Chapter 5
Analyzing Everyday Conversations
<chap preview>

In Chapters 5 and 6, we’ll be studying the talk that goes on in actual discourse communities. We’ll look at everyday conversations through lenses provided by other researchers, and we’ll also look directly at the community you have chosen to study and write about. Chapter 5 features a study of two rural discourse communities that have some similarities to the fictional communities O'Connor wrote about in her fiction. This study, by Shirley Brice Heath, draws on ethnographic research methods frequently used in field research. For your own study, this chapter suggests that you begin by looking closely at one small piece of data (a conversation that you record in your community) and analyze that conversation in relation to the situation in which it takes place and the insider knowledge represented in it.  The selections from Heath’s ethnographic study deomnstrate how she draws on conversations to discover their relationship to larger patterns of beliefs and values in the communities she studied. You'll move back and forth between her study and your own as you draw on her ways of looking to further your own understandings. 

The inquiries of this chapter focus on three questions:
· How do researchers study, systematically, the ways people talk in actual discourse communities? 
· What can you learn about such research by reading another researcher's study and applying its ways to your own study?

· In what ways can you extend your preliminary research into the talk in your community  to look at its literacy practices and its relationship to the wider culture?
<end chap preview>

Much of the knowledge shared in academic settings and passed on in courses is created through research into defined areas of inquiry.  Researchers who are interested in how people live, act, and communicate in various cultural settings (including those of American subcultures like skateboarders or the communities formed in chat rooms), most often work within the genre of ethnography. Ethnographers attempt to capture the way that life goes on in a particular setting and to pull out the meanings that are represented in its typical moments of daily life and daily interaction.  They assume that to understand the meaning of a particular behavior or expression, you need a rich and complex understanding of the culture it’s imbedded in—of what we’ve been calling the shared knowledge, purposes and ways, and the shared values and beliefs—of people in that setting.  So they typically observe all aspects of the life of a community:  what people do, eat, wear, or use, as well as what they say.  At the same time, they try to highlight the community's significant characteristics--the things that make it recognizable and distinctive.  You'll do the same as you learn more about the community you are studying—figuring out both what your community has in common with, for example, other communities of college-age male friends who listen to a particular type of music—

and how it's different.

Such research depends on gathering real data about a community--gathering the evidence that can show others how the researcher has come to particular understandings about the community. In studying a discourse community, you want to learn more about the ways in which people use language and the beliefs and values and ways of seeing the world that are imbedded in those ways. You've already begun your own ethnographic research by listing some of the words, objects, and activities associated with the community you're studying. Now you'll gather more data, focusing first on examples of the talk that goes on in the typical conversations that take place among community insiders.


Doing Ethnographic Research

From looking closely at typical conversations, you can discover a lot about what’s shared by insiders to a community.  As you look at the ways they create and maintain shared knowledge, shared purposes, and shared ways of carrying out the conversation you can also come to learn what they worry about, what they believe, and what they value.  One good way to begin to look at the typical conversations of a community is to record one--an ordinary, representative exchange that the members of this discourse community take part in.

Observation Account


Begin by collecting one example of an ordinary conversation that occurs in your discourse community. Although it’s possible to collect conversational data by taking careful notes on a conversation—recording who spoke and what they said as accurately as possible, it is difficult to do this effectively when you’re also a participant in the conversation.  It’s better then, for the purposes of this study, to tape record a conversation.


You’ll want to ask the participants for permission to record the conversation.  (It’s unethical to record someone’s words and to play them or transcribe them for others to hear or read without permission.)  Most people don’t mind participating if they know you’re looking at the way that conversations are structured as part of a school research project and that they don’t have to be identified by name if they don’t want to be. While verbal permission is sufficient for an informal project, your class may decide to use a common written permission form.  A typical format would be:
I understand that [name] has recorded a conversation in which I was a participant for a research project for [course], and I give him/her permission for to use that recording and a transcript of it for that project. 
Signed, _________.


Choose a time when everyone will be gathered around, and record the actual conversation. Most participants generally forget that the tape recorder is on after they get five or ten minutes into the conversation. Only rarely has a student researcher had to turn to a different group or found that group members talked in ways that were too strained and uncomfortable to be representative of their ordinary conversations.

Tape record at least 30 minutes of the conversation. Then transcribe a short segment (about 3 to 5 minutes) that contains lively exchanges between two or more participants and that seems typical of the sorts of interaction that takes place in this setting.  In transcribing, try to get down the actual words as they were spoken, including repetitions and pauses and interruptions.


Here's an example of a conversation recorded by two students from a first-year writing class.  Laura and Blanca had just met in the class and had gotten to know each other a little in their writing group. Both of them had been out of school for a few years.  Both were newcomers to the city and didn’t really know a lot of people in other discourse communities there. Both happened to be married.  They decided to get together one evening with their husbands and they recorded their first “getting-to-know-one-another” conversation, as they tried to find things in common to talk about.  Here’s the start of a portion they transcribed, where they talk about some cookies Laura made:


Aniket:  These are really good. . .


Blanca:  Uh-huhm


Laura:  Thank you, thank you. . .


(everybody laughing)

Aniket:  I mean, they’re not really sweet, but they just have a little bit of sweet in em.


Laura:  I know. . yeah. . .more like. . .


Kelly:  Laura is a really good cook.


Laura:  No, I’m not. . .


Kelly:  Yes, she is. . .


Aniket:  Really?


Laura:  No.


Kelly:  Thai food, Italian food. . .


Aniket:  Oh, really?

Laura:  I am not a very good cook. . .no, really, I’m not trying to be humble or something. 


Aniket:  We are both pretty bad.

Blanca:  Ahh. Well compared to us you’re great!  Ahhh.


Laura:  You’re just lazy. . .


Aniket:  Well that too.

