by triads in Mother Tongue Didaktik

5.1

A German example focusing aims for education (Bildung)

In the next example I am concerned with a discipline as such, and how it relates
to (triadic) communication in a very broad sense. Fritzsche (1994a) is a didaktik
for German as a discipline/school subject. Fritzsche uses both Habermas’ and
Bühler’s triads, not by just copying them, but by developing his own
disciplinary didaktik (‘fachdidaktik’) in relation to and with differentiation of
their rather broad general triadic categories. In Fritzsche (1994b), which focuses
writing in particular, three different functions are outlined: writing is seen as
means for reflection, expression and communication, which are claimed to
stimulate and to build up respectively cognitive, aesthetic and interactive
competence. He warns however that using these categories single-mindedly and
straight forward, is likely to end in new formalism. Hence one should find one’s
positions some place in-between.
Further, in a chapter in the main book [Band 1: Grundlagen], the teaching of
German is discussed as a means of (formal) Bildung in a historical perspective
(Fritzsche 1994a: 92-102). He focuses on the Bildung of 1) intellect, 2) moral
and 3) aesthetics and shows how each of these three aspects have been
dominating as reasons and arguments for the shaping and transformation of
German as a discipline the last 200 years. A turning point in history was,
according to Fritzsche, when German language and literature no longer was seen
as just (passive) subjects [Gegenstände] but even as (active) means [Medien]
(Fritzsche 1994a: 93), in other words a paradigmatic shift in and of the
discipline from product to process. He also claims that it was this broad
orientation and flexibility that made German to be considered as the most
important subject in primary education (in combination with its function as
nation builder).
Hence, in the perspective of the framework we can claim that language and
literature studies as well as pedagogy and education from the past inherited a
double triad of ethos, pathos and logos, and of the good, the beauty and the
right, without reflecting over them as communicational triads. In some sense the
works of Kant (the three ‘critiques’) stimulated partly implicit triadic interest
that we can find both in the works of Bakhtin and of Steiner. The general
unawareness lasted till the understanding of language, inspired, by scholars such
as Bühler, Jakobson, Wittgenstein, Austin, Searle, Halliday and Habermas
became more functional, more pragmatic oriented. Finally then one was ready
to understand even the discipline and its sub-disciplines as pragmatic, as
processes, as dynamics, that is, as communicational.
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5.2

A Norwegian example focusing the didaktic triad (in two textbooks)

If we turn to two Norwegian examples of recent MTE-didaktik, we can see how
constructivism has pushed the attention far towards subjectivism and
individuality (Moslet 1999, Moslet and Bjørkeng 2000 [these two books make a
set], and Penne 2001). However these books have different points of departure.
While Moslet (1999)/Moslet and Bjørkeng (2000) are concerned with the
student as learner, and especially as the constructor of own ‘texts’ in a very
broad meaning, Penne deliberately has chosen identity as a cornerstone. The
front page of her book is dominated by a big handwritten I [Norwegian Jeg]
formed rather self-consciously, but searching(?) over roughly parallel lines. [It is
originally a piece of art by the Norwegian painter Ludvig Eikaas.]
In the book she places the teacher of Norwegian within the (post-)modern and
claims that there is not any given direction and meaning any more. The school,
the disciplinary didaktik, that is, the teacher has to stimulate and support the
student to create new (valid) coherence. In order to understand this new
situation, she leans to the work of Giddens, Bruner and Gergen, who all deal
with tensions of post-/modernity. Her positioning then is not to cover the field of
MTE-didaktic, but to prioritize, to combine narrative and identity in order to
(possibly) create coherence. This means that Penne’s choice is explicit preferred
focusing, which in one sense represents a narrowing. On the other hand her and
other’s contributions make the field of didaktik in Norwegian broader, more
complex.
In Moslet (1999) and Moslet and Bjørkeng (2000) on the writing teem other
hand tries to cover and actually to redefine the field. When the new disciplinary
part, ‘norskdidaktikk’ is almost just as extensive in volume as the traditional
discipline Norwegian (the what or the content part), the disciplinary didaktik
actually can be said to redefine the whole discipline. There is no longer a subject
plus its didaktics. The two parts have almost amalgamated. Practically this is
possible because the authors form a team of seven scholars from the same
teacher college, and can cover most of the expected elements mentioned in the
new written national curriculum for Norwegian in teacher education (KUF
1999). However there is an ideological aspect involved too. The team is oriented
towards (socio-)constructivism, which implies that knowledge or the traditional
subject content as such is of less relevance than earlier. Instead there is
established a strong bond between the learner and ‘society’. A key concept has
been interaction [Norw. ‘samhandling’.]
The members have their roots in process oriented writing and central members
have had a crucial curricular impact on Norwegian as a school subject the last 15
years. Relative to the didaktic triangle it can thus be claimed that the teacher and
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teaching is less visible and so is ‘Bildung’. The approach is explicitly childcentred. Accordingly the aesthetics of children and their texts is taken care of
and tried to develop further. However the school’s traditional epistemology has
got a new twist to it, which the subtitle for the second book hints Teaching close
to text and child [Tekstnær og elevnær undervisning; my translation]. This
declaration gives priority, not primarily to world and to culture, but to their
discursive representations, to text(s). Therefore the epistemological aspect is not
‘covered’ in a traditional way as straight forward content knowledge, but rather
on a meta-level, as knowledge of the world explicitly seen through the
phenomenon of text. Text as such has become the main ‘content’ of the (new)
discipline. This can be read or interpreted as an indirect response to the
postmodern condition. In Moslet (1991) one can find an explicit epistemological
defence for this priority: It is just as important to create readiness for future
knowledge as it is to reproduce a given canon. The use-by-date for knowledge
becomes shorter and shorter, and as a reaction a deep and broad text competence
is seen as an adequate reaction in the uncertain postmodern condition. Or with
Peter Elbow: What is English? is the answer, not (just) the question. In addition
postmodernity challenges the classical and traditional triads both in
communicative and hence in educational terms.

5.3

Triadic aspects in the national curriculum L97 for MTE

Even if ‘teaching’ occurs in the title of Moslet and Bjørkeng (2000), it still
seems secondary. An indirect reason for this may be found in the written,
national curriculum, L97. Following general trends in curricular movements in
Europe, goals in this document (utterance) are given in such a way that the
degree of fulfilment of them in principle could be possible to evaluate directly.
This implies that the students’ expected activities are listed for all subjects in
detail. Further this basic part of the written plan has no mentioning of teachers
and teaching whatsoever. Centuries of teaching centeredness is totally wiped out
(on the rhetorical level). The extreme similarity with which all goals (in all
subjects) are formulated even clarify the pedagogical content and activities.
Here are some examples from grade 2 (under ‘listening and speaking’ found in
the written plan for Norwegian as a subject):
Pupils should have the opportunity to
- hear Nordic myths, such as the story of Thor and his hammer or of Odin and Valhalla,
- act out simple roles or perform simple plays in class or to an audience of parents,
- sing folk songs, hymns and songs,
- tell each other what they are interested in, give and receive positive feedback (...),
- see and talk about films [RMERCA 1999: 128; my ‘sectionizing’ of the text].
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The structure here is triadic in the sense that students are stereotypically in focus
in every formulation (1), specific acts (2), and disciplinary content (3). This
creates a clearly specified curriculum, all activities and all relevant, compulsory
content elements are already combined, centred around the students. The degree
of involvement and level of insight is also signalled verbally. This is achieved
with verb constructions such as begin working with, gain experience in, discuss,
study. For every 10 (compulsory) year there are between 15 and 20 goals in such
cues, all having the same form. It is thus my claim that the physical order of
these aspects will probably influence the priority: the outcome may be (very)
student centred, activity oriented and content fixated (as a result of the
discursive nature of the written plan). Using the framework, my critical reading
then is that the curricular and discursive positionings of the aspects in the
written plan have minimised and left behind at least aesthetics and context, and
hence risk to fail or end in activism, in activity for its own sake.

5.4

A new triad in MTE (for teacher education)?

The curricular goals for Norwegian in Teacher Education described in the
(former) written curriculum (KUF 1999: 151) was introduced as implicitly
triadic. It was claimed that the discipline should consist of three different, but
interrelated domains (L&T = Language and Text): the student’s own work on
L&T, knowledge of L&T and L&T in a learning perspective. The defined
domains implicated that the teaching/learning of Norwegian in teacher education
should have had three major (intertwined) obligations, the student’s own
development, the disciplinary content and the focus on content related to
educational practice. Thus there is a balance of the triads of the learning self,
the excerpted world knowledge and the addressed society.
As different from former written curricula this plan in addition had an explicit
claim that students should work with aesthetics as an explicit part of the subject
(KUF 1999). In other words, instead of giving the responsibility for this aspect
totally over to art education, Norwegian as a discipline was challenged to see
itself as aesthetics. There could be different didaktic reasons for this
explicitness. To create a text for instance is not just a matter of transporting
something to someone. The pathos and the structural means would need to be
worked at to achieve the wanted rhetoric expressivity. The form should come to
the contextual forum. Within a ‘modern’ cultural condition form often has been
seen as secondary to content and especially to function. This was the case not
the least during the 1970s when literature and language progressively were seen
as important means for political action and change. However in post-/modernity
form seems to have gained some sort of existential meaning, no longer being
just a trailer to or and instrument for content and function, at least in some
circles. This tendency seems fuelled by new, fast capitalism which has invaded
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form and made it into an expanding market for design. Therefore aesthetics in
this sense faces a revival.
In the subject Norwegian (in teacher education) epistemology is nevertheless
still important and even dominant. Student teachers are expected to learn
something that they in turn will teach their students. Norwegian has to continue
to be Norwegian, to be recognizable as an academic discipline reproducing and
renewing culture, both in academic and general terms. However it is worth
noticing that the notion literature was not mentioned neither in the introductions
nor in the main goals, in spite the fact that probably more than two thirds of
teachers of Norwegian in teacher education may define themselves as teachers
of literature rather than of language (KUF 1999: 149-151). What has happened
is that text theory seemingly has won a provisional curricular victory. However
at the same time a Saussurean and modernist perception of ‘language’ has been
able to keep itself visible and separate in this amalgamation process, and can
continue to be taught as traditional grammar, Norwegian dialects and Norwegian
language history. Thus as in the former example, ‘content’ is to be understood at
a meta level, as knowledge of knowledge. This means that the Bildung/culture
aspects in the MTE-plan for the compulsory education (L97) perhaps not will
get the backing from new cohorts of student teachers it needs to be
epistemologically sound?
The third aspect, “in a teaching/learning perspective”, is what most but not all
teacher educators have seen as the disciplinary didaktik [Norw. fagdidaktikk]. If
teachers had been positive to this aspect, they probably would have given this
applied (the functional) aspect the place it deserved and had tried (as the plan
expected) to integrate these three major elements or functions. However a
national review gave fair reasons to believe that the ‘application’ aspect would
continue not to be prioritized by the MTE-teachers in general teacher education
(KUF 1998). On the other hand have some few Departments of Norwegian at
colleges expanded this aspect extensively and integrated the elements so
consequently that Norwegian in teacher education for those tends to be the
Didaktik of Norwegian (Ongstad 2005). About has thus ‘symbiosed’ with and
transferred what and how.
To summarise: There are at least three strong positioning forces at work in this
interplay, the Ministry (and the ‘hired’ curricular experts) as utterers, the
Norwegian teachers and students as addressees and me as an analyst or observer
of the curriculum. What I claim is that the plan actually describes the discipline
as consisting of subdivided triads which are almost compatible with the
communicational view that the framework has put forward. However this
compability is likely to be just coincidencial, since the plan has no explicit
reference to a more communicative understanding of the field as such, as
different from Fritsche’s point of departure as we saw above. Further I have
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been speculative (hypothetical) about the reception or the use of such a text and
have applied the framework to put forward some expectations of how it may be
positioned by users. [The 1998 curriculum did not last longer than to 2003 and is
already replaced. Both the clear triadic domains and the aesthetic aspect have
‘disappeared’.] Self critically I should add that I have to some extent taken the
aspects out of its curricular context and used it for my own purpose, that is, as an
example. Accordingly I have in Bakhtinian terms killed or manipulated its
original context(s).

5.5

More specific and extensive analyses of positioning(s) in other texts

In a number of presentations and analyses I have triad to demonstrate how a
double triadic semiotic thinking combined with the concept of positioning can
remove some blinkers in the educational field in general and in MTE in
particular (Ongstad 1995, 1996a, 1999a, 2002, 2004a, 2004b, 2005). They deal
with (respectively): postmodernism, tasks in school and education, semiotic
positioning in school, research on early educational writing in Norway,
Bakhtin’s understanding of dialogism as triadic, Mother Tongue Didaktik,
Mathematics Education. For those who can read a Scandinavian language
positioning is exemplified and used more in depth among others in Ongstad
(1996b, on genre; 1997, a thesis on task ideologies in the educational system
across different semiotics and genres; 1999b, explicitly on self-positioning, and
2004, a book on Norwegian/MTE as a discipline.

6

Validation

6.1

Introduction

Using positioning as both and a theoretical understanding and as an approach
opens for and problematises a more traditional research design consisting of
theory, hypotheses, operationalization, a methodology, empirical data, analysis,
validation and conclusion.
Especially traditional issues of methodology and validation could be lost, when
taking on positioning as an overall framework, since positioning implies an
explicit use of methodological practises throughout the research process. In
addition a pragmatic shift from a categorial to a more relational perception
forces the researcher to validate continuously in the process. We are accordingly
left with a dilemma between designs that integrate or separate validation. In this
article, focusing methodology and not research, I find it very important, not to
validate, but to focus validation as such. One reason is to try to raise the
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awareness of the increased importance of validation if one takes on a
communicational and semiotic approach.

6.2

Bakhtin and Habermas on communication and validation

For validating the implications of a triadic view on the utterance according to
Bakhtin are:
There is no aesthetic ought, scientific ought, and - beside them - an ethical tought; there
is only that which is aesthetically, theoretically, socially valid, and these validities may be
joined by the ought, for which all of them are instrumental. These positings gain their
validity within an aesthetic, a scientific, or a sociological unity: the ought gains its validity
within the unity of my once-current answerable life (Bakhtin 1993: 5, my underlining).

This general view is relevant, but needs to be related both to a larger
communicational and cultural framework and to a more specific understanding
of the utterance. Habermas (1984) holds a triadic view on communication,
lifeworld, and validity that will have paradigmatic implications for any research.
(See Bordum 2001.) He sees utterances as related to three integrated worlds, to
the objective worlds, about which there can be made true statements, to the
social worlds which consist of all interpersonal relations and to the subjective
worlds which are all experiences to which each communicator has privileged
access (Habermas, 1984:100). All these aspects and their respective relations
will inevitably be triadic:
Thus, to the different structural components of the lifeworld (culture, society, personality)
there correspond reproduction processes (cultural reproduction, social integration,
socialization) based on different aspects of communicative action (understanding,
coordination, sociation), which are rooted in the structural components of speech acts
(propositional, illocutionary, expressive). These structural correspondences permit
communicative action to perform its different functions and serve as a suitable medium for
the symbolic reproduction of the lifeworld (Habermas 1984: xxv/McCarthy (Translator’s
introduction).

