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In the vast literature on education, it is unfortunately rare to find books
sensitive to the demanding work of teaching and, consequently, to the need
for constant attention to its improvement and refinement. This attention,
going beyond an "in-service day" or an occasional topic-specific workshop,
takes forms that provide opportunities for teachers to reflect on their own
understandings within the context of their own class and students. Because
this central insight is still not well understood by those who are responsible for teacher improvement, effective programs for the development of
teachers have, and continue to be, both obvious and illusive: obvious since
everyone accepts the fact that teachers need continuous improvement and
millions of dollars are spent working with new and experienced teachers
telling them both what they should and should not do and illusive since
the evidence suggests that too many pre- and in-service programs fail to
make a difference to teachers' improvement. Perhaps this is because not
enough people are sensitive to the amount of time it takes to both gain
personal experience and learn from it, and aware of the support teachers
need organizationally and personally to improve their own practice.
This book, written by a sensitive practitioner-scholar, begins to fill the
gap between knowing about teacher development and knowing how to
really engage teachers in their growth by using their own experiences in
teaching. Fanselow knows that it is the teachers themselves who, with their
colleagues, must become the primary shapers of their own development.
He knows that whether they are brand-new or have years of experience,
working together teaches teachers how to look at, critique, learn from, and
improve their own teaching. He also knows how to create the learning
opportunities to make this progress happen. The book is, as Fanselow
suggests, a cookbook rather than. a textbook. Within it is a particular kind
of "cooking,U from a chef with a well-seasoned approach to teacher development who is always explaining and deepening the lessons, and then
pointing out new directions and ways of thinking. He engages teachers
seriously and respectfully in observing each other, learning a language
together to describe their teaching work, and talking about and providing
the kind of encounters that allow self-knowledge to grow. What we learn as
teachers is how to build professional knowledge while creating professional community with our colleagues.
This is the kind of teacher development that, through its sensitivity to
and respect for the reality of teaching, can help to forge lasting improvements in its practice.
Ann Lieberman

Teachers College, Columbia University
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Foreword

During and after workshops, teachers often ask me when I started to engage in
the types of conversations I try to have about teaching. And they ask me who
has been influential in my thinking and teaching. I normally respond by
saying, simply, "I don't know." This is not the same as saying that I am not
grateful to those I have worked with through the years; the comment simply
indicates the fact that I find it difficult to pinpoint the people who have been
most influential and the times when I developed one point of view or idea and
another. Having said this, I feel compelled to state publicly the gratitude I feel
to the many with whom I have come into contact in my years of professional
work.
Teaching at a teacher training college in Nigeria in the Peace Corps,
starting in 1961, provided one of the first opportunities for me to see viewpoints different from those with which I had previously been most familiar.
My work there also compelled me to observe, since during practice teaching I
was working with teachers who had from two to twenty more years of experience than I had. Fortunately for me there were two sections of each grade level
at the schools where I visited practice teachers. I wrote copious notes indicating what the teacher in each section did and during our discussions I simply
told each teacher at each grade level what the other teacher at the same level
had done. This passing on of activities provided each teacher with additional
resources. My role was simply that of a scribe and reporter. But the need to
have something to tell the teachers gave me an impetus to observe quite
precisely. The sixteen practice teachers I observed each term thus provided me
with initial lessons for which I am very grateful.
During subsequent years, I had the opportunity to work with Americans
bound for a number of countries in Africa and to observe many of them teach
there, particularly in Somalia, Togo, and Senegal. To these American teachers,
as well as the local teachers with whom we worked, I am very grateful. The
preconceived notions that were turned inside out and upside down, day in
and day out, by observations and conversations with both the teachers in these
countries and their American guests is great in number.
In my work with Master of Arts candidates at Teachers College, Columbia
University, both in New York and Tokyo, I have had countless opportunities to
learn. I am very grateful to the scores of candidates I have worked with
through the years, especially those who have tried some of the activities in
this book and shared their reactions with me, such as William Casey, Laura
Holland, Junko Inoue, Edward Mergel, Ines Modrcin, Yoko Murai, Midori Shimazaki, Matthew Taylor, Kazuko Unosawa, Atsuko Watanabe, and Setsuko Watanabe.
Most recently, in addition to working with teachers pursuing degrees, I
have had the opportunity to work with teachers who are free from the conventions of students in degree programs. Through support from the Lowenstein
Foundation, I was able to work with a group of teachers in Public School 42 in
New York City. In spite of extra-heavy schedules, the teachers not only welAcknowledgments
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corned me into their classes but spent time with me during their breaks discussing their work and ideas. The principal, the late Anthony Barry, and those
responsible for staff development, Rosemary Campbell and Victoria Rice, not
only facilitated my visits but made me feel at home at their school.
Through the involvement of Barbara Agor at the Teacher Center in Rochester, New York, I have had the opportunity to learn from teachers trying many
alternatives in that school district. These teachers include David Altobelli,
Bonnie Dorschel, Linda Kantor, Warren Loeffler, Harold Messer, Cheryl Riley,
Lillie Stone, and Nancy Sundberg.
For lending me their ears and their candor as they reviewed some of the
activities or ideas in this book in earlier forms, I am most grateful to Paul
Arcario, Mark Clarke, Craig Dicker, Sergio Gaitan-Flores, Jerry Gebhard, Steve
Haber, Susan Keenan, Joan Lesikin, Virginia Locastro, Ditte Lokun, Robert
Oprandy, Stratton Ray, Mario Rinvolucri, Susan Stempleski, Naoko Tani, Daniel Tamulonis, Joyce Taniguchi, and Sihile Zwane.
In addition to observing others and asking others to listen, I teach. Understanding of my teaching has been deepened by co-teaching several times with
Gay Brookes and Ray McDermott, so I must remind readers of their contribution to my ways of thinking as well.
To Eileen Zeidman, for nominating the article that formed the basis of
this book for the Fred W. Malkemes Prize from the American Language Institute of New York University; and to Darlene Larson of the ALI, who has
overseen this Award and been responsible for the initiation of many ways of
recognizing teachers, I am very grateful. Awards for articles and books have a
way of reminding us all of the value of written materials. The Bibliography
section lists some of the printed materials that would constitute my nominations for awards.
In addition to people and materials that influence our thinking, there are those
who make essential contributions to books. I am grateful to these people not only
for the specific contributions I note here, but also for their insights: for transcripts,
Kate Millet and Rob Walbridge; for photographs, Emu Izaki ; for sketches, Misa
Fujimura-Fanselow; for a drawing, John Emerzian; and for an incident reflecting
preconceived notions, Michael Murphy.

Finally, no matter how many ideas I have gotten from the hundreds of
teachers I have worked with, no matter how many people have listened to me
and commented on what I have said and written, no matter how many endured earlier drafts of this book and made useful cuts and suggestions, not one
page would have been printed without a publisher. Not only did Longman
agree to publish this book of activities but fortunately for me, did so through
Joanne Dresner and Debbie Sistino. They have made the development and
publication of this book pure delight for me. The editor that they assigned to
me, Elsa van Bergen, is the answer to every author's dream: a person who
knows how to fulfill Robert Lewis Stevenson's plea: "to omit, to omit, if I only
knew how to omit, I could make an Iliad of the daily newspaper."
Usually, the acknowledgment section ends with a statement by the author
that the weaknesses in the material being discussed are entirely the responsibility of the author and not those who have been acknowledged. While I have
no intention of blaming anyone for the shortcomings in this book, I must say
that what I have written and the way I have written this book are inseparable
from the influences of those I have worked with through the years.
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Once, during a practice teacher's lesson, I heard a supervisor shout: "You
call yourself a teacher? I'll show you how to teach!" I was shocked. I was
not shocked by the idea that one person could show another how to do
something by presenting a short demonstration. Nor was I shocked by
what seemed a judgment of the teacher's lesson. These elements-advice
in the form of a demonstration and evaluation in the form of a seemingly
negative judgment-are part of many post-observation conferences. Rather,
I was shocked by the fact that the comments and subsequent demonstration occurred during a lesson in front of all the students, as well as some
observing teachers like myself.
I was one of the only ones to be shocked, it turned out. As a matter of
fact, the others in the room-observing teachers and the students of the
class-had heard such comments made during lessons before, had seen
demonstrations previously, and seemed used to both. Their understandings
of the intentions, actions, and words of the speaker (or shouter) were
different from mine. They were coming to this particular statement-"You
call yourself a teacher? I'll show you how to teach!"-from a solidly established context of what I will call the "usual conversations" that emerge
from observations of lessons.
CONTRASTING APPROACHES
The aims of the usual conversations that take place after an observation
would be only slightly exaggerated if they were described as follows: "I am
going to observe you and your actions and afterwards I will tell you what
is right and wrong about your teaching and what needs to be improved. I
will prescribe better activities or collaborate with you to develop better
activities. Or if you have a problem, tell me, and I will help you solve it. I
have been teaching a long time and know what will be needed to improve
your performance as a teacher and to solve the problems I observe."
The usual post-observation conversations require one person to be in
charge. The person in charge gives advice to a recipient in the form of
suggestions or a demonstration to solve perceived problems. In contrast, in
the kind of conversations encouraged by the activities of this book, neither
the person observed nor the observer is in charge. With no one in charge
autonomy and elbowroom are likely to be increased.
In the type of post-observation conversations that will emerge from
the activities in this book, some evaluations will be replaced by descriptions and analyses of what is observed. Sometimes, cut-and-dried advice to
solve a perceived problem will be replaced by multiple interpretations of
what is observed. And the exploration of relationships between what is
observed, what is said and done, and what had been intended will be
carried out. With nothing to "prove" both participants can move freely, as
Introduction
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in play. Neither one is engaging in a power struggle where one gives
advice to the other or evaluates and judges the other.
Without the need to wage a power play, both participants in the
process of observation and discussion can see themselves more clearlyand can match what they say and do with what they think they are doing
and saying, and with what they had hoped to do. They can match conscious and unconscious behaviors with intentions, teaching practices with
beliefs.
I call these types of post-observation conversations contrasting conversations because they are different in some ways from the conversations
in the usual post-observation conferences. I use "contrasting" in several
ways. Among the meanings of contrasting is the suggestion of different,
not better. Different means dissimilar, not new and improved or superior. Contrasting also suggests the value of conversations in which each participant
presents a viewpoint different from the one each usually presents. To the
extent that such conversations are uncommon, contrasting also suggests
unusual as juxtaposed to usual. The conversations that grow out of the
activities in this book are frequently very different from those teachers
regularly have; contrasting also refers to this fact.
The description, comparison, and analysis that take place during contrasting conversations require that we listen to other points of view. But
they also require us to appreciate other points of view and suspend judgment. They require us to sometimes say: "I'm going to try that. Even
though I don't yet see any value in it, since you have found some value in
it, I want to at least explore it."
The aims of these contrasting conversations might be described as:
learning ways of looking as a means to expand our repertoire of teaching
practices; discovering something about our beliefs and teaching practices
that we have not seen before; being freed to try teaching practices that
others, or even ourselves, have judged inadequate; becoming more aware of
our beliefs and the ways they can control the range of our teaching practices; using evaluations of teaching practices to explore our beliefs rather
than to judge them, and to free us to try alternatives rather than to prescribe.
Comments introducing the aims of the contrasting conversations that I
hope will emerge from the activities in this book might go like this:
I am going to observe you. Afterwards. when I look at excerpts from your lesson
with you. I hope that through the analysis-playing with the words we use to
discuss the lesson-we can see something we did not see before about our own
teaching. Jointly comparing similarities and differences between your teaching
practices and beliefs and my teaching is likely to reveal multiple
interpretations of what we described. Let's explore teaching together!
I came to your class not only with a magnifying glass to look carefully at what
was being done. but with a mirror so that I could see that what you were doing
is a reflection of much of what I do.

Using the patch of cloth shown on the cover and the stamps reproduced in the back of this book and below in the same way that we'd use
transcriptions or notes made from a classroom visit, the usual conversation
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about them, emphasizing evaluation, would sound like this:
The centering of the 5-cent Pocahontas stamp (#9) is not good at all. The
amount of selvage is not even on each side, so it's like an unevenframe around
a picture. If the centering were better and if the selvage were wider all
around, it would be worth much, much more. As it is, it is run of the mill and
not worth adding to most collections. The two figures in the patch of cloth are
done with fine craft.smanship.