As we look closely at this conversation, we'll be focusing on the elements we considered in analyzing “The River.”   These are same elements you'll want to look for in analyzing the conversation you've recorded, and we'll look in a moment at what Laura and Blanca had to say about their own discoveries.
First, consider what the participants in this conversation talk about—

· The words and clusters of related words that appear  (you can mark up your text and circle these words to make their patterns more evident, seeing what words each person introduces, which ones are picked up and repeated by others, which ones seem to build a theme);

· Any words that seem to have particular or distinctive meanings in this discourse community;

· The ways in which any participant is named or described by herself/himself or by others.


You’ve probably identified one topic of the conversation as Laura’s cooking, since Kelly states that “Laura is a really good cook.”  You might have noticed that references to Laura (her name and the pronouns “she,” “I,” and “you,” used to refer to Laura) in relationship to food or cooking occur six times, and that some different kinds of food she can cook are also named.  If you have circled all of the words that concern Laura, her cooking, or food, you’ll have circled many key words of the conversation.  The participants are all involved in naming themselves as good, bad, or lazy in relationship to their idea of a good cook. 

Next look at how the participants talk.  Consider:
· Their conversational style;

· Any relationship you find between the way they talk, the turns they take,  or what they say and their roles in this group;

· Any genres of talk that they might be using;

· Anything they say that might not be intended to be taken literally.

As you’ve looked at how the conversation is being carried out, you’ve probably noticed that the style of this is informal and that all four people take turns. The turns and what they say in them seem related to their roles and relationships.  And there seems to be some disagreement among the participants about whether to take all that is said literally, in ways that we'll consider

Now speculate about why they might be talking as they do:

· What are their possible intentions and purposes with each contribution?  

· Do you think they might be trying to achieve more than one purpose at once?

· Do their purposes match up, or might they be at cross-purposes at some moments?

· Do their immediate purposes with any statement or question fit with what seem to be the larger purposes of the conversation?

When you’ve focused on why, on the speakers’ purposes and intentions, you’ve probably found that the picture becomes more confusing.  Aniket’s first statement, that the cookies are really good, seems intended to compliment Laura, and Kelly’s comment that she’s a really good cook reinforces that compliment.  But Laura keeps denying this, saying finally, “I am not a very good cook.”   And when Aniket and Blanca suggest she’s better than they are. Laura adds what might be seen as an insult, “You’re just lazy”.


As outsiders it’s hard for us to say much more than that.  We don’t really know why there’s so much talk about Laura’s cooking, or why Laura is so reluctant to accept the praise she’s receiving, and why Kelly keeps insisting on the point.  We know that the larger purpose of this conversation is for these couples to get to know each other as couples.  But we don’t really know what purposes the specific contributions to this exchange serve for each person at the moment. To understand more, we need more knowledge about the context--about the participants and their relationships and what the circumstances are in which this conversation takes place--knowledge that insiders have and that we don't.


In writing about this conversation, Blanca tells us more about the participants:  “It is very important to know the nexus that there is between the four of us.  Laura and I are both Europeans.  We also have a lot of cultural connections because she grew up in Italy and I, in Catalunya [Catalan].”  It’s against that background knowledge that Blanca interprets the exchange about Laura’s cooking.  Here’s what she says about this excerpt:  

When Kelly says, "Laura is really a good cook,” we all look at her and acknowledge this by nodding our heads after having had some of her cookies.  When she says, “I am not a very good cook . . . I’m not trying to be humble. . .” it is not that she is lying or actually being humble.  To understand this, you probably need the insider knowledge that Laura and myself have from our backgrounds.  We both come from countries where cooking tradition is deeply assimilated by everybody.  Eating big and delicious meals is our tradition and every time we sit down for dinner we look forward to several hours of eating and talking.  Traditionally, there are no fast meals on the run or small portions. It is commonly known that “good wives” know how to do all that; they know how to cook all the traditional dishes and they spend hours in front of the stove.  That’s why Laura says, “I’m not a very good cook.”  It all depends on what concept of a good cook.


Laura (who is actually German though she grew up in Italy) also mentions their European nationalities as being important to some of the understanding she and Blanca share. But she focuses also on the combinations of couples.  She sees two subgroups here, one made up of two Europeans and two Americans, the other of one couple and another couple. Here’s an excerpt from her analysis of the same conversation:
In the beginning we have an example of insider information given from one couple to the other, when Kelly says, “Laura is really a good cook,” to which Laura reacts right away with:  “No, I’m not.”  Kelly does not only fill the others in on what he feels is noteworthy, but he also states that he is somewhat proud of Laura.  Her first reaction shows that she disagrees, which in a setting like this one can have several reasons: she doesn’t want to appear to be bragging, even if just by not modifying Kelly’s statement; there isn’t a common definition of what a “good cook” is and she can’t be sure that the standards of a loving husband are the same as Blanca’s and Aniket’s.  One might even point out what seems typical of a couple: one adds to the other’s speech what they think was not correct or has been left out.


Aniket takes a turn and relates the subject to themselves as a couple.  “We are both pretty bad [with cooking],” to which Blanca adds: “Well, compared to us you’re great!”  This is a way of giving some information about themselves, and it relativizes the definition of a “good cook,” implying that not much is needed to be regarded as that within this circle.


In discussing the larger conversation that this excerpt was taken from, Laura points to the larger implicit purpose behind this conversation: “to get to know one another better, solidify and continue the friendship.” Blanca continues to focus on the cultural perspectives that different members of the group bring, finding that in getting to know each other better, they are pulling in their backgrounds to create new shared knowledge they can all draw on--what she describes as “a multinational tradition,” a “multicultural insider knowledge.”


This is a good moment to look back at the specific details you noted as you considered the what, why, and how of this conversation.  Are there details that you can better understand now that you have more knowledge about the couples and their backgrounds and about the shared insider knowledge about their cultural backgrounds that Laura and Blanca think is important here? 