Hence can Habermas’ triads be related to each other (horizontally and vertically)
in a systemic way. It should be kept in mind though that the rows rather should
be perceived as sides in a triangle, that is, as aspects in a triad. The reason for
arranging aspects in rows and columns is to underline that there is an inner
connectedness between this whole set of notions, precisely through
communication, one horizontal that has to do with communication as triadic,
and one vertical that musters the closely related familiarity around each of the
main aspects.
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Aspect of lifeworld
Appearance form for
reality relations
Speech acts
General functions
Mode
Speech act
Theme
Validity claim
Components of the
lifeworld
Reproduction processes

inner nature
subjectivity

outernature
objectivity

society
normativity

expressive
experiences
expressive
representative
utterer’s
intention
truthfulness/
veracity
personality

propositional
matters
cognitive
constative
propositional
content
truth

illocutionary
relations
interactive
regulative
interpersonal
relation
fairness/
usefulness
society

culture

socialization

cultural
social
reproduction
integration
Communicative action
sociation
understanding coordination
___________________________________________________
Fig. 1. Communicational triads according to Habermas (1984).

We can further relate the question of validity to Bühler’s three consequences of
positioning/ focusing: The validity of symptoms can bee understood as to which
degree the expressed is in accordance with the utterer’s (inner) emotions and
intentions, in other words the (estimated) quality of subjectivity. Further validity
of symbols can be judged by to which degree the phenomena referred to is true
or false, in other words the degree of ‘objectivity’. Finally the validity of signals
can be interpreted as to which degree the utterance is pragmatically sound, that
is right or wrong (as action) for more than the utterer, in other words the quality
of normativity (or intersubjectivity). Again: the main point is that none of these
three extremes can occur separately as pure categories; utterances are
notoriously and inevitably placed in-between, that is within the triadic
communicational cosmos, and so are concrete positionings and hence their
specific validities. A major regulator of the different balances of these aspects
are genres. Hence investigations of and claims about of validity only make sense
relative to genres. Also we need to keep in mind that the three Bühlerian aspects
of an utterance, symptom, symbol and signal are not given as objective, but have
to be interpreted.
Bühler’s triad was the direct source and point of departure for Habermas. In
Toward a Critique of the Theory of Meaning, Habermas underlines the value of
a validity-theoretic interpretation of Bühler’s functional scheme (Habermas,
1998/1988). Both the three main aspects of an utterance, the form/structure, the
content/ reference, and the use/act, as well as the above described subjective
respective evaluation of those aspects, point to validity as a major schallenge.

Positioning in/of practice 195
Depending on where one positions the research focus, and accordingly the
object, one faces different validity expectations. Regarding the dilemma of
choice Habermas holds:
The validity-theoretical interpretation of Bühler’s functional scheme offers itself as a way
out of the difficulties of speech-act theory because it does justice to all the three aspects of a
speaker coming to an understanding with another person about some-thing.Itincorporates
within itself the truth contained in the use-theory of meaning and
at the same time
overcomes the types of one-sidedness specific to intentionalistic and formal semantics (...).
A validity-theoretic interpretation of Bühler’s functional scheme further leads to the
assumption that with a speech act ‘MP,’ S takes up relations simultaneously to something in
the objective world, to something in the subjective world and to something in the social
world (Habermas 1998: 73,76, Habermas’ own italics).

Accepting such a (triadic) simultaneity is to take on a logic of three (a triadic
thinking) and will provoke any traditional validity regime which builds on a
dyadic/digital/dual thinking (Ongstad 2006). ‘Translated’ into more traditional
terms Bühler’s triad equals or parallels a traditional triad of form, content, and
use, notions frequently used in MTE textbooks. Hence a sign, an utterance, a
text, a genre, a discourse, a context, in short, any communication will need a
structural form, a referential content, and an addressive use to become
communication. The aspects are always intertwined, mutual, parallel and
simultaneous, which in practice means that meaning is established and real
communication happens within and by means of this dynamic triangle. It further
implies that any analysis and any validation needs to relate explicitly to the
phenomenon of communication.
In other words, the triadic mutuality functions as the very definition of
communication. They are 3, and not 2, 5, 7 or (n), because 3 is the lowest
possible number of basic aspects necessary to establish or define communication
(as different from ‘language’ as a system or a category): Someone says (by
form) something (content) to someone (use). The three elements are not
categories, but dynamic aspects or ‘vectors’ signalling what may be dominant,
they cooperatively create a semiotic ‘universe’ within which utterers must
communicate, if they want to communicate. Both in theory and in practice one
or more of these three aspects may appear vague or even ‘missing’. This counter
thought is not a threat against the framework as such. It means that
communication accordingly is not established or simply breaks down. It
nevertheless implies that the framework has its own outer limits and that any
user should handle possible cases with methodological care and ask questions
such as: - Has meaning broken down? - Is this just a process and no intended
act? - What is the relationship between ‘activity’ and ‘communication’ (is
scoring a goal in soccer an utterance?). Do the symptomatic signs from the deafblind child form an utterance? Etc.
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The presented framework does not of course allow for a simple either/or
paradigm, but should rather be seen as a paradoxical conflict of both/and
between dyads and triads, in other words, between (dyadic) language and
(triadic) communication as phenomena and concepts. Both our eyes and verbal
language are focusing a ‘figure’, but utterances, communication and mind helps
us (normally) to establish sufficient ‘wholeness’ or meaning, a balance of all
relevant aspects. Thus I agree with Habermas that dimensions such as
intersubjectivity and society have to be brought into, not a dyadic, but a triadic
framework.

6.3

Validity within post-/modernity - epistemology versus relativism or
closed versus open?

In several of the examples above I have been relating positioning to post/modernity. A main reason for this is that I think the ‘conflict’ or the blurring
between the two to a large extent is related to our paradigmatic understanding of
communication (or meaning). Once we feel uneasy about meaning as fixed, we
are temped by relativism. According to Sokal and Bricmont does much
postmodern discourse in research flirt with different forms of cognitive
relativism, especially in the Humanities and the social sciences, which they find
rooted, among others in the influential works of Kuhn and Feyerabend. What
they find at stake and at risk is epistemology as such, and a main problem, they
claim, is relativism:
Roughly speaking, we shall use the term ‘relativism’ to designate any philosophy that
claims that the truth or falsity of a statement is relative to an individual or to a social group.
One may distinguish different forms of relativism according to the nature of the statement in
question: cognitive or epistemic relativism when one is dealing with an assertion of fact (that
is, about what exists or is claimed to exist); moral or ethical relativism when one is dealing
with a value judgement (about what is good or bad, desirable or pernicious); and aesthetic
relativism when one is dealing with an artistic judgement (about what is beautiful or ugly,
pleasant or unpleasant) (Sokal and Bricmont 1999: 50-51).

This implicit triadic view on kinds of relativism makes sense from the
perspective of communication as triadic: The aesthetic is related to form and
structure of the utterance or the object; the epistemic or cognitive is related to
the utterance, the sign or the object as content or reference and the moral or the
ethical is related to the researched phenomenon as an possible act. When I claim
that the view is implicitly triadic it means that even if Sokal and Bricmont point
to the three main aspects there is no mentioning of their internal relationship.
And this can be one of the main reasons for the lack of common understanding
between themselves as structuralists and the poststructuralists their book attacks.
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In stead of following Sokal and Bricmont’s critique of Kuhn and Feyerabend, I
therefore prefer to contrast their concerns with a quote from Luce Irigaray
(whom they have accused for being a relativist) where she pinpoints the basic
concerns in what she terms ‘the mathematical sciences’, which turn out not to
concern just mathematics:
(...) the mathematical sciences, in the theory of wholes [théorie des ensambles], concern
themselves with closed and open spaces, with the infinitely big and the infinitely small.
They concern themselves very little with the question of the partially open, with wholes that
are not clearly delineated [ensembles flous], of the passage between, of fluctuations
occurring between thresholds of specific wholes. Even if topology suggests these questions,
it emphasizes what closes rather than what resists all circularity (Irigaray, 1985:315/Sokal
and Bricmont 1999: 110-111; a footnote warns that the English translation from French may
not be fully accurate).

Just to rephrase a point of view here: Sciences dealing with ‘nature’ as object
need procedures that can create an accountable and researchable object. This is
tried to achieve by negotiated regimes within the discipline for valid closure.
Sciences and disciplines studying ‘culture’ (which in a semiotic perspective is
doomed to be ‘communicative’) need to take into consideration that their
focused ‘objects’ may never really be fully closed, only partially. This means
that validity is basically at risk whenever there is a tension between a structural
and a poststructural approach or methodology. A key word in the above quote is
therefore the whole. Almost any academic discipline has axiomatically trusted
the parts that has been taken out of a context. Hence, following the logic of the
hermeneutic circle only the part can be validated, and at the best only
epistemological utterances can be validated through traditional Popperian
falsification regimes.
Such a solution will never be satisfying for any study of culture as meaning in a
more holistic sense. Accordingly Habermas’ division in three basic kinds of
validity related to and depend-ing on particular kinds of communication is
fruitful, relevant and necessary. Validation has to relate to meaning in the
broadest sense. According to the view on positioning presented in this article the
Habermasian approach is nevertheless insufficient. It needs to be combined with
a dynamic understanding of genre. To validate means following the different
discursive implications of genres in use. Since genres and discourses are
immanent phenomena, validating is risky, but necessary. Describing
uncertainties is what all research in the end of the processes is about anyway,
not only approaches related to a theory of positioning(s).
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6.4

Endings: Implications of validation as a double (triadic) process

There are several implications of the views presented in this article: Firstly, the
concepts/ aspects are related systemically, that is system-like, but not closed,
even if we need to term them and think about them as possible ‘wholes’.
Secondly, the framework is relational, that is, all concepts/aspects are in
principle related. Thirdly, and accordingly, the aspects are general aspects, not
specific categories, they can and should be further differentiated. One even
needs a specific focus to do research, that can relate the figure, the ground and
the basis for the perspective(s) within the framework. Positioning is a concept
that is coined to achieve this relational, dynamic combination.
Positioning(s) is both a process (and a product) in which sign-users locate their
selves, their worlds and their relation to others semiotically in utterances
(Ongstad 1999c). The processes and the products are framed by the impact of
embodied meaning resources, by genres or by kinds of communication (Ongstad
2002a). Uttering then has, in principle, in order to function as communication,
constantly to use and to move between expressing the uttering self, referring the
world and addressing others (Ongstad 2004). Hence in the processes of uttering,
a self, a world and a society are established and continuously re-established as
fully and intricately integrated.
If we focus, and our interest is language or MTE in a more traditional sense, the
focused object can of course be figured as text. What is not looked at, but still
immediately connected to it, is the background for the focused figure, the
context. The context varies from immediate to distanced and quite a few
concepts and metaphors are used to characterize and to differentiate aspects or
kinds of context, such as co-text, cultural context, register, genre (Ongstad
2002b). A main reason why these two levels or aspects have to be seen in
explicit connection is that meaning is not only developed exclusively within a
text or utterance, but is a product of an interplay of what is explicitly said and
implicitly unsaid. Hence genres help their users by reducing and presupposing
what needs to be in a text and thus become crucial for validating.
Although a reporter, an observer, an inspector or a researcher does not follow
some kind of ideal expected receiver role, or originally is perceived of as a
direct addressee by the sender/utterer, his or her observational position is
nevertheless a receiver’s in the sense that the utterance is primarily related to,
even by observers, as meaning (or symbol in Bühler’s term). Given a triadic
view on communication (text-context) it is therefore no sense, within such a
model, in giving the researcher a protected position outside this communication.
In other words, observation and research is just a use of another set of
methodological genres
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giving focused priority to utterances as ‘world’ or as an object from the ‘world’
that is thought to be epistemologically manageable.
The double triadic view of semiotic communication implies that the researcher
not only accepts the focused figure (the utterance) as partly open, but recognises
the reciprocal role of genre/discourse/context in this openness. Hence
researchers should investigate the shift in the triadic balance between structure,
reference and action in utterances, or in Halliday’s terms differentiate between
textual, ideational and interpersonal functions in texts. This further implies to
make explicit the triadic balance (or a conscious triangulation) when the
researched and the researchers shift between documenting, argueing, presenting,
comparing, commenting, evaluating, claiming, referring, admitting, hypothesizing, discussing, suggesting, defining, problematizing, operationalizing,
exemplifying, focusing, abducing, indicating, excluding, illustrating, showing,
arguing etc. They all hint (or are) different kind of communication or genres and
they can all be clustered in new and specified (research) genres through selfcritical investigation. Or as Kvale holds: To Validate Is to Question and To
Validate Is to Theorize (Kvale 1989b) to which I would like to add - to
communicate is to validate and to validate is to communicate and can only be
achieved through explicit positioning which becomes validating. In the end a
core aspect of the discipline MTE becomes and fuzes methodology, by which
positioning even can redefine the discipline.
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Important concepts in positioning theory
figure
ground
context
position
positioning
positionings
closed object

open object

axiom

a focused object
context as result of focusing
any leftover by the process of focusing a text or
an utterance
communicational/logical/discursive/theoretical/
ideological site for focusing
the process of creating a figure and hence a
ground from a position
the product(s) of the process of positioning
a monad or a dyad (formal linguistics and
mathematics needs closed objects. Such
disciplines use definitions and axioms to achieve
sufficient closing
a triad (disciplinary didaktik is by definition open
and needs tools to stabilise a figure to get a
researchable object)
a-taken-for-granted premise which will be not
validated
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definition
monad
dyad
triad
sign
dynamic sign
utterance

genres
a genre
communication

dyadic positioning
triadic positioning

ideology

a meta-language proposition made to achieve a
certain conceptual stability
a closed, whole (indivisible) phenomenon
a whole constituted by two necessary aspects
a whole constituted by three reciprocal/mutual
aspects
something that stands for something (else) in
some respect
something that stands for something (else) for
someone in some respect
a triadic, dynamic, open sign, a figure that is
related to its context, that has a sufficiently clear
(or intended or possible) beginning and end
immanent sorts or kinds of communication
a particular recognizable sort or kind of
communication
the process of relating to an utterance (someone
utters by something, something else to someone)
(this perception is accordingly different from the
view that someone has to be reached or has to
respond adequately before we can speak of
communication)
the making of an object/figure by means of
structural principles
the paradoxical approach to a communicational
phenomenon as triadic (Consists of triadic sets.)
(Implies the hermeneutic circle.)
the unspoken communicational value of dynamic
contexts or genres in relation to a specific text or
an utterance

Considering application of the above triadic, semiotic view on genre, it may
be claimed that such a perspective:
- gives a general (inevitable) framework for theories of genre and general
science
- enables the bringing together of theories of self, world, and society
- is an useful tool to explain the rise and decline of cultures and subcultures
- functions as a frame of reference for the problem of the hermeneutic circle
- allows specific and practical research (and pedagogical thinking) on
positioning(s)
- is useful for comparative studies of communication and cultures
- gives better access to the studies of power (genre gate-keeping)
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- helps understanding the subtle role-giving (and role-avoidance) in the use of
genre
- can be used for (self-)critique of ideologies (thus this triadic model is
relativistic)
- is basic for the understanding of life-long and institutional socialisation
- is crucial for any practical or theoretical question about validisation

Challenges and advantages using analysis of positioning(s) as method
- the different parts of the analyses may be inconsistent
- one may end up with banalities or uninteresting details
- a certain danger for categorial interpretation, even with a relational point of
departure
- semiotic analysis beyond the sign level is still not well developed
- detailed analysis is more time-and-resource-consuming
- traditional approaches to validity may be problematic
- keep principle elements in communication and education together
- strengthen the possibilities to compare or integrate ‘self’, ‘world’ and
‘society’
- open up for interdisciplinary and cross-scientific understanding
- be used by researchers, teachers and students as analysis and a way of
understanding
- use the same approach for the observed, the object, and the observer
- balance aesthetics, epistemology, and ethics within a systemic/relational
framework

Künzli (1998)