The contrasting conversations that emerge from the activities in this
book would emphasize description, comparison, and analysis and sound
like this:
The designs above the heads of the two figures in the piece of cloth on the
cover are similar in some ways to the hat Pocahontas is wearing in the 5-cent
Jamestown stamp. I hadn't noticed the hat before; there seem to be similar
designs in the stamp and the piece of cloth; look at the patterns on the cloth
jacket Pocahontas is wearing and the designs on the smaller figure in the
cloth. At first, the hat attracted my attention, and I did not see the face.
But now I see how the hat, perhaps by seeming out of place, draws attention to
Pocahontas's face.

plE

POWER OF LANGUAGE

Conversations, communication, and teaching itself depend, of course, on
language. Much of our lives is spent in trying to match both our own and
others' understandings of words, intentions, and actions. It is said that
Stanislavski, the famous Russian director, required those he auditioned to
utter only two words: "Good evening." Those who uttered the words to
express the greatest variety of meanings were given parts. "Good evening"
said to a doorman, for example, means something different from "Good
evening" uttered by a young man to a young woman as they meet for their
first date. In discussing our teaching practices, understanding the uses and
implications of language is crucial. Such understanding can be aided by
matching and rematching understandings of words ("not quite" after a
student's error), actions (a frown after the same error), and intentions (stopping the learner from making the error).
Across the centuries various scholars have grappled with the phenomIntroduction
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enon of language-its pitfalls and its potentials. Bakhtin, a Russian literary
scholar and philosopher whose work from the 1920s has recently become
influential, pointed out that language is not a fixed, abstract system but
depends on the speaker's perception of the world:
All words have the "taste" of a profession, a genre, a tendency, a party, a
particular work, a particular person, a generation, an age group, th~ day
and hour. Each word tastes of the context and contexts in which it has
lived its socially charged life: all words and forms are populated by
intentions ... language, for the individual consciousness, lies on the borderline between oneself and the other. The word in language is half
someone else's .... Language is not a neutral medium that passes freely
and easily into the private property of the speaker's intentions; it is
populated-overpopulated-with
the intentions of others. Expropriating
it, forcing it to submit to one's own intentions and accents, is a difficult
and complicated process.
(Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 293, 294)

We tend to forget that observation and post-observation conversations are
part of a process involving both participants. The challenge of putting this
realization to work for each of us is an exciting one. Out of our contrasting
conversations can come a creativity that can evolve from joint exploration.
An excerpt from the Socratic dialogs reveals the essence of both genuine
exploration and joint learning, and perhaps, a bit of playfulness:
SOCRATES:

... for I perplex others, not because I am clear, but because I
am utterly perplexed myself. And now I know not what virtue
is, and you seem to be in the same case, although you did
once perhaps know before you touched me. However, I have
no objection to join with you in the enquiry.
from The Meno

Language, then, can constrain us, or it can be used consciously to set us
free. The activities of this book are expressly designed to free us in our
observing, our thinking, and our teaching practices. Rather than saying
something such as "I can't let the students hand out the materials themselves, they will get out of control," you might feel ready to say "I'm not
sure what will happen if I let the students hand out the materials themselves, so I will let them and see what happens." As you will be reminded
from time to time throughout the book, there are no right answers, no
expected solutions in the activities.
LEARNING

WAYS OF LOOKING
One goal of the conversation we usually find as part of post-observation is
to learn ways of teaching. One goal of the contrasting conversations that
will emerge from the activities in this book is also to learn ways of teach-·
ing. But we will discover that ways of teaching are learned as part of the
larger goal of learning ways of looking. Learning how to teach by learning
how to look enables us to continue to explore our teaching, to continue to
try, discard, and retry alternatives that we discover.
The activities you choose to do will expand your capacity for learning
ways of looking. And this in turn will enable you to experience the act of
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creating your own knowledge. Such creations might enable us to become
more responsible for our decisions and our lives.

THEWORKSHOP

APPROACH

As an important matter of fact, this book is not a package of information
nor a traditional text but rather a workshop with a variety of activities to
choose from. The activities are not the ends but the means to the end of
illustrating ways of looking and of having contrasting conversations. Your
dialogs will be what move you past language that is "half someone else's"
to different understandings of words and to explore relationships between
intentions and actions, between beliefs and teaching practices.
In other words, this book offers a technique. It focuses on consciously
matching words with actions and intentions in a range of ways, and in a
spirit of playfulness that can reveal how we each mean something different
by the same term or the same thing by different terms. The words we use
to discuss teaching practices can be compared to words in any other setting. What does the parent's "Knock the egg gently against the side of the
bowl" mean to a child the first time the child and parent are scrambling
eggs together? Just as "bowl" is uttered, the child smashes the egg against
the bowl. After a few matchings between intentions and actions and words,
the child and parent often understand "knock," "gently," and "bowl" in a
different way. (They might also have a big laugh about the eggs.)
Without a conscious description and analysis of what we do, multiple
interpretations of exchanges from lessons, and an exploration of teaching,
our conversations about our teaching will continue to be intuitive, imitative, and informal, whereas they could be informal as well as technical,
explicit, and analytical.
The words "technical" and "analytical" sound cold and lifeless to many
people, and even threatening to some, while "informal" sounds warm and
cozy. Yet I use "technical" to suggest a practical, applicable technique, which
can work along with intuition. The term "analytical" brings us to a key
concept in this book, the use of grouping into categories of characteristics in
order to reveal what was not seen before. Artists, inventors, explorers, authors, and musicians use analytical skills to group and regroup elements of
their craft; they toy with ideas, and they exhibit the playful spirit that informs this book. Using technique, therefore, does not have to be cold or
lifeless. The cloth on the cover and the stamps shown in this book required
intuition as well as technique and exploration.
The technique does not have to be time-consuming either. The activities that produce contrasting conversation are based on the premise that a
few exchanges or activities can reveal a great deal.
For the teacher or supervisor who wants to learn how to teach by
being shown ways of teaching through prescriptions and models, there are
scores of methods books available, to say nothing of the teachers' notes
that accompany almost all textbooks. The hundreds of suggestions in these
books provide more than enough prescriptions, as well as implicit and
explicit criteria for evaluating teaching. It is not that I avoid prescriptions.
I give a number of prescriptions in this book. But those prescriptions are
given to provide: alternatives for comparisons; options for exploration; and
Introduction
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a means of providing teaching practices to try in your teaching that will
aid you in learning different ways of looking.

HOW THIS BOOK WORKS
This "workshop" centers on activities to be done with a partner. Part One
focuses on the process of looking, and, to open your mind to possibilities,
we begin with activities that would seem to have little to do with teaching
per se. They are, however, what starts us off in the process of looking and
exploring our beliefs and teaching practices. By the end of Part One we will
be able to use certain new skills or techniques as teachers and observers.
Part Two applies what we have learned about looking to a range of
classroom situations and activities. There is no need to follow the sequence of topics of Part Two as listed in the table of contents, which is
simply alphabetical. Some sections of Part Two deal with what some might
consider tangential topics, such as taking attendance, while others cover
areas basic to any discussion of teaching. Given the aim of learning how to
teach through learning how to look, any topic can be dealt with because
the process of looking is central rather than the specific subject of the
topic. In other words, there is no presupposition that exploring different
ways of starting class or selecting materials will necessarily yield less
information about how to teach than exploring "comprehension" or another such educational topic: The presupposition is that all of our topics
are interrelated. Thus, a small change in the way we greet students might
affect how we deal with comprehension in a profound way. It is in the
classroom as it is in the ecology of the world outside: Diverse forms of life
and activity are interrelated and interdependent. For example, a slight
increase in the number of cattle that graze in a dry area can increase the
rate of erosion in geometric proportions.
You will be asked in both Part One and Part Two to have not only a
partner and a pencil or pen (and for some activities, colored pencils) but
some sort of taping equipment also. For several of the activities audiotape
is sufficient. You should also arrange to record, preferably on videotape,
short excerpts from classes and then transcribe parts of them.
The Purpose of Grouping Activities

As mentioned, this book utilizes the technique of grouping. In the process
of grouping, you and your partner will often arrive at common meanings
for terms by constant comparison between items you have selected and
categorized and the labels you have assigned these groups.
After excerpts from lessons are grouped on the basis of the single
dimensions represented by the categories you create, you can regroup them
so that different dimensions of the same excerpts can be seen. As you
match the labels for the groupings with excerpts that fit the groupings, you
will see how the words we use to describe our teaching practices reflect
our beliefs-our preconceived notions about good and bad teaching. And
you will also see how frequently the meaning you assign to a term and
how your partner understands the meaning of that term are totally different (as well as how frequently you each use different terms to refer to the
same phenomenon).

6 •
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As you realize that the terms we use are often less important than the
beliefs our teaching excerpts represent, you can compare your feelings
about labels with others. This is an important task.
Dialogs in which we describe and analyze are important, but without action they are insufficient. As you see different characteristics of
teaching practices in classes and discuss them, I will invite, request, or
prescribe a change in some practice in a subsequent class. The change
will emerge from some of the classroom excerpts that have been analyzed. Often, the changed practice will simply require the introduction
of something that is the opposite of what was found in the first analysis. For example, if a neutral comment such as "So, so" was made after
incorrect student responses, a negative comment such as "No" will be
prescribed. After I invite, request, or prescribe a variation of one small
segment of your teaching, I will show you ways to explore the multiple
results of the different options you try. One way of doing this is to consider results and practices you consider negative in a positive way, and
vice versa. For example, if you consider teacher enthusiasm positive,
I'll ask you to list two or three disadvantages of teacher enthusiasm.
The dialogs you will have with your partner, and with yourself, and
the various alternatives you will use in your teaching are not the ends, but
the means to understanding your teaching and to discovering new ideas.
By constantly considering practices and results you consider negative in a
positive way, and vice versa, your beliefs about their values will change.
You will learn how to compare options in new ways.
When you and your partner turn previous interpretations of teaching
excerpts upside down and inside out, you are likely to see some feature of
teaching you did not previously see, thus producing new knowledge. As
you engage in contrasting conversations, you will be able to react to a
range of claims, such as that of the Brazilian educator Freire's observation:
"Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the
restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry [people] pursue in the
world, with the world, and with each other." (Freire, 1970, p. 58)
The discussions that usually grow out of classroom observations based
on judgments and prescriptions, on "I'll show you how to teach!," often
provide a type of certainty that the explorations and descriptions in the
contrasting conversations that grow out of the activities in this book hopefully will not. The conversations that emerge from the activities in this
book will likely contain comments that show movement from firmly held
positions to floundering uncertainty; some comments will probably reflect
confusion.
But according to many who have done the activities before you, it is
from such constant questioning of the meanings of what we do and from
trying out alternative practices that different types of certainty develop.
There is the certainty that we can learn about what we do, and the certainty that we can use judgments we and others make to explore our
beliefs and teaching practices rather than to evaluate them.
How to Use This Book

The activities of this book have been used in both regular courses, attended by those who have never taught before and those who have from 1
to 35 years experience, and in workshops for teachers, mentors, or supervilntroduction
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sors. You will find this book-workshop-applicable
in a variety of situations. If you are in a methods class and looking for a project that includes
exploration of your beliefs and teaching practices, you could work through
portions of this book with a classmate. If you are currently teaching and
feel the need for a fresh perspective, as we all do from time to time, try
working through units of this book with a colleague. If you teach a course
in observation, methods, or supervision, you could ask some students in
the class to try out a section or an activity and report back to the group. If
you supervise teachers or are serving as a cooperating teacher or teacher
mentor for the first time, you could use a section or two to begin contrasting conversations with the teacher you are working with. No matter what
your starting point, you are likely to discover something different about
your beliefs and teaching practices and about your interactions with others
outside of class. You will probably see much of what you have been
looking at for years in a different way.
Given the tight schedules most of us have, observing other teacherslet alone engaging in contrasting conversations-might
seem an impossible
undertaking. But the individual activities in this book can be done by
those with limited time. Each activity takes from only 5 minutes to an
hour to complete, depending on how much you and your partner talk.
(Though the activities are planned to be done jointly, they can, of course,
be done alone. In this case, you would play two roles.)
Collecting the teaching excerpts you need for the activities in each
section need not be very time-consuming either, since the excerpts required are short. I advocate using classroom observations of a minute or
less in most activities.
The bulk of the time in each activity is devoted to grouping and
interpreting data, not collecting data. Of course, seeing only a minute or
two of a lesson prevents us from seeing lesson development. But it provides a great deal to analyze. In many classes, thirty questions are asked in
a minute, and more than a dozen instances of feedback can be seen in 60
seconds as well. In a full class period, hundreds of communications are
made, each in a split second. Consequently, trying to describe and analyze
more than a minute or so in any kind of detail is an almost impossible
task.
The activities in each section are designed to be completed over time,
doing one or two activities at a time, limiting a meeting with a colleague to
a half hour or so. They are not designed to be completed in one marathon
session. Time off for reflection between activities is important.
Consider this book more like a cookbook than a textbook, more an
anthology of poems than a novel, to be dipped into and used intensely for
short periods of time rather than gone through from beginning to end in a
short period of time.
Though it is vital to find some time to be physically together with a.
partner to do the activities, many of them can be discussed on the telephone or through computer mail. As long as each person in the pair or
group has the same data, the joint analysis and interpretation of the data
can still be accomplished.