 It’s also a good moment to consider the insider knowledge that’s necessary to understanding the conversation you’ve recorded, perhaps by sharing your recording or transcription with outsiders (with others in your class) and seeing what else they need to know in order to make sense of what's going on here.  Here' what Blanca learned about the insider knowledge of this conversation in that way.

One of the things that helped me in analyzing the data was the discussion of our group in class about the conversation.  I was surprised to find that without ‘insider knowledge’ another group member couldn’t figure a lot of what was going on in the conversation, and that something that seemed pretty obvious to me needed an explanation for an outsider to comprehend it.  I realized that as an outsider, you might wonder who is in the conversation: male or female?  Their relationships to each other?


Once you get all the information on someone’s conversation, your perspective on the conversation changes. Then you are more of an ‘insider.’  You have more connections to make.  But when analyzing my conversation I also tried to place myself as an outsider, to see the way outsiders would see it, although I found it extremely difficult to do.


In attempting to take an outsider’s perspective and to understand ‘insider knowledge,’ I’ve come to understand more about our discourse community.

Research Memo 5.1

Begin by glossing your transcript of the conversation, looking what is said, why, and how, marking key words and phrases and making notes in the margins.

 
Start with what the participants in this conversation talk about, marking and making notes in the right-hand margin about the elements of what, why, and how that we looked at for Laura and Blanca's conversation. 


Add  notes for anything else you observed that you think might be significant in understanding this conversation in this discourse community.  Are there places where what is said and how it's said seems especially typical or characteristic of the participants in this community, of the things they care about, and of the ways they interact?  What does your gloss show you that fits with the initial lists you’ve made of the typical words, objects, and activities of this community and of the typical ways in which they talk?  How does this add to the picture you have been developing of this discourse community—of what’s shared and what’s valued there, of why the participants typically come together and have conversations like this, and of the roles they play there?

As you write up your analysis of this conversation in a journal response or exploratory essay, you’ll want to give your readers a sense of what your discourse community is like by showing them what can be seen in one conversation.  In other words, the conversation serves as an example that points to important aspects of life in this discourse community. 

Begin by giving a general introduction to this segment of a conversation—to this “episode” in the life of the community, including the important background information that outsiders would have to know to make sense of this situation.


Then write up your analysis.  You will want to talk your readers through the conversation represented in your transcript, telling them

· what this exchange contributes to the larger, ongoing concerns and purposes of this discourse community; and 

· exactly how the details of what, why, and how work in making that contribution.  

You want to help your readers see what you’ve seen in the transcription as characteristic of conversations in your community.


Your goal here is to produce as rich and detailed an analysis as possible and then to say what you have learned from it, what it leads you to see about this conversation and about your discourse community. (Look back at Blanca's and Laura's analyses of their conversation.  They both quote from the conversation, explaining not only what's being talked about, but why these people are talking about these things in the way they are.)


This analysis will eventually be incorporated into your larger study of your discourse community.


Attach the glossed copy of your transcript.

































Drawing on a Study of Conversations and Communities

Getting to know each other and beginning to form a new friendship, as in the case of these two student couples, requires building new shared knowledge and creating shared ways of interacting.  In established discourse communities where people have spent a lot of time together, much shared knowledge and a lot of the ways in which people interact can be assumed.  Those assumed, shared ways were the focus of Ways With Words (1983), a classic study of discourse communities that was carried out by the anthropologist Shirley Brice Heath. 


Heath went to live in the Piedmont area of the Carolinas—an area that’s not unlike the Georgia towns that O’Connor’s fiction captured—and she stayed there for ten years. She hung around in kitchens and stirred pots and held babies while people talked.  She went to church meetings and bible study groups.  She spent time in schools and classrooms.  She found that there were two distinct rural communities around the town she studied, as distinct as the two worlds that O’Connor portrayed in “The River”; that each of those communities had its own insider knowledge and values and beliefs; and that these were reflected in the ways that people talked and what they talked about.  She called her study Ways with Words.



In the conversational data she gathered, Heath discovered particular speech genres that were repeated in each community, and she came to see one genre, the story, playing a particularly important role in both of the rural communities (which she named Roadville and Trackton). Stories,narrative accounts of events, occurred in many conversations in both communities.  But they took different forms and were used for different purposes reflecting deeper cultural differences.


Stories in Roadville have a shared purpose: to make people laugh by making fun of either the story teller or a close friend or family member who is present. A community member in Roadville described a story as “something you tell on yourself, or on your buddy, you, you know, it’s all in good fun, and a li’l something to laugh about” (149).   People don’t tell stories behind other people’s backs.  Roadville stories also have a shared form: they are always about something that actually happened, they stick close to the actual events, and they end with a moral or a lesson that reinforces what the expected behavior in the community should be. 


Stories in Trackton are likewise intended to make people laugh.  But people do sometimes tell stories about others who aren’t present.  And the shared form of Trackton stories is quite different from the form of Roadville stories: they begin with something that really happened, but they are often developed through creative exaggeration and invention.  They don’t typically end with a moral or lesson, but they do tend to show how someone cleverly overcame a difficult situation (even if that outcome is made-up).  We'll see how stories work in Roadville as we turn to Part I of Oral Traditions.
Reading Response

Before you turn to read Heath’s discussion of oral traditions, you can turn to p. XX  to see an example of a conversation in which a story is embedded (Roadville Text IV), and to prepare yourself for Heath’s discussion by developing your own hypotheses about this text, and how it works, and why.  As you read this transcription of part of a conversation, ask yourself the familiar questions:

· What are people talking about?

· How are they talking about it?  (What do you notice about how people take turns and ways they say things within their turns?

· Why do they seem to be talking about it?

· What can you tell about the setting or context, and why might this be important?

· What insider knowledge do you think you need to make more sense of this conversation?


Then turn to Part I of “Oral Traditions” to see what Heath reports about the discourse community of Roadville.  Why does see Heath see Roadville Text IV, with its representation of shared knowledge, shared purposes, and shared ways, as characteristic of the shared beliefs and values of that community? 