_____________________

________________________

Fig.a Didaktik and the didaktik triangle

Fig b. The teacher's attention in the didaktik
triangle.
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The arrows in the didactic triangle to the right illustrate three dimensions of
teaching. The doctrinaire implies that teachers must know the subject they teach.
The maieutic means, that teachers, like a midwife, in a Sokratesian way, can
help the learner to think about the subject. Hence do the teachers need
knowledge of the student’s knowledge, skills, needs, interests and abilities. And
finally do teachers need to see ethical consequences of their interrelationship
with students.
DIFFERENT PROPOSED SUBDIVISIONS/ DIFFEREN-TIATION OF
TRIADS

Halliday (1994)
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Hernadi (1995)

Rørvik (1994)
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Illeris (1999)

Overview over triads as consequence of foci on major fields of interest
Communicational triads
Communicational triads
Utterance, genre, language as...
form
Utterance, genre, language as...
structure
Processes
structuring
Process as focused characteristics expressivity
Fields of language and semiotics syntax
Grammatically metaphorised as
adjective
Seen as pronoun
I
Contexts of the body
self
Domain of reality (Habermas)
inner nature
Halliday’s language contexts
mode
Contexts of semiotic space
(form) forum
State of the body
being (as a noun)
Bodily processes
being (as a verb)
Effect in/of the sign process
impulse

content
use
reference
act
referring
acting/addressing
referenciality
addressivity
semantics
pragmatics
noun
verb
it
you
world
society
outer nature
society
field
tenor
universe (of meaning) (acting) arena
thinking (as a noun) doing(as a noun)
thinking (as a verb) doing (as a verb)
category
process
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Contexts of semiotic space

(form) forum

universe (of meaning) (acting) arena

Triads used by some theorists
Bühler (1934) the language sign
Language sign (in German)
Aspect, focused by receiver
Halliday (1978) meta-functions/language
interpersonal
context/register
Bakhtin (1986) constituents of utterances
aspects of utterance
(?)
aspects of utterance

expression
(Ausdruck)
symptom
textual

representation
(Darstellung)
symbol
ideational

appeal
(Appell)
signal

mode
expressivity
generic forms

field
referentiallity
semantic theme

tenor
addressivity
speech plan

the speaker

the object

aesthetic
aesthetically
prosodic
expressive
form
identity

scientific
theoretically
thematic
cognitive
substance
ideational

theother’s
utterances
ethical
socially
behavioural
functional
action

aesthetic
emotional intensity

cognitive
knowledge

moral

Aspect of lifeworld
Form of appearance
for reality relations
Speech acts
illocutionary
General functions
Mode
Speech act
Theme
interpersonal
relation
Validity claim

inner nature

outer nature

society

subjectivity
expressive

objectivity
propositional

normativity

experiences
expressive
representative
utterer’s intention

matters
cognitive
constative
propositional

relations
interactive
regulative
content

Components of the lifeworld
Reproduction processes

personality
socialisation

Communicative action
coordination

sociation

aspects of culture
aspects of validities
Ben-Amos (1969) utterance (1)
utterance (2)
Miller (1984)
Fairclough (1992)
interpersonal
Baumann (1993) processes
crucial elements
responsibility
Habermas (1984)

truthfulness/veracity truth

fairness,
usefulness
culture
society
cultural reproduction social
integration
understanding
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Hernadi (1995)
Major elements
Other major elements
Rhetorical aims
Discourse involve

self
existence
delighting
individual identity

nature
culture
teaching
natural facticity

Psychological capacities
Evaluative criteria

feeling
beauty

knowing
truth

society
experience
moving
social
activity
willing
justice

‘Traditional’ concepts
‘Traditional’ concepts
‘Traditional’ concepts
Fields by evaluation of
outcomes
Evaluations (ranging from)

emotional
existential
beauty
aesthetics

cognitive
informative
truth
epistemology

social
addressive
goodness
ethics

ugly - nice

false - true

Societal domains
Outcome from the domains

art
artwork

science
research

Traditional triads
Alliterations

feelings
heart
beauty
identity

thought
head
brain
idea

wrong right
politics
decision/
regulation
will
hand
brawn
interrelation

Traditional

Positioning(s) of professional fields, approaches, and isms when dominant
Aspects of language/semiotics
General approaches
Professions/disciplines (typical example)
Different neg. characterisations
Different neg. characterisations
functionalism
Different neg. characterisations

syntax
aesthetics
psychology
subjectivism
expressivism

semantics
epistemology
science
objectivism
positivism

pragmatics
ethics
sociology
activism

formalism

essentialism

pragmatism

content
(subject matter)
content
(subject matter)
content
subject matter)
content
(subject matter)

teacher

Triads in didaktik and education
Aspects in communication and teaching/learning:
Traditional didaktik triangles
student
teacher
student teacher
teacher educator

student
pupil(
student
teacher

Triads in didaktik and education (Just suggested examples - not ment as fully systemic
aspects!)
Teacher(s) can be....

the formal

the omni-cogent

the doer
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Task(s)

can be....

creative writing

cognitivism

Student(s) can be....

the engaged child

preferred topic

Writing(s) can focus...
performance
Evaluation(s) can focus...
functionality
Evaluator(s) can be...
Researcher(s) can focus...
Research text(s) can focus...

modality

content

faults

maturity

Meta-researcher(s) can focus...

structure of fields

content of fields

Meta research text(s) can function(s) as

commitment

‘proof’

pragmaticist
sociologist
change
pratice
function of
fields
argument

Didaktik
Processes
Outcomes
The Greek/rhetoric tradition (aims)
Historical aims
Dewey (1915)
Hiim&Hippe (1998)
Illeris (2000) Fields/aspects of learning
Illeris (2000) Relevant theorist

aesthetics
feeling
emotions
pathos
beauty
feeling
experience
psychic
Freud

epistemology
knowing
knowledge
logos
truth
thinking
understanding
cognitive
Piaget

ethics
doing
action
ethos
goodness
doing
action
social
Marx

identity
experience

‘Bildung’
culture

skills
communication

the student’s own
work on L&T

knowledge
of L&T

L&T in a
teaching/
learning
perspective

Curricular goals for the subject
Norwegian as first language in L97,
The Norwegian Core Curriculum

Curricular goals for
Norwegian for student teachers
(Language and text = L&T)

formalist
semanticist
psychologist
pedagogue
attitude/engagement rationality

change the
world
strategic
writing

Logical and phenomenological implications of monads, dyads and triads (Not to be confused
with the triads)
Kind of phenomenon
Focused characteristics
Focused characteristics
Focused characteristics
Kind of logic
Kind of logic
Bodily states/processes
thinking-

Monad
physical
quality
unique
a-logic
holistic
being

Dyad
abstract
quantity
similar
(bi-)logic
either-or
being-thinking

Triad
relational
relation
open
tri-logic
both-and
beingdoing

Positioning, responsibility, and relevance in MTE
research
Jon Smidt
In international comparative studies the analysis of “incidents”, and the construction of
“portraits” of teachers and students have been ways of getting closer to the real world of
MTE. A methodological problem is how to give incidents and portraits validity. Another
important issue is that of relevance: For whom can this research be useful, how, and
why? Both validity and relevance depend on a long series of methodological choices
made by the researcher from his first choice of field and focus to the writing of a paper or
report or thesis. This article points to some of these methodological crossroads.

1

Introduction

In their international comparative studies many IMEN researchers have not been
satisfied to analyse and compare the official documents (or “rhetorics”) of
mother tongue education (MTE 17) in different countries, knowing that what is
said there may not tell even half the truth about MTE in any country. The
analysis of “incidents” of classroom interaction, and the construction of
“portraits” of teachers and students have been ways of getting closer to the real
world of MTE as it is actually constructed by the active participants in the
classroom (Haueis & Herrlitz (eds.) 1991). In this methodological approach
local incidents of classroom discourse and individual portraits are presumed to
give insight into how teachers and students respond to, interpret, and
(re)construct socioculturally given conventions, genres, and norms of mother
tongue education in their country. A methodological problem is how to give
these incidents and portraits validity, for instance when they are used
comparatively along with similar studies from another country: What sort of
“insight” do such reconstructions of, say, seemingly incidental student-teacher
interaction really offer? And how can we be sure that the researcher’s analysis
of this interaction really says what the researcher claims it does? Is it possible to
see the general and typical in the local and ever changing? 18
Another important issue with methodological implications is that of relevance:
For whom can this research be useful, how, and why? Both validity and
relevance depend on a long series of methodological choices made by the
17

Mother tongue education (MTE) in this article refers to first language (L1)
teaching.
18
For a discussion about validity in qualitative research see Kvale (ed.) 1989,
and Kvale 1996.
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researcher all the way from his first choice of field and focus to the writing of a
paper or report or thesis. The present article will point to some of these
methodological crossroads, using as examples my own research and the
presentation of it in the text you are now reading.
A crucial choice in any research project is the choice of a theoretical framework.
Choosing a theoretical framework is like choosing a viewpoint that allows you
to see something (but not everything), or tools that help you work with certain
aspects of the world (but not all). In my case I have found theories of positioning
useful, theories based on Bakhtin’s essay on speech genres (1986) and further
developed by Sigmund Ongstad (2004). In this article I shall demonstrate my
use of positioning theory in the analysis of my data, but more importantly, I
want to discuss my own positionings as a researcher, using examples from my
research in MTE to discuss the potentials and problems of the methodological
choices I have made, especially with regard to international comparison. In a
concluding section I shall return to the issues of relevance and validity to see the
relationship between them.
A main perspective throughout my discussion is a view of research as
communication. As Polkinghorne (1989) points out, there is today, at least in the
human sciences, a widespread appreciation that knowledge is bound to the
“conversations” (or discourses) of different social fields, and to the positionings
of the individual researcher within that “conversation”. As in all communication
the researcher’s positioning involves his or her choice of focus, form, and
purpose or audience. In other words, research, like any communication, has an
epistemological dimension, an aesthetic dimension, and an ethical dimension, as
I will demonstrate in the following. (Ongstad 2004, van de Ven 2001).

2

Methodological approach

But let us start from the beginning. All research starts with an interest, and
following an interest means selecting something from the great flow of events in
the world, to focus on it. This, along with the choice of a theoretical framework,
is in fact the first methodological step in any research project. My own research
interest started in my own classroom, in the need to understand why things
sometimes worked, and why the same things sometimes did not work at all
according to my plans and models and methods. And it was not just any
classroom. I was (and still am) a teacher of Norwegian, with an interest for
literature and for my students’ various ways with it, and so that was where I
started. My research projects have all in different ways explored what may be
called “the ecology” of the MTE/L1 (“Norwegian”) classroom and the active
roles of the participants in it (Smidt 2002), and important addressees for many of
my reports and papers have been teachers. The choice of focus and audience has
methodological implications, as we shall see. It is in fact an ethical choice, since
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it has to do with my positioning in the world, connected to my idea of the
purpose and meaning of doing research in MTE in the first place.
After choosing a focus, the next methodological issue is the choice of a
methodological approach, or a research design. To be able to go into the
complex discourses between the participants of the classroom and their
sociocultural worlds, I chose a qualitative approach, in which I chose to analyse
(as Mikhail Bakhtin would say) the utterances of teachers and students – oral or
written: for instance students’ “Norwegian” essays, teachers’ comments to
students’ texts, interviews with students and teachers, sound recordings of
lessons, etc. (Smidt 2002). To get a clearer picture of this methodological
approach, let us consider an example, taken from a comparative study of writing
instruction in the Netherlands and Norway – the NONE project -, done in
cooperation with Piet-Hein van de Ven (Smidt & van de Ven 1994, Smidt
1994ab). Gunnar, an experienced teacher of Norwegian in a Norwegian urban
upper secondary school (videregående skole), is instructing his students in the
final year about the last writing assignments before final exams:
G: /…/ (writing on the blackboard) These assignments [oppgaver] we will go through in full class.
One is a - (writes “tolkning” on the blackboard) - and the first one is an “interpretation” [tolkning],
and it is based on the text - "Perleporten" - which we will start with on Tuesday. In the course of
Tuesday that text will be thoroughly discussed. That means - that means that you will have material
[stoff]. This time our emphasis will be on the writing. The material will have been thoroughly gone
through. You - will come home with a lot that you got in the two hours of interpretation. Then the
thing is to work it out to be an “interpretation”. The second one (writes on the blackboard) will be a
going through of a text you will get handed out, which will be a “pragmatic analysis”
[språkbruksanalyse], a – an assignment that - of the type we have been through earlier, a typical
exam assignment. That one we will thoroughly analyse, and your job - if you choose that assignment
- will be to write it out to make a good composition of it. You will have the material. - The third one
(writes on the blackboard) that we will work with is going to be a “discussion” [drøfting] of the type
you may get at exams. There we will look at a text you will get handed out as well - and thoroughly
work our way through that kind of assignments. So here too you will have material /for writing/.
"Goal" I write here (writes on the blackboard): This time the emphasis is on the working out of the
answer [i.e. the “answer” to the school task or assignment, the composition]. - And that, Alex, goes
for even every - single - little - comma (whispers the words with emphasis). - I suppose we will
manage to do this by next Friday, in a week that is. That means that you will have another week - a
weekend plus a week - to write.

This, in Bakhtin’s terminology, is an utterance (Bakhtin 1986). As he sees it, no
utterance ever stands alone. It is always positioned in some way or other in a
chain of utterances - and the speaker positions himself by responding to and
echoing other “voices”. In Gunnar’s case they are the “voices” of Norwegian
school norms of writing, embedded in words like “oppgaver” (tasks or
assignments), “stoff” (material for writing), “tolkning” (interpretation, literary
essay), “språkbruksanalyse” (pragmatic analysis), words that carry so many
cultural meanings in a Norwegian school setting that even a translation into
English is made difficult.
In his presentation of assignments and classroom procedures, Gunnar is at the
same time shaping his own personal version of a well-known classroom genre,
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teacher instructions, a “speech genre”, as Bakhtin would call it, with its own
history. His words carry his expectations of student attitudes, since he knows his
students very well and is clearly trying to motivate them to write and to give
them a hope of success. His words are in a sense inhabited by the students he is
addressing, shaped by his anticipation of their expectations and responses. That
is easily seen when he directly addresses Alex, who is probably not known for
working meticulously with formalities in his writing. We see it also in his very
strong emphasis on what is going to be “gone through” (another typical phrase
in Norwegian school life), assuring his students that they will get the help and
support they need to be able to handle the exam genres they still may feel
uncomfortable with. Woven into all of this are of course Gunnar’s consciousness
of what is expected of his students in the genres of the important final exams,
two days of essay writing in Norwegian, with a long tradition of testing the
“maturity” of possible future university students. Gunnar as a very experienced
teacher knows the rules of the game, and these rules and norms are very clearly
integrated in his little speech. So are the interpretations of the norms that he
anticipates in his students.The room where Gunnar is speaking, is indeed full of
expectations, and expectations of expectations, and in what might seem to be a
typical teacher monologue, he is really in the midst of several dialogues on
different levels and in different directions. In all these dialogues Gunnar
positions himself by the stance he takes to his topic - school writing –, by his
way of addressing his students and talking about their assignments, and by the
whole purpose of his introduction. According to Bakhtin, these are the three
aspects by which any speaker positions himself in any utterance: reference,
expressivity, and addressivity (Bakhtin 1986). Ongstad (2004) developing this in
a theoretical model of communication, speaks of positioning in relation to world
(reference), in relation to self (expressivity), and in relation to society or others,
as action (addressivity).