8
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PART ONE

Learning to Look

[NVITATION TO EXPLORATION
Through the ages human beings have explored in order to discover something not yet seen, and to learn. Bronowski, a scientist who was devoted to
showing connections between scientific and artistic creations, summed up
the real purpose of the work at hand:
The discoveries of science, the works of art are explorations-more,
are
explosions-of a hidden likeness .... When a simile takes us aback and
persuades us together, when we find a juxtaposition in a picture odd and
intriguing, when a theory is at once fresh and convincing, we do not
merely nod over someone else's work. We re-enact the creative act, and
we ourselves make the discovery again ....
The habit of testing and correcting the concept by its consequences
in experience has been the spring within the movement of our civilization .... In science and in art and in self-knowledge we explore and
move constantly by turning to the world of sense to ask, Is this so? This
is the habit of truth, always minute yet always urgent.
(Bronowski,

1956, pp. 19, 46)

Grouping is a technique that produces those "intriguing juxtapositions." It
thus engages us in the process of exploration and discovery. We will begin
with a grouping activity that asks you to look freshly at objects we all take
for granted.
In the back of this book you will find color and black-and-white reproductions
of postage stamps. To put grouping into practice you could use different versions of
any kind of item. But if we all work with postage stamps at this point, we will
have common ground for our conversations

GROUPING

STAMPS INTO SIX CONTRASTING PAIRS
Before You Begin

Throughout this book you will be presented with a number of options, of
"reader's choice" situations. For example, you may choose to skip a certain
activity that someone else may wish to do or do differently than you.

The Grouping Process

•

9

Your first option concerns the manner of actually doing the grouping.
Some people feel they sort visually: They look at an image, mentally sort it
into a category, and find a way, by a description or identifying number, to
list the image as part of that category. If that is your choice, cut out the
whole page for easy viewing as you do the activities. Others like to sort
tactilely. If you are one of them, you can cut apart the stamps so you can
move them around and actually see juxtapositions; but leave the identifying numbers with the stamps.

Activity

1

With a colleague, group the postage stamps reproduced in color in the back of this
book into six contrasting pairs. First, decide upon a specific basis of
comparison/contrast. One example of a feature to use in grouping, or categorizing,
would be shape or format: There are ( a ) stamps that are horizontal, and ( b )
stamps that are vertical. There are stamps that are blue and white and obviously
some that are red, white and blue. Use the worksheet that follows to list your
selections by number or description ( such as Lincoln or Pocahontas, #5 or #9 ), or
place the images under each category, writing the titles of each group at the top of
each column in the " T ". There must be at least two stamps under each column,
and all of the stamps must be categorized. There are no right or wrong answers!

Try to come up with the six pairs of words in a short amount of time.
What does "short" mean? Three minutes? Thirteen? Thirty? Each person's
short is, of course, different. And time is also relative: 30 minutes at one
task seem like 3, and at another 3 seem like 30. Note when you begin and
end. Does it seem a short amount of time to you and to your colleague?
If at all possible, tape the exchanges between youself and your partner
as you group the stamps. Later, it will be easier to describe and analyze
some features of the conversations you have and to see the extent to which
they contrast with other types of conversations you commonly engage in.
When you are finished with the activity, stop your tape recorder, and write
"grouping stamps" or some other label on the tape.

10
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Thinking about the Alternatives
Compare your titles with titles that others generated. So you can more
easily see features others noticed and you and your partner did not, cross
out any titles you have in common.
Here are some of the possible contrasting pairs:
odd numbers
transportation
globes
with dates
digits in circles
"U.S. Postage" on top
5 cents
with routes traced on them

even numbers
no transportation
no maps or globes
without dates
digits not in circles
"U.S. Postage" on bottom
more or less than 5 cents
without routes traced
(continued on next page)

The Grouping Process
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numbers on the bottom
numbers only in Arabic script
Gothic lettering
pictures of scenes framed
historical events or people
air mail
clouds

numbers on the top
numbers written out in words
Roman lettering
pictures of scenes not framed
things and general scenes
non-air mail
no clouds

vivid colors

faded colors

By asking you to provide words to describe groups in these activities, you
are not being set up. The point of the activities is not to get you to reveal
your ideas and then show you how silly or how different they are from the
ones I cite. Remember, there are no wrong answers
possible in this book!
The only thing that is required in doing the
grouping in this book is to compare your answers
with those of others. If you are willing to play with
the ways you look at things-and at your teachingand are then willing to play with your teaching
methods, you will learn how to teach in a way no
other person can show you.
TRYING ON A DIFFERENT LENS
While there are no correct answers, it is true that many people who work
at grouping these stamps produce many of the same categories. This suggests that we have preconceived notions about postage stamps that lead us
to see certain of their features, just as we have preconceived notions that
lead us to say "enthusiastic" or "helpful" about teachers or "disrespectful"
about students. But appealing as an enthusiastic teacher might seem to be,
noting some disadvantages of enthusiasm can lead us to see how such a
belief can be limiting as well as useful.
Teacher enthusiasm may overwhelm some students who tend to be
quiet even among other quiet peers. Or, if a teacher shows more enthusiasm for some topics than others, which seems inevitable, the students
may begin to think that what the teacher is most enthusiastic about is
most important. Thus, if a history teacher is enthusiastic mainly about
dates and battles, for example, the students might believe that people or
issues are not significant in history. The enthusiasm toward the content
of history, if not balanced with enthusiasm for students, might also seem
to some students misplaced; some might wonder why the teacher does
not show more interest in their personal histories or in them as people.
Unless those of us who believe in the value of enthusiasm try being
unenthusiastic about what we are normally enthusiastic, and vice versa,
we cannot understand the limitations and values of either enthusiasm or
restraint.
In the same way, though we might think that giving a student an
answer is helpful, other interpretations need to be considered. Is giving the
answer a signal to the student that we don't think he or she can produce
the answer? Is giving an answer signaling impatience with students, who,
learning something for the first time, may need longer to respond than
those who know the answer? Some children in the park can be heard
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saying "Let me do it alone, Dad; I can do it; don't help me!," signaling
another possible understanding of "helpful."
Believing that students who wear hats in school show disrespect can
prevent us from considering the possibilities that some students might
wear hats to feel identified with a group, or because they are embarrassed
about head size or hair. Assuming that student giggling always means
disrespect prevents us from considering the possibility that giggling can
signal nervousness and shyness, among other things.

Activity

2

To clearly demonstrate how our range of preconceived notions limits what
we see, now try grouping in a different way. On the worksheet that follows
are listed a number of category titles not used previously. Think of each
title you did not use as a different lens through which you can view the
stamps.
With a partner, discuss which stamps fall under the various column
titles-analyze
what features the different lenses reveal that the lenses you
used before did not. This time, use a different sorting method, too. If you
sorted visually before, try doing it tactilely.
Notice that there is space on the top of the last two columns for you
to add labels to describe features you notice that the other column titles do
not highlight. In this activity there are no right or wrong, no superior or
silly column titles, but there are some right answers regarding where you
would assign any given stamp.
If you choose, you may select only a few column titles you find
particularly difficult to assign stamps. Tape record your sorting conversation if at all possible.
1. patriotic symbols

2.

3. flora-trees,

4. sources of heat

flowers, leaves, grains

water

5. have words that are not necessarily English
6. your title:

7.

your colleague's title:

Thinking about the Alternatives
With this activity we have progressed in our exploration together from
looking and labeling to more analytical perception. What follows attempts
to capture the essence of conversations that could have emerged from this
second activity. You will, I expect, quickly note that there are almost as
many questions as there are statements.
1. Patriotic Symbols. Some of the categories suggested usually produce more agreement than others. The fact that all the stamps are from the
United States raises the question of whether some of these patriotic symbols are used by other countries or whether all the symbols on these
The Grouping Process
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stamps can be patriotic symbols only for the United States. The flags on
stamp #5, the 5-cent Lincoln, are considered patriotic symbols by most,
and some put Lincoln himself down as a patriotic symbol, so count #5
twice. The shields beneath the "5" on each side of Pocahontas in #9 and
the 5-cent Jamestown (#13) are patriotic symbols to some, whether they
are from the United States or not, since shields are patriotic symbols in
many places.
Is Old Faithful, in #6, the 5-cent Yellowstone, a patriotic symbol? The
white cloudlike shape on this stamp reminds some of an atomic bomb
explosion-a tragic patriotic symbol, many have said. The head in #10,
the 5-dollar America, is commonly noted as a symbol. Since the eagle has
been a patriotic symbol in many countries from Roman times to the
present, #11, the 6-cent air mail stamp, is regularly placed in this category.
The document illustrated in #13, which shows the signing of the compact
or agreement providing for the temporary government of the Plymouth
colony, is considered patriotic by those who know of the event. Many ask:
Where would the American form of government be without the Mayflower
Compact, which created the first American settlement based upon a social
contract?
If you are not native to the United States, you may say that these
stamps and such patriotic symbols are foreign to you. It should be noted
·that most people from the United States come to these stamps also for the
first time, since none of those reproduced have been used for postage in
more than 50 years. Of course, the Pilgrim compact as well as Freeman's
exploration of California and the founding of Jamestown might still be
more familiar to those from the United States, because of history classes.
But by trying to take off our "I can't group items from a different country
lens," it might be possible to see more patriotic symbols than citizens of
the United States, who might be so familiar with some items that they
miss seeing them.
Determining which items are patriotic symbols does not only involve
the patriotic symbols themselves, but similarities and differences between each person's interpretation of what is a patriotic symbol. Is Lindbergh's plane, which now hangs in a museum in the capital of the United
States, any sort of patriotic symbol? Is Byrd's expedition? Are the
mayflower plants on the sides of #13, or the hold of the ship, the Mayflower?
In our conversations about teaching, we need to ask these kinds of
questions if we are really determined to see what others see and to compare our meanings with theirs. Each must cite multiple examples of a
student response that is seen as engaging or stimulating, otherwise the
meanings of the words are not precise. For example, one person observing
student responses to the following questions thought the students were
engaged, while another thought the students were simply answering questions both they and the teacher already knew the answers to.
TEACHER:

How many millimeters equal 1 centimeter?

STUDENTS: 10, 10, 10!
TEACHER:
STUDENTS:
TEACHER:

14
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If you times it by 2, what will you get?
20 millimeters! 20! 2 centimeters?
0.K. Now, I'll ask you to times it by 10 and what do you get?

(silence, moving around in seats)
(Holds up a meter stick) Who can remember what this
equals?
STUDENTS: 100-a hundred! Yeah, 100!
TEACHER: If I had 3 meters-3
sticks like this-how many centimeters
would I have?
STUDENT 1: 300.
TEACHER: How did you get that?
STUDENT 1: You count them?
STUDENT 2: You can add 100 plus 100 plus 100.
STUDENT 3: How 'bout multiplying? 3 times 1?
STUDENTS:

TEACHER:

After applying the "knew answers to the question" lens, the observer who
thought the students were engaged reconsidered and noticed that only the
last question and the final student response required any thought or engagement of the students. And the observer with the "knew answers to the
question" lens, after trying on the "students engaged" lens, noticed both
that the final question required more than answers the students knew and
that even the question "If I had 3 meters-3 sticks like this-how many
centimeters would I have?" was different from the previous questions. So,
both saw something new by trying each other's categories. In the same
way, in grouping the stamps, what is seen as patriotic to some in the
United States may be seen as chauvinistic to others and exploitative to
others.
2. Water. In this category we could certainly put the Atlantic Ocean
depicted on #1, the 10-cent Lindbergh, and the oceans in the globes in #2,
the 3-cent Byrd Antarctic, as well as the bodies of water in the globe in
#3, the $2.60 Zeppelin, and #7, the 5-cent Olympic commemorative. What
of the water Columbus seems to have beneath his ship in #4? And if the
water under a ship, then what of the water outside the ship in #13, the 5cent Pilgrim Tercentenary? The ship is not in dry dock on shore; should it
be grouped in the category called water? And what of the clouds in #8,
the 5-cent Fremont? In #6, Old Faithful· in Yellowstone produces steamwater in another form.
Of course, the goal of the grouping is not to prove a point but rather
to see a point that you might have otherwise m1ssed without looking
through the lenses, labels, or preconceived notions of others. With the
caption "Columbus in sight of land" in #4, water does not come to everyone's mind. But when asked to look for water in each stamp, which is
what categorizing in pairs forces us to do, we might notice what previously
we had not seen. Working through these activities is something like mental
gymnastics, keeping the mind toned and flexible enough for contrasting
conversations and an awareness of the alternatives and similarities inherent in any situation.
3. Flora. The mayflower plants on #13 quickly come to our attention
once we are focusing on plant forms as do the leaves around the head
in #10. The grain above the vignette in #8 and the ears of corn beneath
it are seen by some only when they see the word grain after flora in the
column title; flora does not itself provide the lens that reveals the ears
of corn.
The Grouping Process
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Some assume that there have to be some plants on the Rocky Mountains so they placed #8 under flora. The acanthus leaf above each of the
5s in #10 are not often noticed. Searching for plants leads some to claim
that there are trees on the shore Columbus seems to be looking at in #4.
Some argue that there are trees, or at least small plants around Old Faithful in #6.
4. Sources of Heat. Some insist that the engines in the Lindbergh
plane in #1, the Zeppelin in #3, and the biplane in #12 produce heat.
Some contend that Pocahontas must be warm with her clothing on, as
shown in #9, and that the discus thrower in #7 must be warm even
without clothing, since he is exerting so much energy. Old Faithful produces hot water, so some put #6 in this column. The flames on the two
torches in the 5-cent Olympic stamp (#7) do not seem to stand out and so
are missed by some.
5. Have Words That Are Not Necessarily English. This grouping often
draws out more controversy than the others. Though Zeppelin in #3 was
the name of a German designer of lighter-than-air airships, the name is
used in English as well as many other languages, so is it German or
English plus something else? Graf is German for count, but in this context
is it German only? Pocahontas in #9 is an Indian name but is used by
English speakers, so is it English? Olympiad (#7)? What language is that?
And what about Los Angeles in the same stamp? What if laws in Englishspeaking countries mandate that only English be used? Must we stop using
names that are not English? What makes a word English?
Note that the categories patriotic symbols, water, flora, sources of
heat, and non-English words not only highlighted features we considered
different, they also provided us with a means to see similarities between
stamps we had not previously noticed. For example, few at first group the
stamps with clouds (#2, #3, #7, and #12) together with the Atlantic
Ocean in #1. Fewer still think of water when they look at Columbus on
the deck of his ship and the Pilgrims in the hold of their ship. The sweat
some attribute to the discus thrower and Pocahontas further highlight the
similarities between stamps that on the first few viewings seem to have
nothing in common.
In fact, once the categories are viewed as a means to seeing similarities, it can be claimed that Lincoln (#5) must have been as hot as Pocahontas when he was sitting to have his picture taken. And so maybe he was
sweating also. And the leaves surrounding America's head (#10) needed
water to develop and no doubt now contain water since they do not appear
dry. In short, by looking at the seemingly contrasting categories, similarities rather than differences can be seen. Consequently, we can move beyond the usual way of grouping so common in our day-to-day stereotyping
of much that we observe. Thus, we group not only to determine how items
are different but how seemingly different items have underlying or "hidden likenesses," to borrow Bronowski's words. Conversely, in the same
process we often see differences between items that at first seemed the
same.
I hope that as you and your partner grouped the stamps, your disagreements about matching certain stamps to certain words led to more
than just a struggle with the verbal skills you used to package your ideas.
As you wondered whether you should change some of the labels I pro-
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vided because a word such as flora was, say, too broad, or too technical,
perhaps you experienced what Arnheim, who writes about visual thinking,
calls the "true drama going on in thought." Maybe you were able to "see
things in a new light" and realized that the adjustment of the language to
the "new insight is nothing more than a bothersome technicality."
(Arnheim, 1969, p. 246)