Heath keeps moving back and forth between making generalizations about what goes on in this community and giving specific examples.  As you gloss, note her movement between specifics and generalizations and mark the larger understandings that you think she wants her readers to take away from this discussion.  Mark as well any places where what she's observed connect with something you've observed about your own discourse community.

What picture do you get of this community from Heath’s discussion and the examples she gives?  Write a brief journal entry about what you find from your reading and glossing.

[ Shirley Brice Heath. “Oral Traditions” Part I--In Roadville ]


Heath’s discussion of Roadville reinforces some of the understandings about discourse communities that we’ve been developing throughout this book, while adding to that picture.  For example, Heath contributes to an understanding of the ways particular genres take shape in relationship to community expectations.  She tells us that the story in Roadville Text IV is typical of what’s considered a “good story” in Roadville.  What characterizes a good example of that genre in Roadville?  Heath tells us it’s based on: 

· What is talked about.  In Roadville, it’s expected to be an actual incident, focusing on facts without too much exaggeration.  

· How it’s talked about. In Roadville, the how involves strict rules of turn-taking, according to people’s roles.  In this case, the hostess has the most status and gets to elicit the story, and though other women make comments, she quickly quiets them down and turns the floor over to Sue.  All of the women know and accept these status rules for turn-taking.    

How also involves the form of the story, the expected pattern of structure and organization and the elements that will be included. The story ends, as most Roadville stories do, with a moral, “Guess I’ll learn to keep my mind on my own business and off other folks.”  Sue knows how to tell her story to fit this pattern.

· Why it’s talked about. Sue also understands why her story has been requested.  It’s really a lesson about not gossiping, and the telling of the story reinforces shared knowledge--that almost everyone does gossip in this community,  and shared values--and that they really shouldn’t do it. 

But there are other elements that contribute to a good example of the speech genre of the story in Roadville.  

· It connects to other genres in the community. Those genres include sermons with messages and morals, parables from the bible, and the lessons of bible study meetings. These genres may be spoken or written.  What matters is that they represent similar values, providing opportunities for reinforcing lessons about how people should live and act.  Even the non-church-related materials that women (or rarely men) might read, like “True Story” magazines, bear a relationship to what’s valued in the “good story.” 

· It represents shared values in similar ways as do other aspects of communication within the community.  Roadville residents value what they understand to be factually true, and so they don’t create stories, they don’t read fiction, they don’t invent metaphorical language and only draw on what’s written in the Bible, and they tend to emphasize memorization and recitation of prayers and lessons, so that they stay strictly to the original text.  
Research Memo 5.2
Many discourse communities have stories as one of their important genres.  If yours does, think about the stories that are told and how they’re told, and what makes a good story, using some of the elements that Heath has named for Roadville stories. Think about

· What a good story is about;

· How it’s told, both in terms of who gets to tell it, and what patterns it follows;

· Why it’s told;

· How it connects to other genres within the community;

· How it connects to values that are represented across genres.


If your discourse community has a genre that it relies on more than stories—the joke, for example—name that genre and describe what makes a good example of it in relationship to the sorts of elements Heath names.  You may find examples of these genres in your observation notebook.  If not, begin now to see if you can observe any forms that are used, repeatedly by members of your community, so that people share a sense of what a good ____  is.


Describe your discourse community’s good story or other genre, giving an example and discussing these elements or others that seem important to the discourse community’s shared understanding of the elements of this genre.

Student Voices
Here's a student writer's response about the genre of the joke in her family discourse community:  


There are jokes in our discourse community that only insiders would understand and think are funny.  These jokes are told not only to lighten up the subject, but they are also told to make a statement.  For example, when my mother makes the joke ‘we’re the last minute Shafers,’ she is not only lightening up the subject but making a point. We were making our plans [for a high holiday] on a Thursday night;  we planned to leave for New York at four or five on Friday morning.  We were definitely making our plans at the last minute.  Instead of feeling upset or embarrassed by this, my mother is making this familiar joke to validate our slack in making the plans earlier.  She is in turn, teaching me a lesson, not to get caught up in the non-significant details, but to make light of them and relax.  Most of all, she is teaching me to accept ourselves for who we are.  My parents are the last minute Schafers, and that is ok.


Another example of this in the same conversation is when I asked jokingly ‘should I bring a sleeping bag to lie on?’ Here I was making a joke but also a statement.  When my siblings and I were young, my parents would bring us to the Synagogue that their Rabbi ran in New York.  In this special Synagogue, the prayers would take extra long, since they were said in a very special way.  When my siblings and I would get tired and need to sleep, my parents would set up sleeping bags in the back of the Synagogue and we would sleep there until the services were over.  My family became known as the ‘sleeping bag family.”  This has brought us closer to the people in New York and it is a sweet insider joke.  I have been away from my house for two years, and therefore have not gone on these types of road trips to New York with my parents for a long time.  I was making this joke but making a statement as well that I feel as though I have not been to the Synagogue since I was young and I felt out of touch with that discourse community.  Through this joke, I felt instantly like an insider again.(Reena)

Drawing on the sorts of elements that we've been naming in looking at what makes a good story in a community, what would you say are the elements that make a good joke in Reena's discourse community?


The next selection of “Oral Traditions” focuses on Trackton, and the ways in which Trackton stories differ from Roadville stories.  While in Roadville, stories are straight-forward factual accounts of real events, in Trackton stories are playful and imaginative--often partly fictional, though they may begin with some true incident, and they most often end with the teller gaining some sort of victory over difficult situations.  This is true of the stories told by both children and adults, and even prayers in Trackton church services involve creative elaboration on an original text, rather than strict memorization and recitation.