3

Positionings of the researcher

So much about Gunnar’s positionings in his classroom. I will not pursue my
analysis any further here. Let us instead now turn to the positionings of the
researcher. Evidently, there were a series of methodological choices leading up
to my use of this short excerpt in the present article. To mention just a few of
them: there is the choice of Gunnar’s class among all the “Norwegian” classes in
Norway, the physical positioning of the researcher at the back of the classroom
with a tape recorder and field notes (and not for instance a video camera), and
the selection of just this short utterance (among all the dialogues and utterances
in Gunnar’s writing lesson) to be used as an example here. Each of these
decisions is directly related to my positioning as a researcher, what I focus on
and why, in other words for whom and in what context I want my research (or
my example) to be relevant. Note that in the text you are now reading, in the
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context of this book about methodology, I am using the Gunnar example in
another context and for another purpose (the discussion of methodology) than
when I first presented Gunnar for a Norwegian public concerned with the
teaching of writing in Norwegian schools, or in my cooperation with Piet-Hein
van de Ven, exploring the differences and similarities between the norms of
“school writing” in the Netherlands and Norway. I also position myself
differently textually.
All methodological decisions in fact reflect the positioning of the researcher in
some way or other; they are governed by his starting point and theoretical view
of the world, his focus of interest, and the contexts that he communicates in
(Ongstad, this volume). To make this point clear let us take a broader look at the
research project from which the Gunnar example was originally taken. In that
project, I wanted to see how teachers and students grapple with the complexities
of writing in Norwegian schools. I wanted to learn more about the writing
strategies different types of pupils develop faced with different types of writing
assignments, and I wanted to understand how students at different levels develop
“discourse roles” in school writing, positioning themselves in relation to topic,
style of writing, and what they understand to be the purpose of the writing. Since
student writers somehow have to negotiate the “rules” and expectations of a
classroom culture and the norms of writing in their national school culture as
represented by their teachers, I was also interested in the positionings of
teachers in what they say and what they do in the classroom, in relation to the
positionings of students in what they say and do. For this purpose I followed the
teaching of writing in four parallel classes (“klasser”) of Norwegian between
August 1989 and June 1992 in an urban upper secondary school. The research
project involved four different teachers and about one hundred students.
Again my research positionings must be seen as a result of my starting point,
theoretical perspectives, and interest. It is important to see what the research
design includes but also what it leaves out. Since my academic background is in
literature and language, my primary data are verbal utterances – written texts or
transcriptions of oral discourse, first of all the “collected writings” of the
roughly hundred students - or strictly speaking the student texts from about six
different writing projects between the first and the third year of upper secondary
school, along with their teachers’ comments to and assessment of their texts. To
be able to compare utterances about the same topic (“data triangulation”) I also
collected written comments (“logs”) from the students, about their choice of
writing tasks, about their feelings for their own writing, and about the teachers'
comments to their writing. I interviewed twenty-four of the students at various
points in their school career - four times in all -, and I had my own observation
notes and sound recordings of strategic lessons from all four classes in all the
different writing projects, as well as handouts to the students. I also had
recordings of planning sessions in the group of four teachers (all of them
working together at the same school) plus myself, and interviews with the
teachers about their “teacher ideology” (Smidt 1994a, 2002). All these
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utterances certainly play a part in the chain of literacy events during three years
of school writing. And yet, of course, for our methodological discussion it is
important to remember that there are a great many aspects of the complexities of
a classroom that are not taken care of in these data, for instance most of the
unofficial classroom communication that is constantly going on through body
language.
A comment here about the methodological implications of working with texts
and utterances. As Kvale (1989, 1996) points out, texts always have to be
interpreted - by someone, in some context – to make sense. So from the very
start the researcher is involved. The “data” I speak of are not in fact what the
term implies: “given” facts or objects to be examined objectively, as in positivist
scientific methodology.
The researcher is involved in several other ways as well, in decisions involved in
the procedures of securing these data, e.g concerning observation methods,
sound recording strategies, dilemmas in transcription of recordings, interview
design. In all of these decisions the question is what should be done (and what
can be left out) to allow the researcher to discuss his research questions from
more than one perspective and in more than one type of data. 19 But let us move
on. After the construction of a “corpus of data” come the methodological
considerations about how to deal with it. Again this has to do with the
positionings of the researcher, in my case my sociocultural perspective of the
world and the focus and purpose of my research project – in other words,
epistemological and ethical decisions (van de Ven 2001). In order to come to
terms with the complexity of student writing in upper secondary school, and to
be able to see the individual positionings against a background of sociocultural
norms and expectations, I analysed my data from different angles through a
series of strategic studies. The analyses were made in five phases: first, focusing
on the discourse roles and the writing strategies of the students, with the tasks
and teachers’ response and assessment as important signals of what counts as
good writing; second, focusing on how students interpreted the possibilities
offered them in a given set of assignments and on the ambiguities in the school
writing assignments; third, paying special attention to the interactions between
student writers and teacher readers, in which teachers’ discourse roles and
positionings in their written responses surfaced; fourth, examining the dilemmas
the teachers experienced in trying to reform their traditional teaching methods;
and fifth, following the reciprocal positionings in the written dialogues between
students and teachers over the years. Studies reconstructing the changing writing
environments of the four classrooms over time or stopping at a certain writing
event to see how the four classes responded to it formed a background for in-

19

about “data triangulation” see Herrlitz & Sturm 1991.
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depth studies 20 of the writing of focal students and their dialogues with their
teachers.
The form of these in-depth studies are typically “student portraits” and “teacher
portraits” and “double (teacher-student) histories” 21 with the aim of getting
inside the complex dialogues between assignments, student texts, teacher
comments, and the school culture surrounding them. Among these are the two
double histories of Gunnar and his students Siri and Olav that I used in the
comparative study conducted with Piet-Hein van de Ven (Smidt & van de Ven
1994). 22
Let us stop here for a moment to recapitulate and reflect on this research
process: I made a series of broad analyses of writing processes in four parallel
classes, especially focusing on teachers’ assignments – topics and genres
(oppgaver) - and students’ strategies and attitudes in these assignments. And I
made a series of in-depth studies of individual student writing and teachers’
written comments to student texts. At the end, however, only a selection of these
were presented to a public, or used in new projects like the comparative study
with Piet-Hein van de Ven. This selection of cases (“portraits”,“histories”)
seems to be a rather radical methodological move, directly connected to the
question of validity and begging for some critical consideration. Not
surprisingly, the selection of focal students and teachers and the selection of and
construction of incidents to be analysed has been an issue in IMEN
methodological discussions for many years (Haueis & Herlitz (eds.) 1991,
Herrlitz & Sturm 1991). So let us take a closer look at the process leading to the
selection of Gunnar, Siri, and Olav for in-depth studies.
In my analyses of the writing and writing instruction in the four classes, certain
dilemmas and conflicts in the teaching of writing in Norwegian upper secondary
school sprang to the eye – for instance the conflict between student autonomy
and teacher control and that between “learning for life” and “learning for
school”. Each of the four teachers and all the students faced these dilemmas and
handled them in different ways. Gunnar was selected for a teacher portrait
because he very explicitly picked up these topics in my interviews with him,
often returning to them, directly and indirectly. The choice of Siri and Olav was
20

In my in-depth studies of the dialogical positionings of students and teachers I
followed in the footsteps of Anne Haas Dyson (1989, 1993), Melanie Sperling
(1993, 1994), and many others.
21
In recent studies, instead of “portraits” I use the less static metaphor of
“histories”, and following student-teacher interaction over a period of time I
speak of “double histories” (Smidt 2002).
22
In the comparative studies Siri is called “Frøydis” and Olav “Guttorm”. In an
article published in Written Communication (Smidt 2002) I called Frøydis “Siri”
and Guttorm “Olav” for practical reasons, and I will stick to these alternative
pseudonyms in the following, as they are somewhat easier to handle
internationally.
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done because they represented very different student positionings towards the
purpose of school writing. They would for instance typically choose different
topics and genres in the writing assignments (oppgaver). Siri, seeing herself as a
“writer” and writing at least in part for a larger purpose and audience than
school, would choose genres and topics allowing as much personal freedom as
possible. Olav, with other goals in life and a more instrumental view of school
writing, would choose “safer” genres and topics with a clear and regulated
school structure. Their teacher Gunnar positioned himself and his students
differently according to his impression of who they were, and who they wanted
to be. It is well worth noting, however, that Siri and Olav in this process also
positioned their teacher differently. And woven into these multivoiced dialogues
is the presence of a third “other”: the “voices” of the concepts, norms, genres,
conventions of (Norwegian) school writing that all participants sense and
respond to.
As can be seen by the above: before the question of international comparison
arises, there are processes of comparison and choice within the national data.
Teacher Gunnar is chosen among four teachers because he seems to open a view
to some repeated problems in writing instruction in Norwegian upper secondary
school. Two very different students with presumably very different positionings
are chosen to be able to see the options and dilemmas in school writing in MTE
all the clearer.
A little more should be said about the use of “portraits”, “incidents” or
“histories” of individual teachers and students. What can give these samplings
from a vast sea of other local events, texts, and actors, validity and
trustworthiness? As I said ealier, it has become more common to look at
research in a broad sense as communication, and so the cases, incidents or
portraits used in qualitative research must earn their validity in the
communicative interaction between the researcher writing a report or presenting
a paper and his readers or audience (Kvale 1996). Thus, in the case of my
original use of the histories of Gunnar, Siri, and Olav, I had to depend on my
ability to communicate to my intended readers – many of them Norwegian
teachers - something that they would at least to some extent recognize from their
own experience and thus validate as trustworthy. So validity in case studies
depends on what I say, how I express it, to whom and with what purpose. I have
a dialogue going with my audience, in which both parts are active, and in which
it is my responsiblity to present my case so convincingly that it earns the
acceptance and trust of my readers or listeners.

4

Changing positionings in international comparative studies

Now, what happens when such a portrait or history is used in international
comparison? Suddenly the communicative situation, and thus the positioning of
the researcher, is qualitatively different. The focus, the setting and the purpose
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have all been changed. The what is different, since there is a new focus on
differences and similarities between national cultures. The how may differ in
several ways, one basic difference being the translation of the utterances to a
new language. And the addressees are different: I no longer speak to Norwegian
teachers who know the “rules” and recognize the assignments and procedures of
Norwegian school writing – in fact many things that to a Norwegian seem quite
natural will appear strange to a foreign reader. So the transference of a “portrait”
or an “incident” or a “history” to a comparative study profoundly changes the
conditions of validity as well as of relevance. But the basic point of constructing
understanding through communication is all the stronger. Indeed, the very
differences in point of view and cultural background are given an important
methodological function. The purpose of international comparison is to
understand the culture of MTE in another country, and to understand your own
culture in new ways in the same process. This is the point where the
methodological models developed in IMEN international collaboration are
designed to be of help. Van de Ven (2005), following Kroon & Sturm (2001),
gives this description of the IMEN model for international triangulation (slightly
reformulated and abbreviated here):
In the first step, the native researcher collects and records data in his or her own country.
Secondly, he or she organizes the classroom data in descriptive events, incidents, portraits.
In the third step, the native researcher writes a first draft memo to analyse and conceptualise
the events.
Fourth, the researchers from different countries circulate the descriptive events etc. with
companion memos.
Fifth, the researcher from abroad reads the events and writes his/her own draft memo to
analyse, conceptualise and interpret the events. Then he/she reads the first draft memo of
his/her colleague and writes a commentary, answering questions like:
x
What sort of ‘world view’, ideas, assumptions, theories, concepts, categories as
related to subject matter and to teaching and learning subject matter are implicitly
or explicitly used to make possible this construction and interpretation?
x
How can I account for similarities and differences in our interpretations at the level
of subject matter teaching and learning?
Sixth, in a second memo the researcher from abroad formulates critical questions to the native
researcher’s memos, especially trying to speculate whether different interpretations are to do
with different cultures or not – or with other differences (e.g. different research orientations,
see Malmgren & Van de Ven 1994).
Next, there may be a team meeting to discuss the memos, listing differences in interpretation,
speculating on their backgrounds, making appointments to testing etc.,
Testing can be done by answering questions like:
x
Do the shared constructions stand a confrontation with other events?
x
Do non-shared constructions be connected to cultural differences?
In this testing it is possible to sample new data for the testing leading to new analysis. A
researcher may also ask persons at the site (national fellow researchers, teachers, students) to
comment the constructed realities of mte. One can try to find negative cases that seem not to fit
in the in the shared construction. A thorough analysis of these negative cases could reveal
whether the shared construction has to be changed, or that the negative case is not negative at
all.
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This was roughly the methodological procedure Piet-Hein van de Ven and I
followed in our collaborative research project studying the teaching of writing in
Norway and the Netherlands. In the NONE project we selected data to focus on
the same questions about the relation between teachers’ ideas about the teaching
of writing, and the traditions that are given in the national school systems and
traditions. Piet-Hein van de Ven in his Dutch project sampled data from fourteen
writing lessons by one Dutch teacher in three classes in the last two forms of
pre-university and higher general secondary education. My contribution were
texts from the histories of teacher Gunnar and his students Siri and Olav,
focusing on Gunnar’s practice at one particular point in the course of his three
year interaction with his class. We worked in several stages, triangulating
different types of data: classroom incidents (taped and transcribed), students’
written texts, teachers’ comments to those texts, interviews. In the first stage we
analysed and compared classroom interaction about writing in the Dutch and
Norwegian classes, including Gunnar’s introduction to a writing assignment that
I started this article with.
Now, how did this methodological procedure influence our positionings as
reseachers? In two important ways, I think.
First, the dialogue-testing-dialogue procedure positioned us in a role similar to
that of an ethnographer, allowing us to see not only the data from abroad, but
also our own, from the “strange” point of view of the outsider. From this point
of view, some of the “givens” of Norwegian school writing, for instance, were
more clearly seen as historical and cultural constructs. That, of course, is
precisely the purpose of international comparison. This analytical outsider
positioning is reflected textually in the collaborative paper Piet-Hein van de Ven
and I wrote about the first two incidents we worked with, e.g. in the sections in
which we present “interpretations” of what we found in our analyses. Here we
look at the findings – respectively in the Norwegian and the Dutch incident under the same four analytical headings: “the field”, “sequences of activities”,
“teacher’s tools in the teaching-learning situation”, and “model of teaching
writing”. In line with this analytical approach, we position ourselves textually in
the outsider ethnographer position, looking at the well-known from the outside,
as something strange we are trying to make sense of, as can be seen in the
following quotations: “Writing appears to be a more or less separate field within
Norwegian mother tongue education.” (about “the field”), “Writing appears to
be perceived as a linear process.” (about “sequences of activities”), “The texts
and especially the assignment formulations appear to be crucial in this teaching
situation.” (about “teacher’s tools”) (italics in verb phrases added).
Secondly, and quite as important, this comparative methodology influenced our
positionings as researchers by foregrounding certain aspects of the material,
while others were pushed into the background. This of course is true of any
methodology. I said above that methodological decisions are governed by the
researcher’s starting point and theoretical view of the world, his or her focus of
interest, and the contexts that he or she communicates in. In the NONE project –
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as in many IMEN projects – the cultural perceptions and constructions of MTE
(e.g. the “rules” of school writing in Norway and the Netherlands) were
foregrounded, while for instance the strategies of individual students in their
development as writers tended to get less attention.