Optional Activity: Additional Practice with the Grouping Process
My prevailing hope is that you will find this book responsive
to your needs, interests, and pace. If you and your partner
would like to work with still other categories of stamp grouping, turn to Activity 2A in the appendix to this book. If not,
go on to Activity 3.

FJNE-TUNING OUR POWERS OF OBSERVATION
When I watch the way people record their observations of lessons I have
noticed that fewer people draw sketches than write words. Some people
contend that sketching and drawing activate a different part of the brain
than does writing words.
(Edwards,

Activity

3

1979, p. 4)

To encourage development of your powers of observation, color two or three of the
black-and-white reproductions of the stamps on page 183, using well-sharpened
colored pencils. While coloring is of course different from sketching, it seems more
similar to the tasks involved in sketching than to those involved in writing notes.

Your coloring of the stamps forces you to focus on details. For example, some people notice the child in the 1-cent Columbus (#4) for the first
time when they use different colors for coloring separate figures. When
you realize what you might have missed, you may have a greater appreciation of the value of drawing sketches of body language, locations of students, interactions, objects used, and so forth during classroom observations.
After you have colored a few stamps, compare your
coloring with another person's. Do you now see details not
noticed in the previous grouping activities? More importantly, do you sense more clearly the different individual
perceptions of reality we impose on objects and situations?
Finally, compare your colors with the original colors the stamps were printed in on
page 182

ANALYZING

THE PROCESS OF LOOKING
Before we turn to grouping and thinking about observed lessons, take
advantage of the "neutral ground" of stamp grouping to analyze the tasks
of looking. I have suggested a number of activities to help focus your
thinking.

Activity

4

Using the lines below, write your comments about the different types of
grouping you have used so far. For example, the method of sorting-visual
or tactile-might have affected the way you grouped the stamps. What was
the difference between using your eyes alone and using your eyes with
The Grouping Process
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your fingers and hands? What reactions did you have to placing the
stamps in one of several categories rather than in contrasting pairs?
To what extent did your sorting of the colored reproductions affect your coloring of
the black-and-white reproductions? How did the black-and-white reproductions
influence your initial grouping of the colored reproductions?

Make your comments from memory or by listening to a few minutes of the
audio recordings you made of the conversations during the separate groupings in each activity.

Here are some differences other people have noted:
Putting stamps in columns was a lot easier than juxtaposing them into
contrasting pairs.
When I sorted the stamps with my hands I tried to put more stamps in each
column than when I simply looked at the stamps; in fact, I took each stamp and
placed it under each column or "lens" to see whether there was, say, wood in it.
I felt that if I made a mistake in sorting the stamps with my fingers it did not
matter; I simply had to move the stamp to another place. Writing the numbers
based on just looking at the stamps made me more tentative.
I often pulled stamps out of the hands of my partner because I wanted to try a
different grouping and I needed to actually put the stamp in the column.
As I sorted the stamps themselves, I heard myself saying "this goes there; this
one does, too" over and over again.

Many people who grouped the stamps found it useful to move the
pictures of the stamps around, placing them in the separate columns; this
may provide a suggestion for thinking about lessons. Try grouping excerpts
from lessons in the same way. Later in this book you will be asked to
group excerpts from classes into columns using only your visual sense. If
you prefer to use both your visual and
tactile sense, feel free to copy each excerpt in lists on a separate note card.
Then you can move the cards around under various column headings rather than
simply visually "moving" the excerpts

YOUR PERCEPTION OF THE WORLD
The process of grouping is central to many who write about education.
Frank Smith, who has written widely about the reading process, provides
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one description of the process of grouping-matching
titles, columns, or
labels with examples-that you have been engaged in:
To categorize means to treat some objects or events as the same yet
as different from other objects or events .... No living organism could
survive if it treated everything in its experience as the same .... But
similarly, no living organism could survive if it treated everything in its
experience as different. ... The categories that we all observe, which are
part of our theories of the world, are visually quite arbitrary .... The
category system that is part of our theory of the world in our heads is
essential for making sense of the world. Anything we do that we cannot
relate to a category will not make sense; we shall be bewildered. Our
categories, in other words, are the basis of our perception of the world.
(Smith, 1971, pp. 59, 60)

The idea that the grouping we all do every day is the "basis of our
perception of the world" is considered helpful in learning to read. Thus, if
we see a newspaper headline about hiking, when we come across the word
cardinal, we can predict it will be the name of a bird. Under a headline on
church matters with the dateline Vatican City, if we see the word cardinal,
we would attribute the meaning of religious title to the word and think of
men, not birds. In the sports section, Cardinals would evoke in many the
name of a team.
On the other hand, a person's "perception of the world" can be a
hindrance. If we associate people in charge with men who wear suits,
shirts, and ties, we may, upon entering an office with a woman in a dress
in it, ask "Where is the manager?" when in fact the person in front of us is
the manager. Seeing the word eggplant on a menu, a person unfamiliar
with the vegetable once said, "I don"t think I'll order that because I don't
like eggs." English-speaking people who see "hotel de ville" above many
ornate buildings in small towns in France are sometimes disappointed to
find that the rooms they sought to book in the "hotel" are in fact offices
for city hall bureaucrats.

Activity

5

In the spaces below, consider how your perception of the world helped or
hindered your grouping of stamps. For example, some say that they cannot
sort pictures of items that they have no background on. Without knowing
who Freeman or Pocahontas was, they cannot even consider grouping
them. Others say the opposite: Since there are no right answers, they can
ignore the actual facts of who the people were and simply try to see
details in the pictures that do not depend on historical knowledge but on
what one sees.
Others who feel it is important to do an activity in sequence find it
easy to sort the stamps by finding a feature in stamp #1 and then look for
the same feature in each stamp in sequence. Of course, after seeing other
labels, they realize that this systematic sequencing prevents them from
seeing any feature in stamps #2 through #13 that does not occur in the
first stamp. One sorter, associating grouping with the grouping of shapes
he had recently observed in a nursery school, could think of nothing but
shapes in his grouping. Thus, he saw not only the globes in stamps #2,
#3, and #7 but the circles around the postage rate in stamps #2, #3, #7,
#10, #12, and #13. Even the letter o in postage, expedition, and so forth
The Grouping Process
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was seen only as a circle, to say nothing of the discus in the hand of the
athlete in #7 and the frame around Columbus in #4.
How your "theory of the world"-labels,
preconceived
ceptions, lenses-contributed
to grouping the stamps

notions, per-

How your "theory of the world"-labels,
preconceived
ceptions, lenses-hindered
grouping the stamps

notions, per-

Looking at the comments of those who did these activities before you, I
have noticed that many think that their "theory of the world" hindered
their grouping because they tended to see only features such as the postage
rate and large objects pictured in the foreground. Many noticed words on
the stamps ("Pocahontas" on #9 is easily picked up). But they said the
words sometimes drew their attention away from other visual items such
as the shields on the same stamp, which though similar in size to the
letters and numbers, were not part of their usual theories of the world.
Smith's quote on the reading process reminds us that perceptions of the
world stem from categories that "are quite arbitrary."
Other people point out that once they focused on one patriotic symbol, other symbols were "filtered" out. Also, the fact that
we expect to see U.S. on American stamps and the fact
that some rendition of U.S. is printed on all the stamps
except one hindered some from noticing that the 5-cent
Pilgrim Tercentary (#13) in fact has no explicit indication that it is a stamp from the United States. Analysis
of individual perception deserves our closer attention.
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BECOMING AWARE OF THE EFFECT OF FILTERS

The need to fit the world into the category system we already have so that
we can make sense of it often prevents us from seeing reality that does not
fit into our system. Bateson, a noted thinker in ecology and many other
fields, describes this phenomenon:
... the obvious can be very difficult for people to see. That is because
people are self-corrective systems. They are self-corrective against disturbance, and if the obvious is not of a kind that they can easily assimilate
without internal disturbance, their self-corrective mechanisms work to
sidetrack it, to hide it, even to the extent of shutting off various parts of
the process of perception. Disturbing information can be framed like a
pearl so that it doesn't make a nuisance of itself; and this will be done,
according to the understanding of the system itself of what would be a
nuisance. This too-the
premise regarding what would cause
disturbance-is something which is learned and then becomes perpetuated or conserved.
(Bateson, 1972, p. 429)

In observing classes, the same phenomenon occurs. If we think rapport is important, we will group what we see into the categories rapport/
no rapport. If we think enthusiasm is important, we will look for evidence
of enthusiasm. Looking at different classes with the same perceptions or filters we have been using for a long time is unlikely to reveal
anything not previously seen, just as looking at stamps without
the command to fit them into categories that are not naturally
part of our perception or belief system may prevent us from
seeing features of stamps that do not match our categories.

BUILDING PERCEPTIONS

When we began to look for features in Activity 1 in order to establish a
category or group, each item we noticed in one stamp became a category
that we could look for in the other stamps. One perception was built upon
another.
Alone we are often bewildered. We can only come up with features
that are important in our perception of the world. With a partner we are
able to begin to consider another view if our partner gives us a category
we do not have. And in Activity 2, categories were provided that a number
of different individuals had made. Individual perception can be modified
either by using someone else's label or lens, or by using our own labels in
a new way.
A Two-step Process

In looking at stamps or at teaching, we each have beliefs about what is
significant. If we look only for what we consider significant, we are likely
to miss a lot. To see something that is not part of our theory of the
world-our
belief system-either
in a stamp or a class, two steps are
necessary.
In step 1, we need to put down a word describing a feature we saw in
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the stamp or in the teaching act that is based on our perception-the
title
for one column. Then, we have to put down a word describing an opposite
feature but one related to the first-a contrasting title. For example water
might be the first feature we noticed looking at the 10-cent Lindbergh (#1).
To find other stamps with and without water forces us to look at scenes on
stamps that on first looking seem totally dry, such as the 5-cent signing of
the compact aboard the Mayflower (#13).
A column heading for classroom talk might be Questions to which the
teacher knew the answer. Just as those without water is juxtaposed to those
with water in grouping stamps, so we can juxtapose Questions the teacher
did not know the answer to with Questions to which the teacher knew the
answer.
After we establish the groupings-the
lenses we are going to use-we
have to match examples that fit the categories we establish.
In step 2, we need to get a word describing a feature we did not
notice from some other source, such as a colleague. Once we have labels,
categories, or lenses from others, we simply have to follow the same steps
we take with our own features.
In engaging in this process, it is critical to remember that agreement is
not the goal. Seeing something we have not seen before is the goal. Once
we provide a name of a category, which is a representation of our theory of
the world, we have to discuss which items fit the category. Such a discussion requires some disagreement and some questions about both the meaning of the category and the items that fit the category. We have to match,
rematch, and match again the words we use to refer to reality and samples
of the reality itself. After the disagreements and uncertainty comes understanding and the different kind of certainty discussed in the introduction
to this book.
Using Sampling