  This selection from Heath’s larger discussion of storytelling in Trackton looks at children and adolescents, showing how Trackton children learn to play around with language, how they become good at “talking junk, ” and how they begin to develop some of the creative language play that’s valued in the larger community. Again, it’s useful to start by looking at a particular text produced in the Trackton community, to develop your own picture of what’s going on, before turning to Heath’s larger discussion. 
Reading Response
Turn to Trackton Text VII, which involves one extended story told by a twelve-year-old boy to a group of friends. As you read this transcription of a story, ask yourself:

· What is Terry talking about?

· How is he talking about it?  What do you notice about his language, his style, as well as about the ways he structures his story?

· Why does he seem to be talking about it?

· What can you tell about the setting or context, and why might this be important?

· What insider knowledge do you think you need to make more sense of this story, in this community?

Then turn to Part II of “Oral Traditions” to see what Heath reports about the discourse community of Trackton , why this story text is characteristic of the some of the shared knowledge and shared beliefs and values of young people in that community,values that reflect to some degree those of the larger community. As you read and gloss, note points of comparison—similarities and differences—to what you’ve learned about the things that are valued in Roadville, as well as to what you're observing about your own community.  

What picture do you get of this discourse community from Heath’s discussion and the examples she gives?  What do you find about this community in comparison to Roadville?  Write a journal response about what you find from your reading and glossing. 

[Heath, “Oral Traditions” Part II—In Trackton]

As you've seen from your reading, "talking junk" is one way of talking that's valued among young people of Trackton. Talking junk is not exactly a genre, but more of a style of talking that extends across several genres—playsongs, stories, ritual insults, and even high school cheers. Heath gives examples of a number of elements of that style,telling us that it typically involves:
· Repetition with variations;

· Ritualization (requiring the same forms and elements for an appropriate performance, as in “Yo mama” ritual insults);

· Exaggeration;

· Performance (with a public show or showing off);

· Verbal mocking; 

· Creative language play (rhyme, rhythm, alliteration)

· Taboo words

The style may be familiar to you, even if it’s not used in one of your own discourse communities.  Although Heath finds it within a black rural community, it has much in common with a style that’s shared among many black and other urban adolescents, one that has provided the foundations for rap music, performance poetry, and other contemporary genres.


In her larger study, Heath also looks at a number of different settings in which the life of each community is carried out: kitchens and living rooms, front porches, churches, schools, workplaces, and those settings have much in common with similar settings in other communities. Where a conversation takes place is very important in shaping what is talked about, why, and how, and the participants who tell exaggerated or even risqué stories in one setting will function quite differently in another.  Nevertheless, some of the characteristic ways of a community are likely to be found across settings and genres.  In Trackton church settings, for example, participants draw on many of the elements of creative style that characterize other genres in the community, but they use them in sermons and prayers.

Student Voices

Here are observations by two student researchers about style in the communities they are studying.  What do they contribute to your understanding of how style might appear in a discourse community's conversations?


On the style of “modern day conversations” in an on-line discourse community of friends, communicating through instant messaging:  

“I never realized that on AIM [AOL Instant Messenger] in almost every sentence I used abbreviations.  Also in the discourse community of my family or my friends, spelling and grammar don’t matter as much.  But I would pay more attention if I was talking to my coworkers.

We not only use a lot of abbreviations, we have to go into details.  On AIM when using feeling or action words a person would use*.  For instance, “Doing hw. . .*sigh. . .*, but on the phone a person would know the expression of the word “sigh” by the tone of voice.  Also on the phone or in person we would not say “brb,” we would say be right back.  We’re being polite, like when someone steps out and comes back, and the other person says “wb”  (welcome back). (Salina)

On the style of high school friends in Mexico City:


Teenagers in Mexico use swear words to find acceptance.  Partnered with slang, it’s a way in which we all communicate.  Of course, the degrees of swearing change depending on how well one knows another and there are certain rules that seem to automatically be followed.  First of all, one does not swear in the presence of parents or children.  To a Mexican, politeness is incredibly important, and one cannot just go around swearing to everyone. Even though teenagers in Mexico City might seem very rude, it is very rare to have them swear in the presence of grownups.  We acknowledge their higher standing and give them the respect they deserve.  Children are respected because of their innocence. How much one swears and which specific curse words depend on your relationship to the other people.  Whether you’re older?  Does the person you’re talking to find swearing offensive or weak?  How well do you know them?  What is the setting?  Is the group sex-segregated?  Also be careful what and how much you say.  The kids inexperienced in swearing stand out by using words they don’t understand, by saying too many of them, and by being particularly vulgar.  (Deni)

Research Memo 5.3

Draw on these responses to think about some features of style that appear in the discourse community you are studying.  If you already made some preliminary observations about style in Research Memo 4.2, use this memo to add to what you've already noted.
· Is there a characteristic style of talk?  
· Does it involve the use of a particular variety of language?  
· Does it draw on particular words or types of words?  
· Does it tend to be carried across genres?  Across settings? 
· How would you characterize that style? 
· What are some of its features?  
· Do you see examples of these features of style in the conversation you recorded?   (If you haven't captured any examples of style in your observation notebook, begin now to watch for them.) 
· Does style seem significant in other aspects of the life of the community?  
· Do people dress in a particular style, or listen to music of a particular style, and does that seem to go along with the style of talk you've observed?  
Write a brief research memo to capture your thinking so far about style in your community.


Heath’s discussion of Roadville and Trackton continues with a comparison of storytelling in the two communities and of the ways in which each community’s storytelling fits into its shared traditions and culture.  She begins her comparison by looking at how stories are told in each community—at how they’re structured, at how they’re invited or introduced, at how one has to act in order to tell a story and have it be heard.  She next discusses the what or the content of these stories.  Then she goes on to discuss the purposes for storytelling in the two communities:  both the purpose that’s common in both settings—to entertain;  and other purposes that differ.  Throughout this comparison, she shows how each of these aspects of storytelling connects to the shared values of the community. She also places storytelling in the broader context of community life, showing how children learn the different ways of the two communities and describing the other models (spoken or written) they might encounter in books or sermons or Bible stories.  As you read the final section on oral traditions, see how much of it fits with what you’ve already come to understand from your earlier reading about each of the communities and what new understandings you gain as she places the ways of the two communities against each other for direct comparison.