5

Positionings in texts - telling “the same story” for different audiences

In the final section of this article I want to elaborate this second point by
analysing my own positionings in two different papers built on the same data.
The papers I am referring to both tell the stories of Gunnar, Siri, and Olav. The
first one is a paper written in connection with the NONE project, presented at a
symposium in Trondheim in 1993, and later published as a research report
(Smidt 1994b). The second one was published in the international journal
Written Communication in 2002 (Smidt 2002). Although my starting point and
theoretical view of the world may be much the same, and although the second
paper echoes the first one on many points, and tells much “the same story” about
Gunnar, Siri, and Olav, my positionings are not the same. The contextual
differences – purpose and audience - change my focus of interest in subtle ways,
so that the foregrounding and backgrounding in the stories told are not identical.
In the present methodological discussion I want to use these examples to
demonstrate how data - examples, incidents, portraits, stories – are in fact never
quite the same when used for different purposes and audiences.
This takes us back to a main point in the present article, about the role of
language in research. Especially in qualitative research, working with people
through interviews, classroom observation, text analysis, and the like, we are
most directly working with language. Indeed, as Klaus Bruhn Jensen says
(1989), texts are what we are trying to interpret, as well as our interpretative
tools.
Let me make this point clearer by pointing to my textual positionings in the two
papers. In the introduction of the 1994 paper, in a paragraph titled “Research
interest”, I write:
In this I am lead by what might be called an ‘ethnographic curiosity’: What actually
happens in the writing classroom? Thus there is a practical or ‘applied’ interest at the
bottom of my research. I want to understand ‘the rules of the game’ in order to see
possibilities of transcending, changing or adapting them, that way hopefully assisting
teachers in their building of professional competence. This interest then leads me to take
a closer look at the written discourse between teacher and student. (Smidt 1994b: 20)

Compare this with a corresponding paragraph about the focus and purpose of the
article for Written Communication:
In the present article, I argue that the development of student writing should be analyzed
“ecologically,” focusing on the mutual positionings of students and teacher in multivocal
classrooms over a period of time. I demonstrate that Bakhtin’s ideas about the dialogical
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relation between individual utterances and what he calls “speech genres” offer a fruitful
perspective on the dialogues of school writing, and that Bakhtin and Mead together help
us to see student writers as actively constructing their own selves in their utterances at
school. At the same time, this article demonstrates how an ecological theory of writing
can be methodologically connected to in-depth case studies of the dialogical relationship
of student and teacher positionings over time—what I call their double histories—in
order to achieve a fuller understanding of the importance of writer identity and social
meaning in the development of school writing. The related concepts of discourse roles
and positionings are discussed in this context. (Smidt 2002: 417)

In the first paper the “practical or ‘applied’ interest” is emphasized. I position
myself as a researcher lead by “curiosity” and a wish to understand (“I want to
understand”) in order to influence, possibly change the “rules of the game”. The
textual positionings also signal closeness to the classroom (“What actually
happens in the writing classroom?”) and to teachers’ practice (“assisting
teachers”).
Compare this with the positionings in the paragraph from the 2002 article. Here
the main focus of interest seems to be turned from “understanding” the
classroom and “assisting teachers in their building of professional competence”,
to theory and methodology: an application of Bakhtin and Mead in an
“ecological theory of writing”, and an argument for using in-depth studies “to
achieve a fuller understanding of the importance of writer identity and social
meaning in the development of school writing”. Very obviously, in the
international journal, I am trying to position myself in an international academic
discourse, adopting the focus of interest, the rhetorical style, and the purposes of
an international (specifically American) research community. “I want to
understand” has now changed to “In the present article, I argue that ...”, “I
demonstrate that ...”, and “this article demonstrates how ...”, phrases all of
which signal quite a different relation to topic and audience than in the NONE
paper. Both articles do examine “the written discourse between teacher and
student”, using the concepts of discourse roles and positionings in so doing, but
there seems to be a movement from an interest for what actually happens in this
discourse, to what theories and methodologies we need to study it. Also, in the
earlier text, the “rules of the game” are foregrounded, while in the later text, the
focus seems to be more on “the importance of writer identity and social meaning
in the development of school writing”, a slight move from the interest for
cultural norms, typical of IMEN studies, to an interest for individual writers in
the light of sociocultural theory.
Some of the examples of teacher-student interaction, the reciprocal positionings
of teacher Gunnar and his two students, are the same in the two articles, and yet
the “story” told by the researcher is not quite the same. We can see it again in
the positionings in the concluding paragraphs. First, the final paragraph of the
1994 paper:
Now, in what way may this type of analysis be relevant to teachers? Taken alone the
analysis of one teacher’s response to one or two students of course does not allow any
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conclusions about what sort of response is helpful or useful to students. Even if there
were universal answers to pedagogical questions - which I think is hardly ever the case
- there is nothing in our data to prove that Gunnar's response to Frøydis’ essay is more
(or less) adequate than his response to Guttorm’s pragmatic analysis. The conclusions
we can draw from studies like the present one is that the questions of what it is
relevant to point out to the student, how (in what form) to give the response, and why what attitudes towards writing we want to encourage - are intimately linked. Taken
together these questions direct our attention to the discourse roles adopted by the
teacher and the way he (or she) through these roles positions his (or her) students as
writers. The choice of what to comment on and how to respond depends on how the
teacher looks upon his students (as ‘members of the writers’ club' 23, say?), and how
he or she understands the 'rules of the game'. In other words: the discussion of the
what and how of teacher response must be based on a critical discussion of curriculum
- the purpose and goal of writing instruction at school - and, as a consequence of that
discussion, a critical look at the ‘rules’ of writing tasks and assessment. (Smidt 1994b:
33f)

And the final paragraph of the 2002 essay:
The research project reported in this article started with questions about what writing
at school means to students—what meaning they make of the activity as such, and of
the genres they try, as well as the topics they choose and the positionings they
construct in their writing. Such questions are based on the conviction that one
important condition for good writing is a sense of meaning. I agree with Ivanic (1998)
when she states, “discussing the writer’s identity places the act of writing in the
context of the writer’s past history, of their position in relation to their social context,
and of their role in possible futures” (p. 338). Research into the ecology of a writing
event to look at the self-positionings and discourse roles of the participants contributes
to our understanding of the importance of writer identity and sense of meaning in the
development of writing.

The 1994 paper again explicitly emphasizes the question of relevance for
teachers, discussing the question of validity in relation to relevance. More
importantly, however, the practical question of teacher response to student texts
(what to say, and how to say it) is directly linked to the need of “a critical
discussion of curriculum” (the why). The 2002 paper, while still close to student
writers at school, is just a little step further away from the practical questions of
what, how, and why in the classroom, speaking instead of contributing “to our
understanding of the importance of writer identity and social meaning in the
development of school writing”. The positioning here is clearly that of a
participant in an academic discourse, one who “contributes” to “our”
understanding, meaning the supposedly shared “understanding” of a certain
research community.

23

cp. Frank Smith (1988), Joining the Literacy Club.
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6

Positioning, validity, relevance – final remarks

It is important, then, to bear in mind that the researcher is always deeply
involved in his or her own work, however “objective” and “analytic” the stance
he/she adopts. In fact, whatever the methodology and research design, the
researcher is always somehow trying to make sense – meaning – of what he/she
sees in his/her data, whether observations, sound or video recordings,
interviews, surveys, or written texts in various genres. And meaning always
means meaning for someone, in a context. This “meaning” is certainly created in
the slow work of methodological procedures like the IMEN dialogue-testingdialogue process reported above, but in the final end it is constructed in the new
texts that come out of these processes: reports, papers, presentations, books – or
articles like the present one.
I return now to the question of validity and relevance. I started out by referring
to Bakhtin, who would maintain that any text – of course also the one you are
reading at the moment – is an utterance, speaking about the world from a special
position in the never-ending dialogues or “chains of utterances” between people
in various social situations. This does not at all mean giving in to complete
relativism. For Bakhtin, there is a close connection between response and
responsibility (Bakhtin 1990). By positioning yourself in the world, responding
to the world and voices around you and making your own voice heard, you are
taking on a responsibility for your own utterance. So there is an ethical
dimension in communication - and hence in research as communication: A
research report or an article like the present one, are utterances, and I am
responsible for my utterances as a researcher in several directions.
First, I am responsible to the actual individuals I write about, in casu Gunnar,
Siri, and Olav. They should not feel misrepresented. Second (and very closely
connected to the first point), I have a responsibility towards my data – texts of
various sorts. Again, the people involved should be able to recognize the
meaning I make of their interaction as a valid story of what happened between
them, if not necessarily “the whole story” or the only possible version. Third, I
am responsible to the people I am addressing. They should experience what I
speak about or write in my role of researcher as relevant for them, whether they
are teachers interested in the development of their own practice, or other
researchers concerned with the development of useful theory. Here then is the
link between validity and relevance. As Jensen (1989) puts it, “[t]he isue of
validity thus comes to include a who question: for whom and in which context is
the knowledge produced by qualitative research meningful and relevant?” (107).
Looking at this from a Bakhtinian point of view, trustworthiness, probability,
and “truth” are developed in a triadic dialogue with world, forms of expression,
and audience. As I have tried to show in my own use of examples in this text,
the question of validity in the end depends on the textual positionings of the
researcher in his or her communication with an interested public.
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Understanding mother tongue education from a
historical(-comparative) perspective
Piet-Hein van de Ven
In this contribution I try to illustrate how research into the history of mother tongue education
sustains the understanding of daily practice. I present two examples of daily practice in which
teachers have to make choices in mother tongue education. A historical exploration shows the
mostly hidden arguments behind these choices. In this exploration I reveal different
paradigms of mother tongue education and different rationalities, which guide as meaning
creating contexts our ways of thinking about education and society. After these explorations I
make a small expedition to mother tongue education in Norway, illustrating how similar kinds
of choices are to be made by a Norwegian teacher.

1

Introduction

In this contribution I try to illustrate how research into the history of mother tongue
education sustains the understanding of daily practice. In a first section I introduce
my methodological viewpoint. In the following sections I present two examples of
daily practice that both deal with similar kinds of choices teachers have to make in
mother tongue education. A historical exploration shows the mostly hidden
arguments behind these choices.
In order to understand these arguments I explore a conceptual framework: different
paradigms of mother tongue education and different rationalities, which guide as
meaning creating contexts our ways of thinking about education and society. After
these explorations I make a small expedition to mother tongue education in
Norway, illustrating how similar kinds of choices are to be made by a Norwegian
teacher. I end by trying to clarify why wishes by students and teachers may or may
not be fulfilled by mother tongue education, thus presenting my conceptual
framework, derived from my historical research, as an instrument for analysing and
comparing mother tongue education’s nowadays.
My contribution is a blurred text. It is a personal narrative of my dealing with my
questions concerning mother tongue education. It also is a report on historical
research. Perhaps the best characterization is that this text demonstrates ánd
elaborates the relationship between a theoretical point of view and a
methodological approach.

2

History and practice of mother tongue education

An IMEN goal has been to reveal and to understand specific, nationally culturebound aspects of mother tongue education. This understanding is considered a
protection against cultural biases which could form a hindrance in an
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international discussion on mother tongue education. And such an international
discussion is supposed to facilitate reflection on and innovation of mother
tongue education.
IMEN tries to reach this aim by a comparative ethnographic approach of daily
practice, which 'makes the familiar strange'. Such an ethnographic approach would
benefit from a diachronic perspective. Ethnography has its roots in anthropology,
and it has also a long-standing link to history. In connection with history
ethnography explains cultural representations (cfr. Athanases & Heath 1995).
Patterns of daily practice must be understood from their historical origins, because
cultural reality is a social construction: “Our identification with our community our society, our political tradition, our intellectual heritage - is heightened when we
see this community as ours rather than nature’s, shaped rather than found; one
among many which men have made” (Rorty 1982: 166, emphasis by R.). Only if
we see mother tongue education as a human construction, we can deconstruct its
‘what’s, how’s and why’s’, in order to reconstruct, to change mother tongue
education.
The first IMEN publication (Herrlitz et al. 1984) reports a survey of recent
developments in the rhetorics of mother tongue education in different countries. By
means of comparison with foreign histories I reached a better understanding of the
own Dutch national history, of the ideological choices and other value-loaden
elements which laid the ground for present practices (and rhetorics) of mother
tongue education (Van de Ven 1996). A next IMEN research phase compared
empirically daily practice (see Herrlitz & Van de Ven, this volume), against the
background of the written histories.
In this contribution I am connecting more strongly empirical and historical
research. I sketch possibilities of combining empirical and historical research with a
comparative perspective.
My historical research and comparative explorations are based on a methodology,
which can be described in terms of ‘negative’ or ‘depth’ hermeneutics, the
hermeneutics of ‘distrust’ or ‘suspicion’ (Crusius 1991). It tries to search beyond
the surface of words and statements; it tries to catch connotations, emotions, values,
which are hidden in the formulations of topics, activities and legitimation of mother
tongue education (cfr. Reid 1984). There is no standard for such a methodology, no
canonical way of carrying out that kind of research, although it is related to
deconstruction (cfr. Norris 1982; Kincheloe & McLaren 1994). I shall not present a
standard either. I try to reveal the way I carry out such a research. In this
contribution I hope to demonstrate how I travel from present to past, from past to
present; how I switch from practice to rhetorics, and back to practice; how I step
out of Dutch history to foreign ones, and back again; how I hermeneutically read
and reread documents by formulating questions, searching for answers. In this
hermeneutical enterprise I am guided by so-called sensitizing concepts “directions
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along which to look, rather than descriptions of what to see” (Schwandt 1994: 120).
For me such directions are the often hidden perspectives on language and literature,
educational aims and ends, perspectives on humanity and society, definitions of
knowledge, theories on learning, etc. These sensitizing concepts emanate from my
own experiences as a teacher, teacher trainer, my earlier research in history and
practice. They emanate from my perspective on cultural reality as a social
construction.
Herrlitz (1994) looks upon moments of daily practice in mother tongue teaching as
incidents, which can be reconstructed as metonymies, as ‘partes pro toto’. An
incident forms the top of an iceberg, which shows at the surface a certain Subject
Element of language teaching, a certain Teaching Phase Formula, and a certain
pattern of Language Actions. Under the surface, hidden in the water, a concept of
Standard Language Learning and a principle of language Pedagogy can be
reconstructed. In my empirical research I have observed and recorded lessons, I
have interviewed teachers and students. Lesson recordings (interactions between
teacher and students) as well as interviews have this metonymic structure, which
can be elucidated by analysing different utterances: “Any concrete utterance is a
link in the chain of speech communication of a particular sphere. The very
boundaries of the utterance are determined by one another, and are not selfsufficient; they are aware of and mutually reflect one another. These mutual
reflections determine their character. Each utterance is filled with echoes and
reverberations of other utterances to which it is related by the communality of
the sphere of speech communication. Every utterance must be regarded
primarily as a response to preceding utterances of the given sphere (we
understand the word ‘response’ here in the broadest sense). Each utterance
refutes, affirms, supplements, and relies on the others, presupposes them to be
known, and somehow takes them into account” (Bahktin 1986: 91). An
utterance can also be analysed as being tops of icebergs with, under the surface of
those utterances, hidden concepts of language learning and language teaching, with
their hidden perspectives on language and literature, educational aims and ends,
perspectives on mankind and society, definitions of knowledge, theories on
learning, etc. My claim is that a historical(-comparative) reconstruction contributes
to a broader understanding of such metonymic structures.

3

Expressing oneself – or not?