When grouping stamps, the reality consists of the stamps. In the case of
teaching, part of the reality consists of recordings, transcripts, snapshots,
or drawings of some classroom events or exercises from textbooks, tests, or
syllabuses. In both cases, the amount of reality we are exploring is small,
based on two premises: one, a small amount of data can provide a great
amount of information*, and two, seeing multiple features of a small sample of reality in precise detail will make it easier to change what we do.
For example, if we observe a teacher saying "very good" after a student response at the beginning of a question/answer segment of a class,
nine times out of ten the teacher will say "very good" during the entire
segment. During the same segment, if the teacher starts to call students by
name less than a second after the question is uttered, it is likely the same
amount of time will be allowed throughout the segment. Looking at three
or four instances of "very good" and the amount of times provided for
students to consider their responses will thus likely reveal the same pattern as looking at thirty or forty instances of the same practices. Even
*Of cc,mrse, larger bits of communication can be examined specifically as well. One can analyze
types of activities as well as types of single communications. The way of looking is what is
central. The belief that whatever we analyze is patterned means that the size of the data we are
exploring can vary.
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though it is worthwhile to see whether a pattern of practices holds for an
entire segment once in a while, the idea of sampling is no different from
the idea behind medical tests that use samples of blood to check the entire
organ or the samples behind public opinion polling.
By looking at the three or four instances of "very good" over and over,
rather than looking at forty once, we might more likely notice features
such as these: (1) The teacher begins to say "very good" before the student
completes the response, thus suggesting the words might not function
purely as a positive comment, since at the time it is being said it is not
clear whether the response will be correct or not; (2) students sometimes
continue their response after "very good" has been said, suggesting that
they do not hear the words; (3) as the teacher says "very good," the
teacher's eyes are usually focused on the student about to be called on
rather than the student who has just responded, thus suggesting the words
may function partly as a transition signal for both the teacher and students.
By identifying a specific practice such as the use of "very good" to
play with rather than a general topic such as feedback, alternative practices can more practically be substituted and subsequently analyzed. We
might write three choices on the blackboard; for example: (1) "100% correct," (2) "on the right track," (3) "incorrect." After each student response,
the teacher could note in the lesson plan that one of the three choices was
to be pointed to after a student response.
Some people starve themselves for a few days when dieting and then
go back to their previous patterns of eating. Other dieters decrease the
amount of butter they use slightly one week. Then the
next week they also decrease the amount of sugar they
use. During the third week of their diet, they stop putting raisins on their cereal. In addition, each week for
about 6 weeks, they add 4 minutes to their daily walk.
Over time, each small change can be easily monitored
and is often more likely to lead to long-term changes in
weight than sudden, crash diets will.

Activity

6

Vygotsky, the noted Russian psychologist, saw thinking as connecting:
"Every thought tends to connect something with something else, to establish a relationship between things" (1962, p. 125). This activity asks you to
look at places in your conversations with your partner where you were in
the process of building interpretations. Either try to recall some of your
comments during your stamp-grouping conversations or listen to a few
minutes of the tape you made. Note, in the spaces below, agreements and
disagreements you felt with someone else's perceptions. Then consider
how both agreements and disagreements led to and blocked connections.

Some agreements
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Some disagreements

RECOGNIZING JUDGMENT

Activity

7

During any of the groupings, can you remember any judgments about the
stamps you or your partner made? Other than using words such as ugly or
beautiful as categories for grouping, did either of you group the stamps
with labels such as crazy-looking stamp, boring stamp, poorly printed
stamp? In the space below, write any judgments you recall or that you pick
up from the tape.

Many partners find it hard to recall any judgments of the stamps at
all. Some recall judgments about the activity itself, though: "What a silly
thing to do," "How time-consuming," or "Childish but interesting." Some
recall saying they liked some stamps or disliked others but don't feel they
made any judgments. The directions to put the stamps in a number of
contrasting pairs and to match titles with individual stamps might have
decreased the frequency of judgments used to attribute value to the
stamps. But I have found that the number of judgments made about stamps
is strikingly small in comparison with the number found in a tape of
similar length in which two people are having conversations about teaching practices.
Does familiarity breed judgment? A tape recording of a conversation
between two stamp dealers discussing the actual stamps (in color, of
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course) would have just as many judgments as many conversations about
beliefs and teaching practices between a supervisor and teacher or between
two teachers. Stamp dealers normally do not group stamps into those with
water in them or not, but they do group them on the basis of technical
features, such as the number of perforations in each 2 centimeters, or the
types of watermarks in the paper, or the type of printing process used.
Mainly, stamp dealers say things like "extremely fine centering"-referring
to the amount of white selvage on each side of the frame. Even the technical features are ultimately used to support the evaluation of a particular
stamp, not to describe it for its own sake.
Below are some excerpts from an auction catalog to capture the types
of judgments some stamp dealers make. These comments were made about
the stamps we have worked with, although they are about other copies of
them. If you underline any and all words you think are not judgments, the
preponderance of judgments wiH be even more striking than it seems from
a quick reading of the comments.
1-cent Columbian (#4): marvelously well centered; huge margins; pristine
radiance; sumptuous color
5-cent Trans-Mississippi (#8): a fabulously fresh stamp which possesses
magnificent, eye-arresting color, a razor-sharp impression, mathematical
centering, brilliantly fresh
$5 Carmine and blue (#10): a gorgeous single; flawlessly centered amid
extravagantly large margins; lovely rich colors, extremely fine; a gem;
premium example
24-cent Carmine rose and blue (#12): an eye-arresting jumbo-margined
mint example; perfectly centered amid enormously large margins; luxuriant colors; crisp and uniformly even perforations all around add to this
stamp's sensational appearance; superb
$2.60 Blue (#3): fabulously well centered; sensational impression; sumptuous color; exceptional in every respect, flawless; the most exciting copy
we have had the pleasure to offer
I was able to underline only twenty words, including function words
such as a out of the 100 or so in the excerpts. If-the aim is to determine
worth, we will obviously judge to evaluate, whatever we are looking at.
Though some of the judgments we make while visiting classes are seemingly negative-"You
call yourself a teacher? I'll show you how to
teach!"-rather
than positive-the
comments from the stamp auction
catalog-the
judgments are almost as frequent as those made by stamp
dealers.
It seems that the judgments we make are determined by our intentions. Whether the discussion is about stamps or lessons and textbooks, if
our aim is to evaluate, the conversation will be packed with judgments
that reflect our preconceived notions and beliefs about what we value.
If we want to have conversations in which we explore, rather than
judge, in which we try to see something we have not seen before rather
than to find evidence to support the beliefs and notions we already have,
then we need to have contrasting conversations. We need to engage in
activities that somehow enable us to use our judgments to explore rather
The Grouping Process
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than to evaluate and to move beyond our
present preconceived notions and beliefs and
use different theories, or lenses, to see the
world.

WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED ABOUT LOOKING?
Take a moment and think about one or two lessons you learned or an
insight you gained about observing lessons from the activities in this section. If you like, write down your thoughts as an additional optional activity on these lines.

Conclusions that others have made from their explorations up to this
point include:
Our perceptions can limit what

we see.

Multiple analyses of small amounts of data can reveal a great deal; even data
that wethink have only two or three features often have many, many more.
Multiple interpretations of what is seen are not only possible, but vital for
understanding.

Though some of these conclusions might seem obvious, they are often
overlooked, and, even when noticed, are not often applied to the exploration of our beliefs and teaching practices.
Grouping the stamps illustrates one meaning of English poet William
Blake's "To see a World in a Grain of Sand/ And a Heaven in a Wild
Flower" ("Auguries of Innocence," 1863), since, as we keep looking, we see
more and more. Though Blake's lines may imply we each see the same
world, his engravings remind us that each of us has a very different view
of the world in each grain of sand.
I hope that the multiple characteristics of the stamps reminds you of
the multiple characteristics of each communication in teaching. And, when
we dwell on any one characteristic, we fail to see other ones. Looking at
the postage rate is important for getting the mail through, but while focusing on the rate we fail to see the figure, the caption, the design, or the
date.
Looking at the teacher when we observe a class can be important for
seeing some moves we might make in the role of teacher. But with our
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eyes on the teacher, we fail to see the students. With our ears listening to
what is said, we fail to see communications made with the participants'
bodies. While sketching body language, we tune out what is being said.
The usual statements, such as "The teacher was enthusiastic, so the students were involved" symbolizes the fact that we often note single characteristics of phenomena rather than multiple characteristics. It also indicates
our tendency to explain an effect such as student involvement with one
cause such as teacher enthusiasm, rather than with multiple causes:
teacher enthusiasm, plus emphasis on dates and names, plus careful listening to student responses exhibited by comments such as "date is close but
not exact," plus periods of teacher silence to allow students to teach so
that students can explore a range of evaluations from people who ask them
questions. And, of course, as pointed out earlier, it also indicates the
significance we have attached to enthusiasm.
The grouping activities illustrated the fact that the theories of the
world that allow us to cope with reality also trap us--"Looking
at the
postage rate is important for getting the mail through, but while focusing
on the rate we fail to see the figure or the caption or the design or the
date." In the next section, you will try grouping some actual communications from classes, textbooks, or tests in the same way that you grouped
the stamps. This will "bring home" the previous explanations and prepare
you to explore a variety of classroom applications in Part Two.
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When I started to observe classes, I made many mental notes during the
lesson. Then in the discussion after, I often jotted down some memories of
the lesson. I took no pencil-and-paper notes during the lesson. When I
observe classes with people who are observing for the first few times, I
find that my original practice seems to be the rule with them. We seem to
treat lessons we observe the same way we treat other events in life: We
simply observe them.
A detective on the long-popular American television series "Dragnet"
started his interviews of witnesses to crimes with a line that became famous: "All I want is the facts." Though the detective took notes as he
interviewed these witnesses, I never saw the witnesses produce notes of
what they had observed at the scenes of the crimes. When in daily life do
we write down precise observations? Who takes notes while watching TV,
for example? So, why would we take notes when we observe a class live or
a video of a class?

RECORDING OBSERVATIONS

Activity

8

The person who wrote the notes below had been instructed to take notes
while observing a class. The resulting material contains some "facts" and
some other types of communications. With another teacher, decide which
lines you consider facts and which are something else. Write an f for fact
on the broken lines next to the communications you consider facts. (Ignore
the long, unbroken lines for now.) Again: There are no wrong answers!
1. Teacher said, "What are you holding?" ___
2. One student repeated, "What you hold?" ___
3. Teacher shook head sideways. ___
4. Teacher repeated, "What are you holding?" ___
5. Teacher emphasized are and ing when saying, "What are you
holding?" ___
6. He said the words too quickly. ___
7. He used a rapid rate. ___
8. He offset the speed with repeated models. ___
9. Some students were not participating.

___

10. It appeared that one or two students were catching the pattern.
11. The lesson was very clear. ___
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12. He used the blackboard for writing the model he had said orally.
13. He held up two fingers when he wanted a two-word

answer.

Thinking about the Alternatives
Compare which items you and your partner wrote an f next to with those
of other partners. The process you have to engage in in order to see what
you and your partner each mean by the word fact is more important than
seeing what I mean by the word. My labeling is neither correct nor incorrect but simply reveals how I use the word fact.
I put' an f next to 1 through 5, 12, and 13. I believe, for example, that
"rapid rate" in line 7 is not a fact because it is more interpretative and less
descriptive than "repeated" in line 4. I further believe that "too quickly" in
line 6 is more judgmental than "a rapid rate" in line 7. Police stop us for
speeding, after all, not for going at a rapid rate. However, I can see that
"repeated" in line 4 is more interpretative than "said" in line 1 because
"repeated" implies that the teacher rendered the line the same way as in
line 1, without changing the intonation or tone of voice.
Now go back to the unbroken lines next to an item you did not label
as fact and, without your partner, write out words on the blank lines that
you think characterize or describe those items. For example, if item 6 is
not fact in your view, you may, as I did, write interpretation there.
I consider item 8 to be an explanation. The observer seems to be
trying to give a reason for the rapid rate he used. I might use the word
justification for the same reason.
The statement in item 9, "Some students were not participating,"
would seem one that could be verified, indicating a fact. But calling this a
fact implies that we all have the same understanding of participating. Does
participating mean paying attention, following, speaking, listening, volunteering to respond, or something else? Since participation has multiple
meanings for me, I call line 9 an interpretation. Judgment is a word I'd
also consider here, since the statement implies that all the students, not
just some students should be participating.
Saying a lesson is "clear," as in 11, is a judgment to me, just as is
terrible or terrific, guilty or innocent, marvelously well centered, or fabulously fresh.
While there is no reason that you, your partner, and I should agree on
the descriptors, or words we use to characterize individual lines, it is vital
that we see that the descriptor or label we use fits the meaning we attribute to a specific line.