Reading Response 

From your reading and discussion of Parts I and II of “Oral Traditions” you’ve developed a significant amount of shared knowledge about the ways with words of the two communities of Roadville and Trackton.  From that prior knowledge, what do you predict that Heath will emphasize as she compares the storytelling traditions of the two communities?


As you read, gloss places where you find new information or where something you read earlier becomes clearer to you.


When you've read this section, write a response in which you consider what this portion of the reading adds to your earlier understanding. How does this direct comparison of the two communities help to highlight elements that might not have emerged so sharply from the discussion of each community in isolation? 

[Heath, Oral Traditions Part III—The Traditions of Story-telling]





The Traditions of Storytelling

Heath’s work shows us that you can learn a lot about a discourse community not only by seeing it by itself, but also by comparing it to others.  This is a good moment to consider what you can learn, not only from her comparison, but by comparing what she's found for Roadville and Trackton to what you're finding for your own community.  

Student Voices

Here's a student writer's exploratory essay in which she compares her own discourse community to Roadville and Trackton   Denise has used the structure of comparison and contrast to bring out the similarities and differences she found between conversations and storytelling within her community of friends, in Roadville, and in Trackton.  Gloss her essay, to look for the points she makes about each community and to see how she has used this structure.  Then look at the chart she has made.  Has the chart served as an effective guide for the final structure she creates?  Do you think it has allowed her to find rich connections that show her something more about her own community?  Even though her community talks about very different topics (drinking experiences), she’s found many points of contact (both differences and similarities), as she’s looked at the how, and why, of stories in these communities. 


As you read Denise's essay, think also about the points of comparison you might make for your own community.  You may want to create a chart like Denise's and make points of comparison in an informal journal response. If you want to write a more structured exploratory essay, as Denise has done, you'll find suggestions for working in that genre at the end of the chapter.


There are various uses for conversations within discourse communities.  While exploring Heath’s Roadville and Trackton communities, I found the theme of “social unity” as the main purposes for conversation within each of these two communities.  After reviewing my transcription, I noticed that social unity was also the purpose or theme displayed through the conversation that took place within my own discourse community.  While exploring the various “ways with words” in Roadville and Trackton, Heath found the following to be true of Roadville, “stories recount an actual event either witnessed by others or previously told in the presence of others and declared by them a “good story.”  This seems to be the basis for “stories” told within my discourse community as well.


The settings for each community are quite different.  Roadville is a rural white community and Trackton is a rural black community.  My discourse community is even a bit more different than these two.  My community is set in an urban white area.  “Stories” or conversations take on different meaning within each of the communities, although they all share a common purpose (social unity).  Residents of Roadville use stories to recount true life experiences which are told in “good fun” and are never intended to bring harm to anybody.  In Trackton, though, stories are recounted in an embellished and exaggerated fashion.  My community’s usage of “story telling” was similar to Raodville’s as Buzzy’s night of drinking (an actual event) was shared with the group.


I also noticed that the representation of members varied in each community.  Heath indicates that in Roadville, “stories are told only in sex segregated groups.”  Trackton’s storytelling sessions include both sexes and all ages.  My community, as does Trackton’s, includes members from both sexes, but unlike Trackton and Roadville, the age of each member in my community is similar.


My community and Roadville’s community were exact when it came to the actual “telling of the story.  In both communities, a story is requested with a question being asked.  In Roadville, Mrs. Dee asks Sue, “Do you have a new recipe?”  In my community, Jasmine asks Buzzy, “How did you feel the next morning?”  The stories then proceed from there.  The storyteller in Roadville sets the pace of the conversation and is in control of the group, but Buzzy, who is the storyteller in my community, is not the leader of the group.  In fact, he is the follower as the other group members lead the conversation through the asking of various questions directed towards Buzzy, the storyteller.


An interesting characteristic of a Roadville story is that the story being told usually leads to the telling of another story that is similar to the present topic being discussed.  Heath describes it as thus, “one story triggers another, as person after person reaffirms a familiarity with the kind of experience just recounted.”  Similarly, I found this pattern within my community’s conversation.  The story being told at one point is concerning Buzzy’s broken finger.  Jasmine can relate to a similar personal experience and offered the following, “I broke my shoulder and they sent me to the orthopedic surgeon the next day.”  Buzzy chimed in with an experience concerning somebody that he knew and added this, “A guy I know had three slipped discs.”  These separate stories were in relationship to the overall theme of the conversation.  Buzzy could identify with the shared, familiar personal experiences that were similar to his own.


After reading Heath’s study on the “ways with words” in Roadville and Trackton, I have gained new insight in the use of conversation within my own discourse community.  It does not really matter what the topic of conversation is or who the storyteller is within my group.  We participate in group conversation to “glue” us together socially.  As in Roadville, our stories are frequently based upon actual events, but are very seldom told in a serious manner.  The participants like to have fun one with another and do not like to venture into discussing topics that are “heavy” in nature.  Conversation within my discourse community is used as a means of social interaction to increase the relationship ties between each of the participants. (Denise)


Are the points of comparison that Denise makes clear to you?  Do you think the characteristics she identifies for Roadville and Trackton are a good representation of what Heath has had to say?  Do you see ways in which her comparison to Roadville and Trackton sheds light on her own community?


Think about this essay also as a conversation between writer and reader.  Does Denise provide enough shared knowledge so that you, as an outsider to her study (though not to Heath's) can make sense of what she's saying here?  Is there more you'd want to know?
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Research Memo 5.4

Begin by making your own chart for the key elements or points of comparison you want to look at for each of the communities.  (Another organizing strategy for comparison essays, the Venn diagram,is discussed in Writing Strategies.)  Consider what people talk about (their typical topics), why (their typical purposes and intentions), and how (their typical genres, styles, and roles), what's important about the situation, and what shared beliefs and values are reflected.  Add other points of comparison that you think might be important.