New examination programs (1998) in Dutch secondary education (age 12-18)
are strongly characterised by a ‘communicative’ perspective on language and
language teaching. They also strongly emphasise the objective of students’
independent learning, their ‘learning to learn’. In this context of change I
collaborate in an action-research project with a some mother tongue and
literature teachers in order to sustain their coping with these innovations. We are

230 Piet-Hein van de Ven
before all focusing at teaching written composition, because the teachers
involved experience most of their problem in that topic (Van de Ven, Martens &
Imants 2005). Firstly, there is an indication that students find writing
assignments particularly complex. Moreover, the new exam program implies a
change in the way writing is supposed to be learned and taught. The emphasis
has shifted from the product - the text - to the process - the writing process, in
the form of a portfolio. The exam program demands competences in three types
of formal text writing (statement, argument, deliberation) and is rounded off
with a 'documented writing’ assignment, based on documents gathered by the
student.
Our research questions are, among others:
- How do student writers interpret the task and norms of writing and how
do they position themselves as writers?
- How do others (teacher, school book, examination program) interpret
the task and norms of writing and how do they position their student as
writers?
Answering these questions I sample different kind of data, e.g. by interviewing
teachers and students.
In one of these interviews student Alice (aged 17) is expressing her own
perspectives on writing: “I like to write narrative texts, I can express myself in
that kind of texts”. She is explaining that she likes a very open writing task, on a
topic that facilitates her to use her creativity, her imagination, to fill the text with
the things she is thinking about. She is referring to her friend Marja, who told
her that also she has a strong preference for writing short stories and fictional
texts. And indeed, Marja herself told me in her interview: “I liked to read
problem novels, and I also tried to write such stories. (…) I liked this very much.
I always wrote a very long story. But I never finished it, because next day I
wanted to write another one”. And I know from other interviews that e.g. her
classmates Miriam and Melanie have the same preference, while Michelle and
Ronald prefer to write more transactional texts. I supposed the last two students
will hardly experience the problem raised by Marja and Alice, because the new
exam programs for the school subject Dutch demand from students such
transactional texts. The concept of ‘communication’ in the exam programs is a
rather restricted one. I’ll return to this later on.
Their teacher, Hannah, is not very happy with this one-sidedness of the exam
program. In an interviewed she emphasises the learning potential of writing
expressive texts: playing with language, developing language fluency, finding
your own voice as a writer, stimulating creativity and imagination - she
considers the examination program to restricted: “There is hardly a possibility to
express yourself in the obliged types of texts: statement, argument,
deliberation”. And it is hardly possible for her to spent time on writing
narratives or expressive texts. The handbook used by the students does not help
her; it is focussed on transactional, ‘functional’ texts. And she lacks the time for
teaching more than functional texts, seen the heavy load of the examination
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program and her no more than two or three lessons for Dutch a week. In her
lessons she nevertheless stimulates critical thinking by her students, focussing
on the choices they make in their writing, in their texts. For her this also is an
important aspect of the innovation, of ‘learning to learn’.
I think it is interesting to perceive the examination program a hindrance for the
teachers’ as well as the students’ wishes. I want to understand the reasons
underlying this aspect of the Dutch curriculum, especially when I perceive how
a Norwegian student of almost the same age, Siri, has much more curricular
opportunities for expressing herself in texts at school (Smidt 2002; cfr. also
Smidt, this volume).

4

Choosing transactional texts

I was not very surprised by Hannah’s statement on the institutional dominance of
transactional texts. In a case study, already carried out almost 20 years ago, I
noticed a similar way of thinking by the case teacher. The case study (Smidt & Van
de Ven 1994; Van de Ven 1996) also concerned teaching written composition to
students aged 16-17. In that study I tried to understand the teacher’s way of
teaching. I made observations, interviews, read the schoolbook, studied texts
written by students and also the teacher’s comments on these texts. In one of his
lessons teacher Henri dealt with the final examinations. By that time in Holland
students all over the country got the same task at the same moment at the end of
secondary education: they have to write a text, in Dutch called ‘een opstel’, a ‘set
up’. I could translate ‘opstel’ as ‘an essay , a typically schoolish genre. Students had
to write that ‘opstel’ in three hours time, on a topic they had to chose from a set of
ten topics, which are all more or less explained or illustrated by some comments
and quotations. Most of these topics were meant to write ‘een zakelijke’, a
transactional text, sometimes a transactional genre has explicitly been prescribed.
Every year there were also some topics, which could evoke ‘een verhalende’, a
narrative, expressive, poetic or fictional text: a short story e.g. 24. Teacher Henri
explicitly advised his pupils not to take that narrative, poetic option. His arguments
were that only talented pupils will reach a successful level, and that it is quite a
difficult task for a teacher to evaluate such narrative texts. He explicitly prepared
the pupils to write a transactional text. In this preparation he followed a line of
partial exercises: brainstorming, elaborating the results into a scheme, writing an
introduction etc.
24

By searching for a good translation of terms like ‘opstel’, ‘zakelijk’, ‘verhalend’ I
am confronted with one of the problems of comparative research: the translation of
concepts that derive their meaning from national educational traditions and thus are
hardly translatable.
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By that time I also wanted to know more about his argumentation. Why this
preference for transactional texts? Well, Henri told his students, he was able to
teach how to write such texts; he was able to evaluate and to grade these texts,
while more expressive texts seemed to be to difficult to learn (and/or to teach) and
to grade. I wanted to understand this argumentation, because (at least in that same
period) a Norwegian teacher did not seem to perceive such problems (Smidt & Van
de Ven 1994; Van de Ven 1996).
Henri asked his students to fulfil the writing tasks in a ‘nice, personal style’ of
writing. Giving examples from literary texts, using concepts from the field of
stylistics he combined partial exercises with forms of modelling. In a extensive
analysis I revealed some surface elements of the iceberg: the Subject Element
‘opstel’ or written composition, the Teaching Phase Formula which had been
operationalized in the lesson in the form of partial exercise and modelling. I am not
repeating here the analysis as such (see Van de Ven 1996; see for a comparable
incident from the same case study Smidt & Van de Ven 1994). I do want to know
more about the hidden concept of language learning, and the underlying principle
of language pedagogy. Before all I want to understand Henri’s arguments for
choosing transactional texts and not expressive ones. My understanding is
facilitated by the following historical explorations on the Subject Element, on the
choice between ‘transactional’ and ‘poetic’ in mother tongue education, an
exploration in which the hidden layers of the iceberg come to the surface.

5

A historical exploration

In the next sections I focus on different publications on mother tongue education,
starting from 1998, back to 1907, each publication illuminating some aspect of the
choice between transactional and poetic texts. I am guiding myself by questions,
which arise from the texts read, each possible answer provoking new questions.

5.1

1991: The legitimating of transactional texts

My point of departure is that neither Hannah’s nor Henri’s choice for transactional
texts, instead of poetic ones appears to be a personal, a private choice. I do
recognize it from my own teacher experiences and from the debates in my
department; I see it in the reports of my teacher students. The choice is clearly part
of these teachers’ professional knowledge.
The choice for transactional texts is hardly legitimated in the 1998 exam programs.
But it was not a choice all of a sudden arising out of nowhere. It is important to note
that this choice is a main and broadly discussed one in a government committee’s
report, which proposed to abolish the possibility of writing narratives in final
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examinations (CVEN 1991). The committee grounds its choice for transactional
texts on a needs’ assessment, which was carried out by means of a questionnaire. In
that questionnaire a distinction was made between different language functions,
based upon the taxonomy of Britton et al. (1983), in which the main distinction is
that between transactional, expressive and poetic texts. That means, I think, that the
choice of the examination programs, as well as the choices by Hannah and Henri, in
fact is a choice between different language functions, and using the concepts by
Britton, a choice between different ‘roles’ language users can take: participating in
transactional communication, expressing oneself, or being merely a commenting
spectator in a poetic text. So the choice already in this report is brought upon the
level of the relationship between education and society, based as it is on a needs’
assessment. It thus represents different educational aims, and thus different
perspectives on teaching and learning language, different Principles of Language
Pedagogy (Herrlitz 1994).

5.2

Historical reconstruction

In my historical research I read a lot of documents, from which I selected some
key-quotations: sharp formulations, which metonymically represent the intertextual
and historical context as well as illuminate an important perspective on the problem
at hand. Interpreting these key-quotations I reconstructed lines of historical
development. Of course I cannot elaborate here all my thoughts and reading, all
quotations and their contexts, but I shall present some steps in my reconstruction,
focusing on some publications that guided my understanding of the programs’
choice. By doing so I perhaps present a too global reconstruction. The history of
mother tongue education is a history of complexity, confusion, and contradiction. It
is a history of networks and periodicals, societal wishes and complaints, a history of
linguistics and literature studies, pedagogical thinking and educational traditions,
teacher education and schoolbook market, pupils’ experiences and parents’
expectations. It is a matter of searching for relevant documents, for key-quotations;
it is data-reduction while formulating tentative interpretations, while reading and
rereading. In this contribution I only give a very simplifying picture of history. I
have one excuse for all this simplifying: the aim of my contribution is not to present
a reconstruction of (Dutch) mother tongue education's history, but to reveal at least
to some extent my way of using history in order to understand this choice as
‘deeply’ as possible.
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5.3

1970s: Transactional texts as alternative

These teachers’ choices, this committee choice - of course they are to be seen as
moments in a longer discussion on mother tongue education. Interesting e.g. is the
conclusion drawn by Bonset (1990) that in contradiction with the committee’s
report, a large population of teachers did not wish to abolish the traditional essay. I
wonder about the core of that discussion. The discussion itself was a very violent
one in the 1970’s and focused on the schoolish essay as a no longer wanted genre
(e.g. Sturm 1977). It was considered too much bound to written standards, to
reproductive learning, representing an elite education and above all a bad training in
writing abilities. Two alternatives were proposed: creative writing, which could
teach children not only a flexible use of language, but also independent thinking. It
could lead to certain autonomy, a critical stance against knowledge, education, and
society. In this argumentation I recognise at least partly, Hannah’s point of view.
The second alternative proposed the writing of transactional texts, which is
supposed to be necessary for adult daily life. These texts should be written on a
well-elaborated data sampling, e.g. portfolio’s with different kind of information.
This alternative did not focus on autonomy, but it got a more implicit
argumentation in terms of vocational training, preparation for daily life tasks or for
further education. It is this alternative that I recognize in the 1991 report, and in the
1998 exam programs. I shall follow that path. Of course the creative writing
alternative has its roots in history too.
As the reader might perceive, the distinction between transactional and poetic texts
now becomes a dichotomy, not only in choices for different texts, different genres,
different language functions, but also different aims of (mother tongue) education. I
am simplifying the 1970’s debate, but I just want to keep the focus on the two kind
of texts, or rather, these two educational aims, these two political positions. The
question is if this conclusion can get some evidence from a further look into history.
Another question is if a historical approach may reveal new perspectives.

5.4

1955: a plea for ‘functional’ texts

In 1955 a contribution appeared in a Dutch periodical for language teaching (De
Vries 1955). The author strongly pleaded, as objectives for secondary mother
tongue education (age 12-18), for transactional texts, against expressive and poetic
ones, which he labelled as ‘lyrical’. In that period the schoolish essay was not
discussed, and often realised in expressive and poetic choices by pupils, stimulated
by the final examination tasks and by teachers as well. De Vries was very explicit
in his argumentation: Why teach children to write texts that ask for a ‘lyrical
outpouring’, that demand for a literary form? Why not ask them to write texts
which ‘make sense’, especially in the perception of the pupils? Letters,
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descriptions, reports, short essays referring to daily subjects. De Vries considers the
expressive and poetic essay as a relict from Latin school, from the old humanistic
school tradition.
The choice between transactional and poetic texts now also becomes a dichotomy
between a senseless literary expression versus sensible texts, from a (supposed)
students’ perspective. De Vries interprets ‘sense’ explicitly as ‘functional’,
motivated by a clear daily life perspective on language, language use and education.
And this functionality clearly opposes the old, traditional (Latin school) genre. For
me new questions arise: This Latin school origin, can I find some evidence for that?
Can I find some evidence for de Vries’ qualification of ‘lyrical outpouring’, of
‘literary form’?

5.5

1932: Higher Order and Lower Order texts

Leest (1932, 1935) broadens again the dichotomy. He discusses the literary focus of
Dutch writing and reading education. According to Leest this is a too restricted
conception of the field of mother tongue education. His plea is to broaden that field,
to broaden the traditional content of mother tongue education, to pay attention not
only to ‘things of higher order’, but ‘things of lower order’ as well. The things of
higher order are the literary texts; the things of lower order consist of texts and
language from more daily life, from trade and business, in short transactional texts.
Of course the things of higher order are seen as more important. Leest legitimates
them by well-known aims as cultural heritage and personal development. But the
things of lower order are more necessary to prepare the pupils for their tasks in life
after school, after their examination at the age of 17-18.
Van Leeuwen (1925) elaborates the distinction for his part. He focuses on the aim
of personal development. He connects the distinction between culture and utility to
a perspective on human existence: He distinguishes between ‘de geestelijke’, ‘the
spiritual’ and ‘de praktische’, ‘the practical man’. So now the choice between
transactional and poetic texts also represents a distinction between two different
portrayals of humans.
Leest's terminology of ‘lower’ and ‘higher order’ not only broadens the concepts of
transactional versus poetic into utility versus culture, but it also provokes evaluative
connotations: higher is better than lower, isn’t it? And the terminology also reflects
to higher and lower as institutional characterizations for the new school system in
the 19th century, in which these concepts of higher and lower were used to
distinguish schools for different social classes. The question is if there will be some
evidence for my associations.
The reader might notice that in the 1930’s a poetic text, culture, spiritual, heritage,
literature were things of higher order; that by that time a transactional text, a
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preparation for daily life, utility, practical man were ‘things of lower order’. This
last conception of mother tongue nowadays seems to be of higher order, a priority
according to the exam program, while literature education in the Netherlands is
disconnected from mother tongue education and has become a separate subject.
Historical research should illuminate that change. There are a lot of values hidden
in this choice.
5.6

1917: Elite class and working class language;

Accordingly I am confronted with a new question: What about that distinction
between social classes? Van Ginneken (1917) perceives a new focus in language
studies. Linguists take the ‘living language’ as research object, instead of the old,
written, artificial, elite language. He considers this a positive evolution. But still
there is an important danger: the focus on living language has its positive effects on
language teaching, but this may not lead to the acceptance of the working class’
language. By the way, Van Ginneken introduces a new element in my
reconstruction: that of linguistics, of language study, and thus an important element
in the history of mother tongue education. I shall not elaborate that element here.
But I cannot stand the temptation to broaden the distinction between transactional
and poetic along the line set out by Poelhekke (1907). He distinguishes between
literature and science as possible contents of education, between ‘Art and beauty’
and ‘positive knowledge’. He discusses the basis for a good secondary education
and what must be considered as ‘valid curricular knowledge’. And here I reach
even the aspect of religion, because Poelhekke declares that Art and Literature exist
by ‘birth right’ and thus are self-evident domains of life and education. And thus he
implicitly expresses a perspective on life and society in which these ‘eternal values’
represent stability, certainty, where the ‘positive knowledge’ is supposed to
represent the opposite. The question is if this reconstruction in ‘eternal’ versus
‘change’ is a valid one.
Thus far my reconstruction broadens the distinction between expressive and
transactional texts into a dichotomy of different perspectives on language and
literature, different perspectives on humankind, different educational aims, a
different political point of view, different conceptions of learning, different
definitions of ‘valid knowledge’. In short, in my reconstruction of mother tongue
education's history I come to the conclusion that there are different historical
paradigms of mother tongue education. I do use the concept of paradigm in a loose
sense, giving it a 'sensitizing definition': “a basis set of beliefs that guides action,
whether of the everyday garden variety or action taken in connection with a
disciplined inquiry” (Guba 1990a: 17). Each paradigm of mother tongue education
has its own basic beliefs concerning language and literature, linguistics and
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literature studies, education, teaching and learning. Each paradigm has its own
legitimation for the sometimes-different topics of mother tongue education, its own
educational aims, an own perspective on mankind and society. Each paradigm is a
set of Principles of Language Learning, Concepts of Standards Language
Learning, principles and concepts which of course also cover the domain of
Literature Teaching. Following the line of my present reconstruction, the
distinction between transactional and poetic represents two different paradigms: A
literary-grammatical and a (communicative)-utilitarian paradigm.