Activity

9

Now apply your grouping skills to the teaching excerpt from Activity 8.
What are the other words or descriptors we can apply to characterize,
label, or group the lines that were written by an observer during a lesson?
The chart on the next page lists some possibilities.
You or the teacher you work with should enter the lines written by
the observer where they seem to fit. For example, I'd write "What are you
Reconstructing
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holding?" in lines 1 and 4 under "transcription." And, I'd write "teacher
said" in line 1 under "narration."

transcription

narration

something else

Thinking about the Alternatives
The words in quotation marks in lines 1, 2, and 4 qualify as transcription,
if transcription means writing words that are heard. If the word means
writing down the phonetic spelling of utterances, then none of the lines
qualify. Nor do any lines qualify if transcription means writing down only
words that are heard, without any description of how they were said or
who said them. If the word means writing down what was said or done by
the participants, we have to add line 12 to the column marked transcription, since holding up two fingers is obviously something someone did.
Narration might be easier. Unfortunately, or rather, naturally, narration
also can mean more than one thing. If you were asked to play the part of a
narrator, you would have to say "Teacher said" when reading line 1. An
actor or actress could then say the rest of the line "Where are you going?"
Using this meaning, lines 1, 2, 4, and 5 contain both narrative material and
transcribed material.
Since many fiction authors present the type of, what I consider to be,
interpretative comments in their stories, items 6 to 13 could easily be
considered narration also. They ten a kind of story. But they seem different
from the words before the quotation marks, which would be read by a
narrator in items 1, 2, 4, and 5. "Said," "repeated," or "emphasized" seem
different from "offset" or "clear." But perhaps the difference is not sufficient to call them "something else." We would have to limit narration to
mean what a person says before the words in quotation marks if we
wanted to put lines 6 to 13 under something else.
Distinguishing between transcription, narration, and something else
might be easier than determining exactly what transcription means when
we have an audio recording before us and a pencil in hand, poised above a
blank pad. Should we just write down the words that are said? Should we
ignore the pauses, the "uhs" and "ohs," and the tone of voice used? Should
we show variations in pronunciation by using phonetic script?
How do we show when two speakers are saying words at the same
time? Should we write the lines like the lines in a play, one after the
other? Or should we write all the words one speaker says in one column,
the other speaker's utterances in a second? Then we could see the words
of each speaker lined up, like this:
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JOHN:

Where's the milk?
In the fridge.

JOANNE:
JOHN:

I don't see it.
Behind the juice, top shelf.

JOANNE:

From a video recording more data are available-and
so there are
more questions. Should we add some notes to show the position of people,
objects that are pointed to? Should we describe facial expressions such as
a smile, or gestures such as the shaking of a head sideways?
In fact, whether we respond "Yes" or "No" to all of the above questions, we have to realize that any transcription we make is partial. Any
transcription, like any narration, whether made during an observation or
afterwards, involves selection.
Which is better: a narration, a transcription, a recording, or a recollection? That question is not consistent with the theme of this book. What we
need to concentrate on are the differences between the types of collected
data. Take, for example, the quote in the introduction: "You call yourself a
teacher? I'll show you how to teach!" You have only my recollection of
what the supervisor said. I collected only one type of data. If I had a video
recording of the scene, we might be able to determine if the teacher's
intonation was ironic, humorous, sarcastic, supportive, or matter-of-fact. If
I had a text written by this particular teacher, to describe his ideas about
teaching and observations, I could compare his ideas with the words I
heard. Knowing that different data show different realities at least allows
us to generate a range of interpretations. Now we will see what happens
when we supplement one kind of observation recording with another.

Activity

10

Below I have
looking at a
brackets.
Put an f
brackets that

made some additions to the notes we read in Activity 8, after
video recording of the lesson. The additions are shown in
for fact on the broken line next to those groups of words in
you consider facts.

1. Teacher said, "What are you holding?" [student addressed was
holding a beret; teacher was looking at student] ___
2. One student repeated, "What you hold?" [student said words
with rising intonation and moved left hand up to left chin as if
he was puzzled; did not look at the beret he was holding] ___
3. Teacher shook head sideways. [as he shook his head sideways,
the student was looking at the beret in his hands-did
not seem
to notice the shaking of the teacher's head] ___
4. Teacher repeated, "What are you holding?" [teacher moved
closer to the student as he repeated the words and pointed to
the beret on the student's lap] ___
5. Teacher emphasized are and ing when saying, "What are you
holding?" [teacher looked at the student as if to say, "Why can't
you say the words right?"] ___
Reconstructing
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6. He said the words too quickly. [nodded his head up and down
as he said the words] ___
7. He used a rapid rate. [moved his hands as he said the words]
8. He offset the speed with repeated models. [hearing the words
over and over made them sound a bit like gibberish] ___
9. Some students were not participating. [Romero was looking at
his hands, not the student speaking] ___
·
10. It appeared that one or two students were catching the pattern.
[hard to see any way to show students catching the pattern
since only one student was saying words at this point] ___
11. The lesson was very clear. [not sure what the point wasseemed to be the to be plus ing form] ___
12. He used the blackboard for writing the model he had said orally.
[students did not look at the blackboard] ___
13. He held up two fingers when he wanted a two-word answer. [he
also wrote on the board "a beret" and "I'm holding a beret," to
contrast the long and short responses] ___

Thinking about the Alternatives
The process of arguing about the meaning you and your partner each
attach to the word fact is the critical step here. My comments, below,
reflect my understanding of the meanings of the words-not
the right
answers. Matching items or examples with the words we use as labels
enables each of us to see more clearly the meaning we each attribute to
those labels or descriptors.
I put an f next to the bracketed words with items 1, 4, 6, 7, 9, and 12.
In item 2, the single word "puzzled" prevented me from considering the
more than twenty-five other words as facts. If "as if he was puzzled" were
removed, I would have been able to write an f next to the words there. In
item 3, the words "did not seem to notice" changed fact to interpretation
for me because whether the person did or did not notice is different from
"looking at his hands." In item 5 "as if to say" would not be accepted by
the detective in "Dragnet," nor perhaps by many judges, either. The use of
"too quickly" in 6 sounds like a law enforcement officer talking to a
delinquent driver rather than a car enthusiast talking about the speed of
automobiles, but the words in brackets seem neutral. In 8, we have a
judgment signaled by "gibberish." Item 10 is a type of explanation of why
the original interpretation ("it appeared that one or two students were
catching the pattern") cannot be supported. And 13 is an explanation of
why the teacher did what he did-like attributing a motive to a criminaland is more than a fact.
Just as a person trying to sell stamps will make positive judgments"fantastic centering"-while
the person buying will make negative
judgments- "faded color" -so our judgments about classes can be positive
or negative and tend to reflect the roles we are in and our own beliefs
rather than the value of what we are observing.
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Optional Activity: Using Facts
In the appendix of supplemental activities you will find Activity 10A. It
provides practice in assigning each of the thirteen items we have been
working with to the categories transcription or narrative details to describe, transcriptions or narrative details used to support judgments and
interpretations, or those that do neither (neutral).

Activity

11

In the by-now-familiar thirteen lines, reprinted below, write a plus sign ( +)
on the broken lines next to those items you think make the teacher look
good and a minus sign ( - ) next to the lines you think make the teacher
look bad.
1. Teacher said, "What are you holding?" [student addressed was
holding a beret; teacher was looking at student] ___
2. One student repeated, "What you hold?" [student said words
with rising intonation and moved left hand up to left chin as if
he was puzzled; did not look at the beret he was holding] ___
3. Teacher shook head sideways. [as he shook his head sideways,
the student was looking at the beret in his hands-did not seem
to notice the shaking of the teacher's head] ___
4. Teacher repeated, "What are you holding?" [teacher moved
closer to the student as he repeated the words and pointed to
the beret on the student's lap] ___
5. Teacher emphasized are and ing when saying, "What are you
holding?" [teacher looked at the student as if to say, "Why can't
you say the words right?") __
6. He said the words too quickly. [nodded his head up and down
as he said the words] __
7. He used a rapid rate. [moved his hands as he said the words]
8. He offset the speed with repeated models. [hearing the words
over and over made them sound a bit like gibberish] ___
9. Some students were not participating. [Romero was looking at
his hands, not the student speaking] ___
10. It appeared that one or two students were catching the pattern.
[hard to see any way to show students catching the pattern
since only one student was saying words at this point] ___
11. The lesson was very clear. [not sure what the point wasseemed to be the to be plus ing form] ___
12. He used the blackboard for writing the model he had said orally.
[students did not look at the blackboard] ___
13. He held up two fingers when he wanted a two-word answer. [he
also wrote on the board "a beret" and "I'm holding a beret," to
contrast the long and short responses] ___
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It is possible to argue that each line can be either positive or negative
depending on the beliefs we each have and the goals we have set for
teaching or observing. For example, if you as a teacher think people concentrate more when the task is harder and you think that speaking quickly
is more difficult, then you will write a plus sign next to 6, "He said the
words too quickly," and 7, "He used a rapid rate." If you think that speaking quickly to a non-native speaker of a language is confusing and makes it
harder to follow, you will write a minus sign.

Thinking about the Alternatives
The only explanation I thought made the teacher look good was in item
13, "to contrast the long and short responses." "Puzzled" in 2, "did not
seem to notice" in 3, "as if to say 'Why can't you say the words right?' " in
5, "gibberish" in 8, "hard to see" in 10, and "not sure what the point was"
in 11 all have negative connotations to me. Jack Webb from "Dragnet"
would have been dismayed with the "facts" that were selected to "convict"
the teacher, even if he had thought the teacher was guilty.
While we often have a clear idea of what we consider positive or
negative, just as often we probably forget that one person's positive can be
another person's negative. And often we forget that what we attribute to
the words, or any other phenomena we are judging does not mean that the
phenomena themselves are good or bad. As a tennis coach who advocates
suspending judgments to more clearly see tennis shots wrote, "Judgments
are our personal, ego reactions to the sights, sounds, feelings and thoughts
within our experience" (Gallwey, 1974, p. 34). Or, to paraphrase one of
Shakespeare's characters, "things are neither good nor bad but thinking
mades them so."
We must remember that our experience and someone else's are usually different. By trying to see how what we mark with a minus can be
positive and how what we mark with a plus sign can be negative, we can
attempt to see another's experience. Thus, if we believe that group work is
vital to teaching, it can be instructive to pretend to be a supervisor who
considers group work disruptive. By looking at the possibility that the
disruptive nature of group work might interfere with learning, we might be
able to generate some practices that decrease the noise during group work.

Activity

12
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I have selected some of the lines from the thirteen items we have been
looking at for this activity. Even though you have not seen the tape of the
lesson on which the notes were taken, with your partner try to rewrite a
few of the lines added in brackets.
Cross out those words you and your partner think have a negative
connotation. Substitute words that have a positive connotation and rewrite
the comments on the blank lines preceded with plus signs. For example, in
item 2, if you think "puzzled" has a negative connotation, you might cross
it out and substitute "fascinated" and rewrite "as if he was fascinated."
Substitute words with a negative connotation for those with a positive
connotation and rewrite the comments next to the minus sign. For example, if "offset the speed with repeated models" in 8 seems favorable to
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you, you would cross out "offset" and write something such as "failed to
compensate for the speed with repeated models." When you have finished,
compare your comments with those written by others.

2. One student repeated, "What you hold?" [student said words
with rising intonation and moved left hand up to left chin as if he
was puzzled; did not look at the beret he was holding]

+

5. Teacher emphasized are and ing when saying, "What are you
holding?" [teacher looked at the student as if to say, "Why can't
you say the words right?]

+

7. He used a rapid rate. [moved his hands as he said the words)

+
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8. He offset the speed with repeated models. [hearing the words
over and over made them sound a bit like gibberish]

+

13. He held up two fingers when he wanted a two-word answer. [he
also wrote on the board "a beret" and "I'm holding a beret," to
contrast the long and short responses]

+

Thinking about the Alternatives
For "puzzled" in item 2, onf3 observer substituted "very curious" and another "pensive," arguing that moving one's hand to one's chin to support
the head is similar to the position of the hand in Rodin's sculpture The
Thinker-to many a symbol of thought, concentration, and curiosity.
In item 5, why could the teacher's look not mean "You can say the
words right, it's easy"? The "rapid rate" in 7 could be called "normal,"
"natural," or "at the rate a native speaker would say it," interpretations that
sound either neutral or even positive.
In 8, "He complemented the speed" sounds more positive than "he
offset the speed" to some. Rather than saying something sounded like
"gibberish," it could be said "hearing the words over and over showed that
the teacher was keen on having the students hear the form and the sounds
rather than attending to the meaning."
Some see the reason given in 13 for the teacher writing two patterns
on the board as positive: "to contrast the long and short responses." Those
who do have rewritten the reason in ways to imply a negative reason:
"written words can only interfere with oral language" or "showing two
different answers confuses the students since they don't know whether the
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teacher holding up two fingers is telling them to give two answers or one
answer with two words in it; the signals are ambiguous."
There are obviously other possible positive interpretations of both
these and other words you might consider negative. These are simply
examples.
We can use any one of the positive or negative judgments as a starting
point to consider alternatives. For example, "rapid rate" in 7 opens up the
area of rate of delivery for exploration. Whether we think the models have
been given very slow, slow, fast, very fast, normally, or any place in between, we can alter the speed in subsequent lessons and, over time, we
can alter speed within the same lesson. The judgments evoked by the
range of meanings of the teacher's signal in line 13, "He held up two
fingers," can serve as a stimulus to explore the meanings students attribute
to signals.
In subsequent lessons, we could use a series of hand signals. First we
could ask students to draw the signals. Then, we could ask students to
write down what message the students thought each signal was sending.
The sketches might show us that what we considered the signal-holding
up two fingers-was missed by the students. Some might draw the position of our head or the expression on our face rather than the position of
our fingers. Those who consider the fingers the signal might write a range
of meanings that are different from the ones we intended. We can use each
judgment we and others make as a source for generating alternatives rather
than as an order to stop a particular practice or increase the use of another
practice. Judgments can be sources of exploration rather than of evaluation.