Then choose some element(s) of similarity or difference from your chart that seem significant, and write an extended journal response in which you explore connections (similarities and/ or differences) between what Heath observed in either (or both) of these two communities and what you’ve been discovering in your own, drawing supporting evidence from Heath’s text and from your own data and journal entries thus far.


You’ll draw on these responses for your longer report on a discourse community-- to place your study in the context of other work that has been done on a topic.  (We’ll see an example of this in the research reports by student writers that are included in the next chapter.)


If you want to extent this comparison into an exploratory essay, see the suggestions at the end of the chapter.


Extending Your Research 

Heath’s larger study of the ways with words in these communities extends beyond these oral traditions to encompass literate traditions as well.   She observes all of the reading and writing that is done in the two communities.  She looks at the sorts of texts that are read (not only the bible and/or popular magazines, but workplace texts from the mill that many members of both communities work at, and letters containing information about schools or social services) or written (cards and letters to friends and family, notes to school).  She looks at how they’re read or written (including whether they’re read by one reader or writer alone, or collaboratively within the community).  She also looks at the purposes for reading and writing in the two communities.  The sorts of purposes she names may be useful to you if you gather information about the uses of literacy in your own discourse community for your ethnographic study

· Exploring Uses of Literacy

Heath found the literacy was used for the following purposes in both Roadville and Trackton:

Reading  

Instrumental: to gain information for practical needs of daily life (e.g. labels on products).

News-related:  to gain information about things that were happening locally or beyond (e.g. newspapers and church bulletins)

Confirmational:  to check and confirm facts or beliefs (e.g. the Bible, appliance directions)

Social-interactional: to get information related to social connections—(e.g. greeting cards and letters, church newsletters, articles about children on sports pages)

Members of the Roadville community used reading for one additional purpose:  

Recreational/Educational: to be entertained or to plan entertainment (e.g. comics, ads for movies)
Writing
Memory aids: to serve as a reminder (telephone numbers, notes, grocery lists.

Substitutes for oral messages: to communicate when direct oral communication wasn’t possible (notes for school, greeting cards, letters)

Financial: to sign checks, write out amounts and purposes of expenditures.

And in Roadville

Social-interactional:  to maintain social connections (letters, thank you notes)

And in Trackton

Public Records: to announce the order of church services and forthcoming events and to record policy decisions (church bulletins, reports of committees)


In general, Heath found that people used literacy mostly to accomplish practical functions in their daily lives.  Roadville members praised reading and kept reading materials around, but they didn’t typically do any reading that wasn’t immediately necessary.  And with the exception of the social-interactional uses of writing in Roadville, members of both communities also wrote only when they needed to accomplish the specific functions Heath lists.


In the end, Heath found that the ways people read and wrote—the what, and how, and why of their literate traditions--in these communities wasn’t very different from the ways of their oral traditions.  Trackton residents who gathered on their front porches to tell stories in collaborative ways, building on each others’ turns, tended also to gather on their front porch to read letters that came from schools or state agencies, engaging in a collaborative reading and interpretation that everyone would contribute to.  Roadville residents who looked to the bible and to sermons for strict models of how a story should be told also looked to the instructions in “how-to” magazines for models for carrying out other activities.  The values and ways of the communities weren’t different when it came to their practices of literacy, but were represented in them, and by studying the communities' literate practices as well as oral conversations, and stepping back to reflect on the connections between them, Heath reinforced her understandings of the shared values and beliefs each community shared.  

Research Memo 5.5
While you’re spending an hour or two in the discourse community you are studying, note every time a member of the community uses literacy directly (reading, writing, or using other forms of representation—symbols, numbers) or indirectly (referring in conversation to a written text (something someone read in the newspaper for example).  Using your observation notebook, you may find it helpful to create the observation chart below, rather than the usual double entry format.

Then name the function for which this literacy activity is used, working from those Heath found in Roadville and Trackton, and adding your own terms where Heath’s don’t apply.  Star any functions/purpose that aren’t on Heath’s list.

Time:  Place:  Literacy Activity:  
What  
How  Why (Function/purpose)


In a journal response, reflect on the most significant functions of literacy that you have observed in your discourse community.  Does your discourse community typically use literacy for other functions that didn’t appear on your observation chart?   Comment particularly on the functions of literacy in your own discourse community that don’t appear in Heath’s communities.  What characterizes them, what’s their purpose, how do you decide when you’ve completed them and accomplished their functions?  Has doing this observation led you to any new insights about the role of literacy in your discourse community?  Do you find it to be distinct from or continuous with what you’re discovering about conversations in your discourse community (about the what, why, and how of communication there)?


Are there other uses of literacy in other parts of your own life that aren’t included here?  Do they suggest other purposes and other values that aren’t reflected in this discourse community? 
How do the values underlying some use of literacy in your discourse community compare to the values associated with the same use in Roadville or Trackton?

Student Voices
Here are selections from Blanca’s reflection on literacy in her community: 

My community uses literacy for the purpose of learning. In my community, we can find all sorts of different knowledge in general.  Learning something new is always interesting and welcomed by us.  By reading books we enrich ourselves and afterwards we can share what we learned, such as new vocabulary.  For example, I remember how a few days ago Laura was asking the group the meaning of a word that she read somewhere and didn’t understand.  Aniket, Kelly, and myself were giving her different responses in search for the correct one.  That shows the interest of learning that we have in our community. . .


Our discourse community has totally different habits [from Roadville].  All of us like reading, just for the pleasure of it, and we always have at least one book we are in the process of reading.  We comment on it and give ideas for new readings. . .


In Roadville, people quote from the Bible for any need they have in every day life.  We could never do that, not only because most of us don’t know any passage by heart, but also because there’s not one particular religion which we all have in common.  Instead, we have familiar with different religions from our backgrounds such as Catholicism and Hinduism.