6

Competing paradigms (in the Netherlands)

I started with studying the national history of mother-tongue education in the
Netherlands, and compared these to already written histories in England,
Flanders, Germany, Norway and Sweden, and also to some publications from
the USA, France, Denmark and Finland. In these countries new perspectives on
mother-tongue education arose, in more or less the same periods, sustained by
similar groups and/or institutions. (Van de Ven 1987, 1988 1989, 1996). Thus
this historical and historical-comparative research resulted in the discovery of
different paradigms of mother tongue education, triadic patterns in which topics,
activities and legitimation are loosely connected, in which a certain conception
of language and literature is to perceive. Each paradigm also can be
characterised by more or less different, albeit often hidden perspectives on
teaching and learning. From the histories of mother-tongue education I can
reconstruct four different paradigms in the Netherlands. Each paradigm arose in
its own period, but in fact already existed as an alternative for the at that moment
dominant paradigm. Based on societal movements such an alternative got the
change to acquire hegemony.

6.1 The literary-grammatical paradigm
In the 19th century the school subject gets its position, and a dominant one, in the
curricula in primary and before all secondary education (age 12-18). It is to a large
extent discipline based. Mother tongue is defined as in the university studies:
‘written language’: grammar and literature. These are the most important topics,
although literature in the sense of ‘High Literature’ is restricted to secondary
education. The teaching of writing e.g. aims at the reproduction of grammatical
and literary standards. Reading is taught in a step by step approach. The
methodological approach is a monologic one (Nystrand 1997), characterized by
imitation, memorization, doing exercises on small parts of language. We may talk
about the principle of elementarization: mastering small language tasks (parsing)
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leads automatically to controlling of whole language tasks (writing) (cfr.
Thavenius 1981), a principle I do recognize in Henri’s teaching. The objective of
language education is of a correct use of language, of the national language (which
is an important value in itself (Englund 1996). Literature teaching serves the
national cultural heritage and a morally sound socialization.
The teacher is the expert, who introduces the pupils in the standards of written
language, using methods with a lot of small exercises. In short the curriculum is a
very closed one.

6.2

A developmental paradigm

In the first decennia of the 20th century a new paradigm is strongly promoted,
before all in a new periodical 25. This paradigm is more child-centred. The new
paradigm is emphasizing that education before all should stimulate the
development of language use by children; ‘living, spoken’ language is the main
topic for language education. Language is no longer a written ‘collective’, but a
spoken individuality. Normative grammar teaching is replaced by descriptive
language reflections. Teaching writing aims at an individual expression in an ‘own
and authentic language’. No longer the classic essay, but the individual ‘free’
essay should be written. Reading serves personal development. Literature forms
no longer a model for imitation, but is the model of how individual expression can
get form. There is a certain link too to what would be called Reformpädagogik.
The curriculum is less closed. I do recognise some characteristics of Hannah’s
ideas on mother tongue education.
The methodological approach is explorative and creative. It emphasizes learning
by doing. The teacher is the expert. This paradigm is legitimated from a new
paradigm in language studies, e.g. the empirical study of living, spoken language,
of language variation, of dialectic language; important too is the attention for
language psychology. It is also to understand from an approach in which the
person of the author comes into the focus of literature studies. These motives can
be seen as influenced by a concern for positivist knowledge (at least according to
Poelhekke 1907). There is a strong connection, both in language and literature
studies to the new dominant and successful natural sciences with their emphasis on
empiricism and positivism. The social perspective is a perspective of change, of
climbing the social scale by own individual merits. Mother tongue education
serves at the same time the cultural heritage as well as society’s progress. In the
end it is no longer a relict of an aristocratic worldview, but it represents a new
meritocratic perspective.

25

De Nieuwe Taalgids (Litt. The New Language Guide).
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During the 1930s this developmental paradigm lost its dominance. Based on
complaints, based on a new perspective on education the old literary-grammatical
paradigm is redominating the debate on mother tongue education. One should
understand this renewed dominance against the background of the social and
economic crisis, of complaints about society, in which the education does not fulfil
its ‘holy’, its cultivating task. One also should consider the growing participation
in education of ‘lower class children’. This also leads to new perspectives in which
more utilitarian functions of mother tongue education are expressed: reading and
writing referential texts instead of literary ones.

6.3

A communicative paradigm

In the 1960’s and 1970’s a new paradigm was promoted by a new association 26, in
a new periodical 27. This paradigm is commonly called the communicative
paradigm. There is a broad perspective on language: language after all is
communication, children should learn to communicate, as ‘normal as in daily life’.
But language also is seen as a tool for conceptualisation, for constructing world
views and knowledge. Language is furthermore seen as an emancipator weapon
that should be used for insight in society, for emancipation. This paradigm is
society oriented, and is characterised by a rather open curriculum, its
methodological approach might be characterized as dialogic (Nystrand 1997).
In the communicative paradigm the skill-approach, the ‘from small to whole’
methods are rejected and replaced by whole language teaching. Learning to read
and to write is based on the use of language in situations that as much as
possible represent in the classroom the communicative situations outside school.
Training in skills only is legitimated when children appear to need some skill
training, when their language use shows some problematic aspects. Grammar
(parsing) is not important any more. Reflection on language becomes the
important alternative. It should reveal pupils how language is used for hidden
power, for manipulation. Pupils also should learn to write a broad scale of
different kind of texts, using writing to understand the own individuality and
also the world - I again do recognise Hannah’s ideas. Reading should be based
not only on reading schoolbooks, but also on the texts written by pupils
themselves. In the teaching of reading texts not only should be used for training
reading skills, but attention should also be paid to the content of the texts, to the
often hidden worldview. Again spoken, living language is an important issue in
mother tongue education. Literature too serves the individual development, and
26

De Vereniging voor Onderwijs in het Nederlands (Association for education in
Dutch)
27
Moer, to be read as a dialectical and traditional version of the word ‘moeder’ (
mother).
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the pupils’ understanding of the society. The teacher is the one who creates
communicative situations, who stimulates the use of language, who is not, or
only partly using schoolbooks.
The communicative paradigm must be seen against the background of a rising
sociological perspective in language and literature studies (sociolinguistics,
sociology of literature), the increasing interest for sociological studies, for
humanistic psychology. The social perspective is a bit two-sided. There is a strong
emphasis on emancipation (of those children who thus far had no chance in
education and society: working class children, girls, children of dialect speaking
regions, of ethnic minorities). Social equality is seen as the main perspective for
education. At the same time there still is a meritocratic perspective; education
should teach children to communicate as ‘efficient as possible’ in their adult daily
life. It also should try to heighten the average schooling standard, because the
more and more complex and technological society needs well-educated citizens.
Here again a more utilitarian perspective on mother-tongue education is present.

6.4

A utilitarian paradigm

In the 1980’s, in the Netherlands the meritocratic aspect of the communicative
paradigm won the struggle for dominance with the emancipator aspect. It is
important to note that an utilitarian perspective on education already became
dominant in the second half of the 19th century (see below). Nevertheless, the
utilitarian perspective on mother tongue did not become a dominant one before the
1980s! Supported by complaints about language abilities, supported by new
institutions whose main interests are the development of psychometrical studies on
language education and on the development of national tests and examinations, a
utilitarian perspective on mother tongue education is dominating the debates.
Language is still seen as communication, but in this paradigm communication is
mainly defined as ‘transactional’ use of language. Pupils should be educated for a
future contribution to the development of the society, e.g. economic progress and
welfare. The curriculum is more closed again. This new approach combines a
skill-approach with a more ‘whole-language’ approach, so that training skills ends
into reading and writing whole texts. The methodological approach is again more
normative, more monologic than before. Grammatical standards and standards
derived from transactional communication dominate. Texts to be read and to be
written are mainly representing transactional communication. Fiction, creativity,
and explorative texts are less important. In secondary education literature again is
under the pressure of the national heritage motif. The discussion is about canonical
texts. But literature’s self evident position in school is discussed too. It has become
a separated subject that includes literature education from the foreign languages
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subjects. Its main objective is to develop a ‘literary competence’ - a concept that
compromises explicitly three perspectives on literature education: cultural
heritage, structural analysis of texts, personal growth, although one should note
that the concept of ‘competence’ as such represents a rather utilitarian way of
thinking, at least does not fit in the traditional discourse on culture.
The new paradigm rises in a situation of economic problems, of a ‘no-nonsense’
approach to social problems. There is an aspect of emancipation too in this
paradigm. Especially girls and immigrant children should get better chances. But
not, as in the 60’s, for their own development, but because the society needs well
develop people, because there are too much unemployed citizens, while there are
still a lot of jobs for well-schooled persons. There is a heavy discussion about the
multi-ethnic aspect of society and the role teaching mother-tongue education as a
second-language should play in such a multicultural society.
Bonset & Rijlaarsdam (2004) reflect on a new, a so-called Learning-to-Learn
paradigm. I wonder if this really is a new paradigm. This paradigm is to a far
extent characterised by the educational objective to teach students problem solving
skills, which can be interpreted as characterising a utilitarian paradigm. But
mother tongue education nowadays seems searching its identity (Van de Ven
2005).
I see the dominance of a utility directed paradigm as the most important basis for
the choice for transactional texts, against expressive and poetic ones. Also Henri’s
argumentation that transactional texts are more easy to evaluate and to grade fits
into this paradigm, in which language standards and conventions are important,
based on a rather positivistic perspective on knowledge. Henri’s argument that you
hardly can teach or learn to write expressive or poetic texts seems to fit into a more
literary-grammatical paradigm, representing a more elitist and higher social class’
perspective on education, in which ‘eternal values’ are beyond positivistic reach.
But to understand this argument I have to go to the very deep layers of the iceberg.
Doing so, I also can deal with some interesting phenomena, e.g. the discovery that
the utilitarian perspective on education was already present in the second half of the
19th century, and in fact was the main argument for establishing the school subject
Dutch in secondary education (1863). But is stead of becoming a modern and
usefull school subject mother tongue education was realised according to the
dominant perspective on language education, the Latin school tradition which is
recognizable in the literary-grammatical paradigm - the history of mother tongue
education shows how much time such a fundamental change of education can take.
The exam programs of 1998 are the first ones that, at least in this respect, realise the
original legitimating from 1863. Again: To understand this I have to explore the
very bottom of the iceberg. In many Western European countries (and probably
many other countries as well) there have been and still are hard debates on the
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structure, the content and the function of education. These debates strongly
influenced the paradigmatic debate on mother-tongue education. In order to
understand such debates I use the conceptual frameworks of Matthijssen’s
rationality theory (Matthijssen 1982) and Englund’s (1996) concept of
competing metadiscourses, which has a lot of elements in common with
Matthijssens theory.
But before dealing with these theories I present a short overview, a table of
differences found thus far, differences connected to the choice between
transactional and poetic texts. This table presents a dichotomy between different
perspectives on language and literature education, which in my view present
concepts of Standard Language (and Literature) Learning. I add (in Italics)
domains to which these differences are referring, thus revealing aspects of the
underlying Principles of Language Pedagogy:
2002

teacher Hannah:

Poetic versus transactional texts

1986

teacher Henri:

Poetic versus transactional texts

1998

exam program:

Poetic versus transactional texts

1991

committee:

1977

Sturm:

poetic function

Transactional

spectator role

communicative role

function

personal development

preparation for daily life

elite language

daily language use
(or creative writing)

language standard

language functions

(written ones)

oral and written

reproductive learning

productive learning

elite education

emancipation or vocational

lyrical outpouring

referential texts

senseless task

sensible task

Latin school relict

preparation for daily life

objectives
1955

1932

De Vries:

Leest:

humanities

utility

Higher order

Lower order

Literature

all other kinds of text and
language

cultural heritage

preparation for daily work

social distinctions (classes)
1932

Van Leeuwen:

spiritual man

practical man

perspectives on humankind
educational aims
1917

Van Ginneken:

written, elite language

oral and living language
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new paradigm in linguistics
language of classes
social hierarchy
1907

Poelhekke:

Art and literature versus Science
stability versus change
‘valid knowledge’