SEEKING DIFFERENT REPRESENTATIONS OF REALITY
There are of course many perspectives that could be brought to bear on the
lesson "What are you holding," which we have viewed in the past few
activities. As you know from your work grouping stamps, one way to
present other views of reality is to develop titles for types/groups of communications that you want to extract from the data. Here are a few possibilities:
value-free
without feelings
what happened
words alone
words alone
what happened
transcription deals with
position or location of
participants
important facts
details
facts to prove that the lesson is
boring
practices that deal with form

with values
with feelings
what happened plus
words plus extras from the
voice box and mouth
words plus body language
what happened related to goals
transcription does not deal
with the location or
position of participants
unimportant facts
general points
facts to prove that the lesson is
engaging
practices that deal with
meaning
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Activity

13

Select one of the above pairs of groupings, write it in the blank line after
"Your selection." Then, on the bracketed blank lines below each of the
thirteen observations add words to embellish the original observations so
that you have new notes that fit your selection of grouping titles. When
you have finished, compare what you did with what others did.
Your selection: --~----------------1. Teacher said, "What are you holding?"
2. One student repeated, "What you hold?"
3. Teacher shook head sideways.
4. Teacher repeated, "What are you holding?"
5. Teacher emphasized are and ing when saying, "What are you
holding?"

6. He said the words too quickly.
7. He used a rapid rate.
8. He offset the speed with repeated models.
9. Some students were not participating.
10. It appeared that one or two students were catching the pattern.
11. The lesson was very clear.
12. He used the blackboard for writing the model he had said orally.
13. He held up two fingers when he wanted a two•word answer.

Thinking about the Alternatives
Using the pair of titles what happened/what happened related to goals to
group the observations, the first step one teacher took during this conver-
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sation was to state a goal. The goal stated was "provide samples of a
language for students to hear and associate an action with the model."
Given this goal, lines 1 and 4 are congruent with the goal since the model
is given in these lines. Line 8 suggests that other models were spoken as
well. The communications after the student said the model incorrectly are
not in line with the goal since they involve production rather than simply
hearing. It is not clear from the transcript of line 1 that the holding of the
beret (as embellished from Activity 10) is an action that is supposed to be
associated with the model. Writing the model on the board, reported in
line 12, does not appeal to the students' ears, but their eyes. The same can
be said for the two fingers in line 13.
Here are words added to embellish the lines to meet the title what
happened related to goals:
1. Becauee the goal wae to provide the model ae;much ae; po55ible, teacher said:

"What are you holding?"
2. One student repeated "What you hold?" and becau5e there i5 an
error, the goal of providing the modela5 much 85 poe;e;iblei5 not met.

3. Teacher shook head sideways i5 an unfortunate behavior 5ince it in no
way providee;the model; the 5tudent ha5 no way to know where the error ie;
eince no model i5 given.

The two teachers who selected the titles form/meaning, found that all the
observations as written seemed to deal only with form. Consequently, they
found they had to write the same type of embellishments for each observation. Here are some of their embellishments:
1. Teacher said "What are you holding?" 50 that the 5tudente could
recognize the eiound5 5equence of worde;in the pattern.

2. One student repeated "What you hold?" e;howingthat the form

of the

preeent participle and the u5e of the verb to be ha5 not been recognized or
remembered.

3. Teacher shook head sideways. In order to 5tree;e;to the 5tudent the
1

importance of the correct form, the teacher indicated that the 5tudent 5
rendition of the pattern wa5 incorrect when the 5tudent eaid

"What you hold?"

HOW WE SELECT AFFECTS WHAT WE SELECT
The activities in this section were designed to get you to realize that there
are many different ways of collecting and grouping data. For example, in
research in which you have only one chance to see the data you are
analyzing, you do not have the benefits that a tape or videotape recorder
provides. Here is how one scholar lamented the usual lot of researchers:
The explorer returns after a long absence with bottles, boxes and bags. On
arrival he exclaims, in a variety of modest phrases, "Look what I've
Reconstructing Observed Lessons
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found!," but it takes him longer to sort out his findings than it did to
collect them. . . . The more he analyses his material the more he feels that
if only he could make the journey again in the light of the knowledge he
now has his miscellaneous collection could be made more orderly, coherent and complete.
(Michaels, 1987, p. 2)

With recordings, in fact, you can make "the journey again in the light of
the knowledge" you have. You and your partner can write notes from small
segments of lessons you observe live. And then, after some grouping of the
communications you wrote, you can rewind and listen again to audio- and
videotapes to make different notes and different types of transcriptions.
You can watch videotapes at fast speed, regular speed, frame by frame, and
backwards, with or without the sound.
But the point of this section is not just to emphasize the potential
value of taping classes nor even of taking notes when you observe live.
Rather the purpose of the grouping activities, the purpose of substituting
words with negative connotations for words with positive connotations, or
vice versa, has been to make us conscious-each
time we observe, transcribe tapes, or view lessons on video-of how we are selecting.
What I hope you will gain from this book is the realization that by
looking a second or third time at the same part of a lesson and by changing words with positive connotations into words with negative connotations and vice versa, you can alter the facts themselves as well as your
interpretation. And perhaps you will become more conscious of the way in
which your beliefs cause you to be selective in your retrieval of facts both
during and after observations.
In my experience, it is impossible not to reflect personal beliefs at
some level either in the recollections from a lesson, the notes taken during
a lesson, or transcriptions or narrations from recordings. Nor can a person's values fail to show up in the use of these recollections, notes, transcriptions, and narrations. If the goal was to involve the class, an observer
will more likely notice communications that he or she thinks show involvement rather than estrangement. If you know that the objective was to
teach how to balance chemical formulas, as you listen to a recording of the
lesson, your concentration on comments about chemical formulas may
prevent you from hearing comments to the class to be quiet, descriptive
information about elements, words of astonishment, excitement, or bewilderment.
Bateson makes the point this way: "But what gets to consciousness is
selected; it is a systematic (not random) sampling of the rest. ... I, the
conscious I, see an unconsciously edited version of a small percentage of
what affects my retina. I am guided in my perception by purposes." (Bateson, 1972, p. 434)
This is not to say we should not try to relate what we see to our
purposes or our beliefs. But by engaging in conversations such as those
stimulated by the activity sections, we are likely to see how our goals and
beliefs are both congruous, or matching, and incongruous with our practices and behaviors. We will be arguing about such congruence rather than
how successful or unsuccessful we were.
We will be arguing about grouping what we have observed, how to
select different facts to refute the judgments and interpretations we make,
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ways to make our negative interpretations positive, and different types of
transcription and narrations, rather than about the greater validity of our
interpretations and judgments over those of others. The process of matching words, meanings, and interpretations defuses the temptation to engage
in power play. The matching can enable us to play with the communications the way we played with the stamps when we grouped them in a
range of ways.

Activity

14

Before turning to the specific classroom situations we will talk about in
Part Two, take this opportunity to record a lesson in a manner other than
your usual one. If you have not habitually taken notes during observation,
write notes during a short segment of your observation and tape-record the
lesson as well. After the observation, transcribe some of the exchanges
, from the tape, exactly as the words were said. After you have done that,
listen again, and in brackets add other features to the words. Compare your
notes and both types of transcriptions. Group some communications in a
range of ways, related to goals, or to your beliefs.
If you are used to writing copious notes, go into a class without
anything to write with or on. Just sit and observe. After the class write
some notes about the lesson.
In either case, with a partner characterize the data you have and
group the data in a range of ways. Ask which items are facts, which
judgments, which explanations, or other types of words you use to characterize what you see. See how facts are selected to support interpretations,
judgments, or the intentions set out for the lesson. See how close you
come to feeling the way a police lieutenant did, in Who Killed Palomino
Molero? by the Peruvian novelist Mario Vargas Llosa, as he was asked by
one of his police officers if he knew everything about a murder they were
both investigating: "Nothing's easy, Lituma," he answered. "The truths that
seem most truthful, if you look at them from all sides, if you look at them
close up, turn out either to be half truths or lies." (Vargas Llosa, 1986, p.
86)
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CONVERSATIONS

ARE NOT BLACK AND WHITE

In my experience, the contrasting conversations that the activities in this
book are supposed to lead to, do not suddenly begin. When I have analyzed my own conversations and those of others, I have seen examples of
the usual conversations as well as examples of contrasting conversations.

Activity

15

In the scene that follows, there are some comments that exemplify the
usual conversations and some that exemplify the contrasting conversations
I am inviting you to try in this book. Please write c c next to those lines
that you think exemplify contrasting conversations. Write u c next to those
you think exemplify the usual conversations after observing a lesson. Write
a question mark if you think the comments have features of both types of
conversations, or if you cannot fit the comments neatly into either the
usual or the contrasting conversations.
Given that one feature of contrasting conversations is that they require
multiple interpretations, you may decide to put question marks next to
each line in the conversation rather than use u c or c c to make any blackand-white grouping. The meaning of the words of course can be interpreted in many ways, especially since the conversation is taken out of
context and consists of separate comments made at different times but
consolidated below. Additionally, we each may see the lines in relationship
to recent experiences similar to the ones discussed.
But when I invite you to write u c or c c, I am asking you to indicate
the tendency, the direction that the line seems to be taking rather than in
terms of absolutes. Consider u c and c c at opposite ends of a continuum
and then decide whether you would put the line closer to either end of the
continuum. The question mark can be used for those items that seem to be
in the middle. Thus, as always, there is not a right answer for any of the
items. Selecting one answer rather than another does, however, provide a
means to make some of the features of the usual conversations and the
contrasting conversations more explicit.
The speaker who observed the lesson is indicated by "v t," for visiting
teacher. The speaker who taught the lesson is indicated by "t t," which
stands for teaching teacher.

1. v t: What are you going to do about their mistakes?
t t: Good question.
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1.

2. v t: I notice that you're
thinking today.
t t: (smiles and laughs)

making me do all the
2, __

3. v t: I didn't like your first activity.

3, __

4. t t: Do you think I should be more enthusiastic?

4,--

5. t t: When I raise my voice, they always stop talking.

5, __

6. t t: Today, I wrote clearly and neatly and in large
letters. Tomorrow, I plan to write with very
small letters. And I will write all over so that
the board looks messy.

6._

7. v t: Though the change you tried was to say no
after each student made an error, I noticed
that you also shook your head sideways as
you said it. And you moved closer to the students as well. Sometimes you smiled as you
said no.
t t: I noticed that when I said no, the students
rewrote the sentence that I had dictated and
showed it to me. In fact, the more I said no
to each student, the more each student
seemed to try again and again to get the sentence right!

7a. __

7b. __

8. v t: Tomorrow, when you are on hall duty and
you see a student wearing a cap, instead of
saying "Please take off your hat," say "Hide
your hat or you'll lose it!"

8.

9. v t: Why did you spend so much time asking the
students questions like this: "What is velocity?" "Define gravity." "Who knows the
speed of light?"

-9__

10. v t: What are some other ways to get them involved?

10. --

Thinking about the Alternatives
Compare your labeling of the lines with your partner's. If you have the
time, give your reasons for your choices even in instances where you
agree. By comparing reasons, perhaps you will see other features of the
lines that you did not notice when you first labeled them. In fact, there
can be many reasons for writing u c, c c, or a question mark next to the
lines.
The labels several other teachers and I used and some of the reasons
for them are printed below, in case you would like to compare your answers or your partner's with those of others, or if you were not able to find
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a partner for this activity. The labels below are not the "right" labels but
simply ones that I and others have attached to the lines. The reasons given
are not to prove that the labels we used are correct but rather to show the
direction of our of thinking, to show how we arrived at them. They represent explanations, not justifications.
1.

When the teaching teacher says "good question" to refer to the
visiting teacher's question in item 1, a u c is appropriate if you
consider the words "good question" a judgment. If you consider
the words simply a way to keep the conversation going-"!
heard you, let's continue" -then a c c is appropriate.