The biggest difference is created by the fact that people in Roadville have a small perspective of the world.  I believe this is mainly because they have never been away from their town.  All they know is what they’ve seen since they were children.  That’s the way they have been raised and those are the traditions that they follow.  Different communities do things in different ways, but we really can’t criticize them unless we have a good idea of why they do things that way.  Even then, who is to say what is the right way or the wrong way of living.  

Earlier in this chapter you saw some excerpts from the conversation Blanca recorded and some of her discussion of that conversation and how it reflects insider knowledge and values. Do you find connections between what she said earlier and she finds here about her community’s literacy practices and the ways in which they differ from those of Roadville?  Do you find evidence of continuity between the oral and written traditions of Blanca’s community, in the way that Heath has found for Roadville?

Connecting the Local and the Wider Culture

One way in which communities may connect to a wider culture is through their literacy--through what they read and write and the written texts that others bring into their conversations. (They also connect through television, movies, music--some of the other shared interests that you've explored.)   Although her primary focus was on the communities of Roadville and Trackton, Heath also compared their ways to those of the Maintown community—the townspeople who typically had more education and were more likely to hold professional positions than the people of Roadville or Trackton.  What she found was that the values of the townspeople were less likely to be defined locally through only the interaction within the community, and more likely to be defined in relationship to other groups beyond the community—the professional associations that people belong to, for example.  This connection was typically maintained through the things that people read and wrote.  Here’s what she had to say about the townspeople and their shared values—values that carry into both their oral and literate traditions.

The townspeople, black and white, are mainstreamers, people who see themselves as being in the mainstream of things.  They look beyond the Piedmont for rules and guidance in ways of dressing, entertaining themselves, decorating their homes, and decision-making in their jobs..  . .Secondary sources, not the face-to-face network, are usually authoritative for mainstreamers.  They choose their movies on the advice of critics;  they select their automobile tires on the recommendations of consumers’ guides;  they seek out professional advice for marital problems, and for interior decorating and landscaping ideas.  An individual’s assertion of formal credentials—either university degrees or public awards and distinction—makes him an authority.  


Maintowners, even when gathered in familiar local groups, carry into those groups their sense of connection to a wider culture.


While the informal and familiar discourse community that you are studying may have its own locally defined ways, it may also orient itself to a larger, more public culture—through music, for example, or internet technology—or a somewhat private subculture like skateboarding that extends through many communities around the world though outsiders are only minimally aware of it. 

 Student Voices

Both in the conversation you’ve been analyzing and in other exchanges and interactions, consider the ways in which your discourse community makes connections to a wider culture.  Begin by reading the following reflections by a student writer on the connections she found in the dinner-time conversations of her Puerto Rican family:

In this community Puerto Rican political movements, as well as important figures like Carlos Albizu Campos and Bernardo Vega, among others, are often discussed.  Perhaps discussing these important matters during dinner time assures the participants’ knowledge of their history.  As we go into depth we realize there is a bigger picture presented here not only about Puerto Ricans but Hispanic families in the United States.


In these dinner-time conversations we speak Spanglish.  Today just about every Hispanic family residing in the United States uses Spanglish. However this language came about, one theory is for certain; after living in the United States for so long, many have forgotten words in their native tongue.  But being able to use the two languages we grew up with, Spanish and English, is also a strong value in my community.


The conversation begins when my sister Ingrid states the fact that to her Bernardo Vega was the best Puerto Rican writer.  Her tone of voice sounded, to my mother, doubtful as if she was uncertain and so the statement is understood as a question,  “Mami, verdad que the best writer Boricua era Bernardo Vega." The conversation gets interrupted by my older sister Diana who is distracted by other things.  But my mother, on the other hand, extends the conversation about Puerto Rican writers to contribute to everyone’s understanding.  She extends the conversation so that knowing something about this becomes of importance and use to those present. (Abby)
Research Memo 5.6

Thinking about what Abby discovered, look back at your transcribed conversation for examples of connections to the wider culture.  Look also at some of the other exchanges and interactions in your discourse community that you've captured in your observation notebook.  Are there times that members of that community take as their point of reference something in the larger culture—a movie, a book, a television program, a football team, a music group—or something in a larger cultural tradition associated with their religion or their racial or ethnic origins?  Reflect on the significance of that connection and on what it contributes to the shared understandings, shared ways, and shared values of your community?

In the wider culture of those who are interested in studying communities and language, many researchers have drawn on Heath's study, bringing it into their own conversations and letting it guide their own work.  Her work is significant because it was the first major study that looked so extensively at the communicative life of particular communities.  It showed what we’ve been seeing in the examples in this book—that knowing how to talk or speak or read or write in the right ways for a particular community depends on becoming an insider to that community, and that insiders have rich communicative competence in their own communities.  

Writers need to do the sort of thinking, talking, reading, writing, and research that goes in an academic community.  They need not only to have guidelines for writing in academic genres, but to participate in the work that specific genres of academic writing grow out of.   You'll continue that sort of insider work as you go on with your own research into a discourse community in the next chapter.

Writing in Academic Genres: The Comparison Essay

Exploratory Essay
Work from the chart you created for the Research Memo above, deciding on the most significant points that you'll discuss in an essay, whether they are similarities or differences. 


As you structure your essay, you can choose to discuss each point for one community and then for the other (with supporting evidence for each point).  Or you can discuss the first point for both communities, the second for both communities, as Denise has done  (These are the typical genre expectations for the structure of comparison and contrast essays.)  


You’ll also  need an introduction that introduces the comparison you’re undertaking and says something about what you hope to learn from it (a question or thesis).  And you’ll need a conclusion that says something about what you did learn and how it has contributed to your developing understandings about discourse communities in general or about your own discourse community.


Once again you'll find it useful to discuss your shared assumptions for this genre of essay in your classroom community.
Specific 
strategies for revising, editing, and proofreading can be found in Part 4. 