7

literary-grammatical

(communicative)-utilitarian

paradigm

paradigm

Competing rationalities

From a moderate point of view concerning the relativity of knowledge,
Matthijssen distinguishes with Hirst (1974) some seven or eight distinguishable
forms of knowledge “each of which involves the making of a distinct form of
reasoned judgement and is, therefore, a unique expression of man’s rationality.
This is to say that all knowledge and understanding is logically locatable within
a number of domains, within, I suggest, mathematics, the physical sciences,
knowledge of persons, literature and the fine arts, morals, religion and
philosophy” (Hirst 1974), quoted by Matthijssen (1982: 19). Matthijssen’s
concept ‘form of knowledge’ refers to different domains of reality. Each domain
has its own way of knowing, with its own standards for what within the domain
counts for valid knowledge in terms of ‘truth’. Connected to this epistemological
standard there are standards for ethics and methodology. These domains can be
seen as different types of discourse. Matthijssen analyzes the way social elites
try to impose their discourse, their worldview as the only valid one, and how this
pursuit leads to the dominance of certain forms of knowledge, which become
rationalities. A rationality is, according to Matthijssen, a form of knowledge that
has reached such a level of development, that its standards for valid knowledge
outreach the own domain and count for other domains as well. Such a form of
knowledge then is materialised. Matthijssen refers to the religious form of
knowledge, which is materialised in churches, the literary form of knowledge
that led to many ‘temples of beauty’. Such a rationality shows itself by selfevident ways of being and seeing, of perceiving society.
Matthijssen’s analysis concerns the battle of educational change in England,
Germany, France and the Netherlands. His analysis elucidates what in a certain
period is accepted as valid knowledge, what role education plays in the diffusion
of that knowledge and how the struggle for the definition of valid knowledge
can be understood. To summarize briefly: What passes for valid knowledge, for
legitimate educational objectives is the reflection of the world view of an elite,
that manages to formulate vital social problems in such a way that it pretends to
solve those problems by means of its world view and the related definition of
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valid knowledge. This problem-solving pretension is an important aspect of a
rationality. The dominant worldview, the dominant elite, demands from
education that pupils should develop themselves according to that view.
Matthijssen sketches how three successive rationalities have been dominant: a
literary-religious, a technocratic and a communicative rationality.
Englund (1996) analyses the ongoing ideological struggle on education, mainly
in Sweden. He perceives three different metadiscourses on education, related to
power and knowledge: a patriarchal conception of education, a scientificrational and a communicative. They outline three different rationalities: a value
rationality, a technological or instrumental rationality and a communicative one.
Englund describes rationalities as “different meaning-creating contexts based in
different choices of content with which teaching can be arranged” (ib. 19).
Englund’s concept of rationality can be understood as self-evident way of seeing
education, which Matthijssen sees as one of the characteristiscs of an overall
ruling rationality. Thus Englund’s concept of rationality is more restricted than
Matthijssen’s one. But Englunds concept of ‘metadiscourse’ comes close to
Matthijssen’s concept of rationality, as will be shown in the next section. There
are differences between both analyses, but those are beyond the reach of this
contribution.
Matthijsen refers to three rationalities:
1. The dominant rationality from c. 1500 - c. 1800 is a literary-religious one, a
combination of the former dominant religious form of knowledge and a new
strong alternative of the literary form of knowledge. Reality is seen as “an ideal
reality, which can be made understandable in terms of absolute and universal
characteristics. This is done by using the central concepts of ‘true’, ‘good’,
‘beautiful’ and their application to man aiming at perfection” (Matthijssen 1982:
72). Man aspires to that perfection and he reaches a higher degree of excellence
“as he reaches a higher degree of self -development in ( ...) three (...) respects.
The morally best-developed people are those who have penetrated furthest in the
classical literary masterpieces and who have acquired the highest degree of
schooling in reflective thought. Because of this they have been called to social
leadership” (ib. 73). The classic languages and mathematics constitute the core
of the curriculum: the spiritual richness of literature and the mental exercise of
grammar and mathematics. The dominant social group is the aristocracy. The
‘humaniora’ are the dominant disciplines, representing an interpretive, but
absolute definition of knowledge.
Englund refers to a value rationality, which “has its starting-point a value or
certain values that are to be reproduced or that can be discussed”(Englund 1996:
21). But the historically dominant form of value rationality has often meant “that
religious and/or ideological values have been all-pervading and not open to
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question”(ib. 21). Its connected to a patriarchal conception of education and
shows an idealistic definition of science, a segregated school system,
distinguishes elite and mass, and has a preference for history, for culture, for the
elite education.
The literary-grammatical paradigm fits into this rationality.
2. In the 19th century, a technical rationality becomes dominant, according to
Matthijssen. The rise of technology, science and industrialisation creates so
many social problems that the problem-solving pretension of the literaryreligious rationality is undermined. A different form of knowledge becomes
dominant in which reality is seen as a “material reality, which can be made
controllable in terms of technology and science. The central concept is ‘utility’
in everyday life” (ib. 80). What matters is discovery, application, production,
control. The standard of excellence is (practical) intelligence and hard work. In
short, one’s own achievements determine one’s place in society. The
bourgeoisie is the dominant social elite. Technology and science are the
dominant disciplines. They are the main suppliers of curriculum material.
Literature and art come last. This technical rationality does not completely
supplant the literary-religious view. The latter remains a very strong alternative.
Englund refers to a technological rationality, rooted in science, often declared to
be value-free and sharply distinguishing facts from values (as its main value!) as
in the positivistic tradition of science. This technological rationality is connected
to a scientific-rational conception of education, in which individuality,
progressivism, and functionality are important characteristics. Mathematics and
science are the important disciplines, representing a positivistic epistemology.
The 19th century shows a heavy debate on education between the literary-religious
and the new technical rationality. This debate ends with a new, modern, secondary
curriculum, with modern en utile school subjects like sciences, modern languages
ánd mother-tongue education. Still mother-tongue education became less modern.
That the school subject is a part of the curriculum is a consequence of the technical
rationality. The construction of mother-tongue education shows in its literarygrammatical paradigm the compromise with the old rationality, based as it is on a
long tradition of Latin schooling. It is legitimated on the Classic’s language and
literature study. It is characterized by a social perspective of stability, and
represents the old classic, aristocratic, elite worldview, with its absolute and
permanent standards of ‘true, good and beautiful’. This is one of the reasons for
further debates on mother tongue education.
3. According to Matthijssen around 1950 a social rationality becomes dominant,
or at least a new and strong alternative. The technical view is confronted with
insoluble problems: the arms race, the third world, and the environmental
pollution. A new form of knowledge takes the floor. Reality is seen as a “social
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reality, which can be made understandable and controllable in terms of power
relations within and between social institutions and processes which can be
influenced by everybody involved. The central concepts are ‘controllability’ and
‘changeability’. Related concepts are ‘emancipation from systems’,
‘understanding of and coping with one’s own social situation’, ‘participation in
decision-making’, ‘interpreting life by means of reflection’ and so on” (ib. 172).
The core of the curriculum is constituted by, among other things, emotional,
expressive, social and moral development (next to and above intellectual and
technical); the skill to act adequately in social matters: communicative
competence. The new important disciplines are the social sciences. There is a
more or less social-constructivist perspective on knowledge. But a new
dominant social group is until now not yet identifiable. Perhaps there is not yet a
new dominant social rationality, but only a strong alternative to the dominant
technical rationality (Matthijssen 1983).
Englund refers to the same historical period, the 1960s and 1970s, “when the
technological rationality was called into question in many fields (…) most
clearly in the debate on nuclear energy” (ib. 21). He sketches a new
communicative rationality, which deals ‘with empowering/authorizing future
citizens to grow into a citizen role, implying potential participation in collective
priorities and efforts – an education for the ‘public goods’, where every citizen
was looked upon as a potential politician, as a member of a critical public and
not as a manipulated crowd”(ib. 21). This rationality is connected to a
democratic conception of education, in which the rights of man were important,
preparation for democratic participation, and with social studies as the main
disciplines. For me the communicative paradigm represents both Matthijssen’s
communicative rationality as well as Englund’s democratic conception of
education.
According to Matthijssen there are now three competing rationalities. The
technical one is dominant, but it meets with competition from the old, literaryreligious and the new, social rationality. Matthijssen's theory of rationalities is
not undisputed, but also not basical1y dismissed. In my interpretation
Englund’s treatise of metadiscourses is to a large extent confirming
Matthijssen’s theory.

8

Transactional or poetic and expressive texts

Neither rationalities nor paradigms are closed categories. They form ‘meaning
creating’ contexts which discursively but often unconsciously, create different or
at least slightly different interpretations of concepts like ‘literature’, or
‘communication’. Using the theories of rationalities and paradigms I can
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understand the debates on change within the school subject ‘mother tongue’.
The old, literary-grammatical paradigm is a strong one, but it meets with
competition from other paradigms. The utilitarian has been a strong alternative,
and nowadays it seems to have become dominant, sustained by and representing
at the same time the technical rationality. The choice between transactional and
poetic texts can and should be reconstructed as a choice between two genres, two
topics of mother tongue education, two different paradigms, between a
representation of a literary rationality (a patriarchal conception of education, a value
rationality) and of a technical rationality (a technologic rationality, a scientificrational conception on education).
As stated in the first lines of this section, each paradigm creates its own definition
of central concepts. ‘Communication’ has different meanings in the utilitarian and
the communicative paradigm. Literature’ in the literary-grammatical paradigm is
not the same ‘literature’ any more in the communicative paradigm. Therefore are
choices rather unclear, is the debate concerning choices so difficult: each
paradigm, each rationality is a meaning creating context with a self-evident
perspective on society and education, on humankind and mother tongue. The very
discussion between different concepts of mother tongue education demands the
deconstruction of those rationalities. The same phenomenon makes mother tongue
education’s practice so complex. Hannah’s ideas as well as Henri’s practice can be
seen as representing different traditions, different paradigms at the same time.
So my historical research starts with a choice between different writing tasks, a
choice the teachers Hannah and Henri solve their own way. It ends in a very
fundamental arena.
I hope that this global picture clarified my way of my intertwining history and
practice.

9

Comparative research into practice

In a Norwegian lesson on written composition (secondary education, students 1819 years old, Smidt & Van de Ven 1994, Van de Ven 1996) the objective of teacher
Gunnar is to prepare his students for their final examinations. Compared to the
Dutch teacher Henri, Gunnar’s practice reveals a more or less parallel choice
between transactional and poetic/expressive texts. The Norwegian mirror of the
Dutch iceberg shows the same discussion, the same teacher’s choice at the top and
the same discrepancy between a literary and a utilitarian paradigm, between a
literary and a technocratic rationality at the bottom. That is the tentative conclusion
of the comparison (Van de Ven 1996).
Still there are differences. In Holland the possibility of poetic and expressive texts
is abolished, while the Norwegian curriculum facilitated Gunnar and his students to
writing this kind of texts. So somewhere in between the top and the bottom of the
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two icebergs there must be (cultural) differences between both countries, because
the Norwegian discussion seems to take opposite directions. A further comparative
research should reveal differences in the structure of both icebergs. In that research
a historical component would be very important.
Let me end with a last, tentative conclusion. My historical reconstruction shows
the complexity of mother tongue education, the complexity of choices between
e.g. transactional and expressive texts. My rather superficial comparison
between Norwegian and Dutch other tongue education illustrates that a
Norwegian student like Siri and a Dutch student like Alice get different
opportunities for learning to write. In international comparative research on
educational achievements like PISA such differences are ignored. I think
IMEN’s research must challenge the rather superficial conceptions of mother
tongue education in such PISA-like research.
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IMEN BIBLIOGRAPHY 1984-2004
Sjaak Kroon
In order to give an insight in the way in which the development of IMEN
methodology and research are reflected in writing, this bibliography provides an
overview of the cumulative publication efforts of the network during the first 20
years of its existence.
Of course there are many different ways to compile a bibliography. The
following only contains “official” IMEN publications (as far as one can speak of
official publications of course within the rather informal IMEN context). This
means that the huge amount of xeroxed preparatory documents for IMEN
conferences and workshops has been left out. The main reason for this is that
these are not publicly available (anymore), and, in many cases, have been
published in a more final version in one of the IMEN series anyway.
The bibliography contains entries that belong to one of the following main
categories:
1. IMEN publications (i.e. collections of articles and books published by
or for IMEN, co-written or co-edited by IMEN members):
1. Studies in Mother Tongue Education
2. Occasional Papers in Mother Tongue Education
3. Research in Mother Tongue Education Series/Collection
Recherches en pédagogie de la langue maternelle
2. IMEN periodicals
1. IMEN Newsletter
2. Mother Tongue Education BULLETIN Pédagogie de la
langue maternelle
3. IMEN related publications (i.e. collections of articles and books
published by other institutions or publishers, co-written or co-edited by
IMEN members);
4. Contributions to IMEN publications, IMEN periodicals, and IMEN
related publications (1-3 above).
A category that is not yet included in the bibliography is:
5. Contributions by IMEN members dealing with IMEN related research
in other then IMEN (related) publications and periodicals.
In what follows an attempt has been made to exhaustively cover the above
categories 1 to 4 on the basis of the existing IMEN “archives”. This implies that
also publications of non-IMEN members that appear in IMEN publications have
been included. With respect to category 5, however, the situation is not that
simple. To my knowledge it has never been tried in the IMEN context to
systematically keep track of IMEN related publications by IMEN members (in a
rather broad understanding of the word) other than the ones referred to in
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categories 1 to 4. This category would consist of quite a number of books,
chapters in edited volumes, and contributions to scholarly journals published all
over the world. Filling category 5 now with titles known to me would create a
rather strong personal and national bias in this list. It was therefore decided to,
for the time being, leave this category empty.

1.

IMEN Publications (in chronological order)

1.1

Studies in Mother Tongue Education

Herrlitz, W., A. Kamer, S. Kroon, H. Peterse & J. Sturm (eds.) (1984). Mother
Tongue Education in Europe. A Survey of Standard Language Teaching in
Nine European Countries. Studies in Mother Tongue Education 1.
Enschede: SLO.
Herrlitz, W., A. Kamer, S. Kroon, H. Peterse & J. Sturm (eds.) (1984). Major
Publications on Mother Tongue Education in Europe. An Annotated
Bibliography. Studies in Mother Tongue Education 2. Enschede: SLO.
Kroon, S. & J. Sturm (eds.) (1987). Research on Mother Tongue Education in
an International Perspective. Studies in Mother Tongue Education 3.
Enschede: VALO-M.
Delnoy, R., W. Herrlitz, S. Kroon & J. Sturm (eds.) (1988). Portraits in Mother
Tongue Education. Teacher diaries as a starting point for comparative
research into standard language teaching in Europe. Studies in Mother
Tongue Education 4. Enschede: SLO.
Haueis, E. & W. Herrlitz (eds.) (1991). Comparative Studies in European
Standard Language Teaching. Methodological problems of an
interpretative approach. Studies in Mother Tongue Education 5. Enschede:
VALO-M/SLO.
Delnoy, R., W. Herrlitz & S. Kroon (eds.) (1995). European Education in
Mother Tongue. A Second Survey of Standard Language Teaching in Eight
European Countries. Studies in Mother Tongue Education 6. Nijmegen:
IMEN.

1.2

Occasional Papers in Mother Tongue Education

Malmgren, L. & P.H. van de Ven (1989). Reading Literature in Comprehensive
School (Age 11-13). A speculative analysis of two events. Occasional
Papers in Mother Tongue Education 1. Enschede: VALO-M.
Delnoy, R. & S. Kroon (1990). Tisvildeleje Papers. A Report of the IMEN
Workshop, Tisvildeleje, Denmark, 26-29 May 1989. Occasional Papers in
Mother Tongue Education 2. Enschede: VALO-M.
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Rensman, T. (1990). Seeds of Innovation. Report of a case study in the field of
reading texts in Dutch lessons (1982-1988). Occasional Papers in Mother
Tongue Education 3. Enschede: VALO-M.
Malmgren, L. & P.H. van de Ven (1990). Kalle. A Reader’s Portrait. A
speculative analysis within the IMEN research project Reading Literature
in Comprehensive School (Age 11-13). Occasional Papers in Mother
Tongue Education 4. Enschede: VALO-M.
Delnoy, R., E. Haueis & S. Kroon (eds.) (1991). Comparative Analyses of Case
Studies on Mother Tongue Education. Papers of the 3rd IMEN Conference,
Ludwigsburg, 8-12 October 1990. Occasional Papers in Mother Tongue
Education 5. Enschede: VALO-M.
Malmgren, L. & P.H. van de Ven (1994). Democracy, Space, Refugees,
Environment, Love... A case study on thematic literature teaching in a
Swedish school. Occasional Papers in Mother Tongue Education 6.
Nijmegen: IMEN.
Rensman, T. (1995). French in Paris – Dutch in Gouda. Comparison of two
practices of mother tongue education. Occasional Papers in Mother
Tongue Education 7. Nijmegen: IMEN.
Haueis, E., S. Kroon & P.H. van de Ven (eds.) (1999). Research in Mother
Tongue Education in a Comparative Perspective. IMEN Papers 1996.
Occasional Papers in Mother Tongue Education 8. Nijmegen: IMEN.
1.3Mother Tongue Education Research Series/Recherches en pédagogie de
la langue maternelle
Gagné, G. & A. Purves (eds.) (1993). Papers in Mother Tongue Education 1.
Mother Tongue Education Research Series 1. Münster/New York:
Waxmann.
Christie, F. & J. Foley (eds.) (1996). Some Contemporary Themes in Literacy
Research. Mother Tongue Education Research Series 2. Münster/New
York: Waxmann.

2

IMEN Periodicals (in chronological order)

2.1

IMEN Newsletter

Kroon, S. & J. Sturm (eds.) (1984). IMEN Newsletter, Autumn 1984, No. 1.
Enschede: IMEN.
Kroon, S. & J. Sturm (eds.) (1985). IMEN Newsletter, Spring 1985, No. 2. Enschede: IMEN.
Kroon, S. & J. Sturm (eds.) (1985/1986). IMEN Newsletter, Winter 1985/1986,
No. 3. Enschede: IMEN.
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2.2

Mother Tongue Education BULLETIN Pédagogie de la language
maternelle

Gagné, G., E. Tarrab, S. Kroon & J. Sturm. (eds.) (1986). Mother Tongue
Education BULLETIN Pédagogie de la langue maternelle. Spring and Fall
1986, Vol. 1,
No. 1-2. Published for IMEN and AILA by SLO and Centre de diffusion
du P.P.M.F.
Gagné, G., E. Tarrab, S. Kroon & J. Sturm. (eds.) (1987). Mother Tongue
Education BULLETIN Pédagogie de la langue maternelle. Spring 1987,
Vol. 2, No. 1. Published for IMEN and AILA by SLO and Centre de
diffusion du P.P.M.F.
Gagné, G., E. Tarrab, S. Kroon, & J. Sturm. (eds.) (1988). Mother Tongue
Education BULLETIN Pédagogie de la langue maternelle. Winter 1988,
Vol. 3, No. 1. Published for IMEN and AILA by SLO and Centre de
diffusion du P.P.M.F.
Gagné, G., E. Tarrab, S. Kroon & J. Sturm. (eds.) (1989). Mother Tongue
Education BULLETIN Pédagogie de la langue maternelle. Spring 1989,
Vol. 3, No. 2/Vol..4. Published for IMEN and AILA by SLO and Centre de
diffusion du P.P.M.F.
Gagné, G., E. Tarrab, S. Kroon & J. Sturm. (eds.) (1990). Mother Tongue
Education BULLETIN Pédagogie de la langue maternelle. Spring 1990,
Vol. 5, No. 1. Published for IMEN and AILA by SLO and Centre de
diffusion du P.P.M.F.
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