2. If the teaching teacher is in fact trying to get the visiting

teacher to "do all the thinking," then a u c is necessary since
one goal of contrasting conversations is to jointly share feelings
and interpretations. A c c fits if the teaching teacher is saying
the words ironically and reminding both participants that the
idea is for each to share, with no person in charge.
3. It is hard to see how "I didn't like your first activity" can be

interpreted as anything but a judgment being made by the
visiting teacher, so a u c is required. If you can see a way that
the words "I didn't like your first activity" can be used to
explore alternatives, then of course a c c can be written.
4. A c c fits if the teaching teacher is asking whether more

enthusiasm should be tried to contrast more enthusiasm with
less enthusiasm, and both the teaching teacher and the visiting
teacher are exploring the various meanings of enthusiasm as
well as the disadvantages and advantages observed of various
amounts of teacher enthusiasm. The question can be seen as on
the c c end of the continuum. But if the teaching teacher is
thinking in terms of simple causation (changing A will alter or
directly improve B), then we are moving in the direction of the
u c end of the continuum.
5. "When I raise my voice they always stop talking" refers to one

dimension of a communication. In addition, the comment
suggests that one action directly causes another action. The use
of "always" suggests a level of knowledge about complex
human interaction that is hard to accept. "Most of the time" or
even "almost always" would suggest a general tendency, without
claiming a result that is very difficult to support.
Though many activities in this book require that
communications be divided into two groups, suggesting a world
in which everything can be neatly divided into watertight
compartments or that all communications are either black or
white, you are in fact asked to recategorize after each
categorization. The point of the regrouping is to show that in
fact any groupings we make are not watertight. The regroupings
are meant to show that shades of grays more accurately
represent reality than do black and white. Because of the

44

•

Learning to Look

apparent belief implied in this comment that one cause
produces one result and that we can predict outcomes with
absolute assurance-always-I
would label the line u c. Or, to
remind us all of the limitation of absolute groupings, we could
say that the word "always" makes the comment fit toward the u
c end of a continuum. At the same time, the words "raise my
voice" and "stop talking" can be seen as attempts to be specific
and therefore move the comment towards the c c end of the
continuum.
6. The prescription by the teaching teacher to him- or herself in

line 6 merits a c c if the prescription is given as a means to
compare two practices. If, after the teaching teacher writes in a
messy way, he or she concludes that neat writing is always
superior, the teaching teacher would be moving towards the u c
end of the continuum. "Always superior" is saying that one
practice is in all cases better than another. Such a conclusion
ignores the possibility that as we engage in an activity over and
over, the power of the activity might decrease. Finally, the
comment seems to be one-dimensional and does not in any way
suggest playing with alternative interpretations of what we see.
If intended in this way, it belongs at the u c end of the
continuum.
7a. The visiting teacher uses words that suggest that he or she
believes each communication is part of a network. The word no
is discussed in relationship to gestures-shaking
the head
sideways and smiling-and
movement-getting
closer to the
students. Consequently, my partner and I put a c c for 7a.
7b. The teaching teacher precedes his or her claim about students
trying harder with the word "seemed," showing a tentativeness
characteristic of contrasting conversations. But the teaching
teacher limits the discussion of the use of no to one
result-trying
harder to get it right. Consequently, my partner
and I both wrote a u c for the teaching teacher's comments.
A c c could be used for the teaching teacher's comments if the
teaching teacher would have mentioned other results, such as
these likely ones: "Some of the students seemed to act the same
way today that they always do. When I looked at the tape the
second time, I noticed that Catherine put her hands to her eyes
after I said no to her-she seemed quite hurt." But suggesting
that the use of no has only one set of consequences for all
students is a bit of a generalization, even when tempered with
"seemed" and thus shows at the minimum a movement towards
the u c end of the continuum.
8. The visiting teacher's advice about hall duty could hardly be

more prescriptive. In isolation, it sounds just like 'Tll show you
how to teach!" and thus needs to be labeled u c. If, on the
other hand, the prescription is being given in order to compare
two practices, to explore the results of two different ways of
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dealing with school rules, then the prescription can be labeled
c c. So, outside of the context of this book, in isolation, the
command is an example of the usual conversation. In the
context of this book, it could be an example of a contrasting
conversation.
9. When I ask questions to interrogate, to force a person to justify

a practice, to give reasons for having done something, I am
acting as if I am in charge. When I ask questions out of
curiosity, because an explanation would help me understand, I
am acting either as an equal or a person in a learner's position.
If the visiting teacher is asking the teaching teacher a question
as a peer, then a c c seems reasonable. If the visiting teacher is
asking the teaching teacher as a person in charge, a u c seems
reasonable. Given the lack of context for the questions in 9, a
question mark seems reasonable.
On the other hand, even without more context, a tendency
towards the u c end of the continuum could be argued because
whether I ask for justification or an explanation, I assume that
teachers can explain what they do. One of the assumptions
underlying contrasting conversations is that we are not always
conscious of everything we do. As a result, asking for
explanations contradicts one of the ideas behind contrasting
conversations. Explanations can of course reveal values that are
held. If the visiting teacher is asking the teaching teacher for
reasons so both can see the values held by the teaching teacher,
it could be argued that there is movement toward the c c end
of the continuum. But the lines in 9 give no evidence of this
aim, and so again a question mark is probably most reasonable.
10. A central feature of contrasting conversations

is specificity.
Using this criterion, the visiting teacher's question in 10 has to
be labeled u c. Another reason for labeling it u c concerns the
issue of building alternatives on observed practices and
comparing subsequent alternatives with the previously observed
practices. There is no way to compare alternatives with the
observed practices if a visiting teacher is simply asking a
teaching teacher who has been visited to think of alternatives,
without reference to some excerpts from the observed lesson.

Optional Activity: Images of Conversations
If you would like to illustrate features of both the usual and the contrasting conversations by drawing images, turn to Activity 15A in the appendix.

LOOKING AT OUR OWN CONVERSATIONS
Contrasting conversations don't just suddenly start. Most conversations
contain various proportions of statements and questions we would call
usual and contrasting. Just as we cannot understand our own teaching
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without some analysis of excerpts from our lessons, so we cannot know
the extent to which we are changing the ways we talk about teaching
without looking.
In some of the activities in Part Two of this book, you will often be
engaged in contrasting conversations because the activities are designed to
produce them. In order to see the extent to which your conversations that
are unrelated to specific activities contain elements associated with contrasting conversations, I have developed Activity 16. It can be used as both
a review of Part One and a monitor of the dialogs you have about beliefs
and teaching practices separate from the activities in this book.
Activity

16

Below I have listed a number of features of the usual conversations and
contrasting conversations, as I describe them. Record one or two discussions that you and a colleague have about classes you have observed.
Select a minute or two of the tape. Select some of the pairs of features
below. Then replay the section you are analyzing and write down lines
from the conversations that match the headings in the series of pairs you
have selected. As you see, there are blank lines in the last two pairs for
you and your partner to generate your own features.
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general

specific

intuitive with analysis

intuitive without analysis

drastic changes suggested

small changes suggested

judgmental to evaluate

judgmental to explore

single causation

multiple causation

Learning to Look

c/iches used

new terms used

comments made about
short excerpts

comments made about
entire lesson

evaluative comments

descriptive comments

Conversations about Teaching: A Review

•

49

Thinking about the Alternatives
A low number of comments in any column is no cause for alarm nor
jubilation. The amount will simply show what you are doing. If you find
only "specific comments," then you are incorporating one feature of contrasting conversations in your conversations. If you find only "general
comments," you are not. By changing some of your general comments to
specific comments perhaps you will be able to generate some specific
comments for your next conversation.
The number of features of the usual or contrasting conversations is
only one index of what you are doing as you are discussing lessons you
observe. Remember, having contrasting conversations is not an end in itself, but a means to another end. In the following dialog between Gregory
Bateson and his daughter, this end of contrasting conversations is described:
DAUGHTER: But

Daddy, you said all conversation is only telling other
people that you are not angry with them ....
FATHER: Did I? No-not all conversation, but much of it. Sometimes, if
people are willing to listen carefully, it is possible to do more
than exchange greetings and good wishes. Even to do more
than exchange information. The two people may even find
out something which neither of them knew before.
(Bateson, 1972, p. 12, italics added)

The "much of it" in the father's first line reminds us of the continuum. The "sometimes" and "possible" bring to mind the tentative, exploratory nature of contrasting conversations. The "all" in the daughter's first
line reminds both Bateson and us of the danger of absolutes. The last line
states the potential of the conversations you can have, not only as you
engage in the activities in Part Two, but also-and more importantly-in
your own conversations when you are not doing the activities in this book.

[MPLICATIONS

OF CONTRASTING CONVERSATIONS
As people read books, they often highlight sentences with a felt-tip pen. To
conclude our review, I've listed some excerpts from the Introduction and
Part One that various readers have highlighted. When I highlight items, I
think of implications the words have. Thus I have written one of many
possible implications after each excerpt.
"In the ... conversations that will emerge from the activities in
this book, some evaluations will be replaced by descriptions and
analyses ... cut-and.dried advice to solve a perceived problem will
be replaced by multiple interpretations of what is observed" (p. 1).
We don't know what good teaching is. As soon as we
think we have found it, we will realize that we and those we teach
have changed, and consequently we need to engage in different
practices.
Implication:

"And the exploration
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of relationships

between what is observed,

what is said and done, and what had been intended will be carried
out" (p. 1).
Implication: Because we are often unaware of our beliefs and
unconscious of many of our teaching practices, there is sometimes a
mismatch between them.
"With nothing to 'prove,' both participants can move freely, as in
struggle. Neither one is engaging in a power struggle where one gives
advice to the other or evaluates and judges the other" (pp. 1-2).
Implication: We can generate alternative practices with our peers
without worrying about failing, putting on a poor show, or having
to assert our ideas.
"Conclusions ... from their explorations up to this point include:
... Multiple analyses of small amounts of data can reveal a great
deal; even data that we think have only two or three features often
have many, many more" (p. 26).
Implication: Teaching practices are patterned in systematic ways,
just as is discourse in other settings. We follow sociolinguistic rules
in classrooms just as we follow such rules in all settings. No one
trains either teachers or emcees on television game shows to signal
transitions to new topics or activities by saying, "O.K., now ... "
just as no one trains us to slow down our speaking rate when
talking to babies. (The usual conversations of course provide
another illustration of discourse patterned in systematic ways.)
"The activities of this book are expressly designed to free us in our
observing, our thinking, and our teaching practices."
Implication: The delight, joy, and freedom that result from
invention and improvisation in music, art, writing, and scientific
experiment and speculation is available to us as teachers.
"Dialogs in which we describe and analyze are important, but
without action they are insufficient. As you see different
characteristics of teaching practices in classes and discuss them, I
will invite, request, or prescribe a change in some practice in a
subsequent class" (p. 7).
Implication: Exploration of our beliefs and teaching practices
requires more than conversations; alternative teaching practices
must be tried.
"The dialogs you will have with your partner, and with yourself,
and the various alternatives you will use in your teaching are not
the ends, but the means to understanding your teaching and to
discovering new ideas. By constantly considering practices and
results you consider negative in a positive way, and vice versa,
your beliefs about the values of different practices and results will
change. You will learn how to compare options in new ways"
(p. 7).

Implication: Accepting our day-to-day explanations for our own
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successes and failures and for our own diagnoses of their causes is
based on the unproven assumption that relationships among
communications are clear-cut and what appears to us is the only
reality. Since our treatments for failures often develop from our own
diagnoses, misdiagnoses can lead only to mistreatment.
"The grouping activities illustrated the fact that the theories of the
world that allow us to cope with reality also trap us--Looking
at
the postage rate is important for getting the mail through, but while
focusing on the rate we fail to see the figure or the caption or the
design or the date" (p. 27).
Implication: It is obvious that comments we make about what we
see reveal our beliefs-our perceptions of reality-as much as what
is being observed. But seeing what is obvious, much less acting on
or noticing what we take for granted, is difficult and probably
infrequent.
"We will be arguing about grouping what we have observed, how to
select different facts to refute the judgments and interpretations we
make, ways to make our negative interpretations positive, and
different types of transcription and narrations, rather than about the
greater validity of our interpretations and judgments over those of
others. The process of matching words, meanings, and
interpretations defuses the temptation to engage in power play. The
matching can enable us to play with the communications the way
we played with the stamps when we grouped them in a range of
ways" (pp. 40-41).
Implication: We are capable of much more than we often believe
we are.
"a small change in the way we greet students might affect how we
deal with comprehension in a profound way. It is in the classroom
as it is in the ecology of the world outside: Diverse forms of life
and activity are interrelated and interdependent. For example, a
slight increase in the number of cattle that graze in a dry area can
increase the rate of erosion in geometric proportions" (p. 6).
Implication: To explore our beliefs and teaching practices, there is
no need to make drastic or large changes; all that is needed are
small changes: giving students 3 seconds to respond rather than 1;
asking a question with genuine interest rather than with a neutral
tone of voice.

Other implications for each excerpt are, of course, possible. Perhaps
one of the most crucial is the fact that each person will write personal
implications which are likely to differ in many ways from each other
person's list. Yet, at the same time, within each ramification from each
person, there will be much overlap and many similarities.
Optional Activity: Additional Implications
In the appendix appears Activity 16A to provide you with another way to
explore what we have learned.
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PART TWO

CHOICES

Applications of Observing
IN EXPLORATIONS

As you will recall from the Introduction to this book, the topics in Part Two
are arranged in alphabetical order. This approach has been chosen to remind
you that throughout the workshop which this book presents the goal is to
engage in a process, not to complete a lockstep series of sequential exercises to
master information per se. Consequently, you are free to select the sequence
you wish to follow in Part Two. There is no need to start with a particular
topic because the topics are not the ends. They are the means to the end of
illustrating ways of exploring your beliefs and teaching practices. Whether you
start with "Feedback" or "Starting Class," the activities will help you engage in
contrasting conversations.
Another reason for encouraging choice is that this book is predicated on
the belief that what we all do and think is related. As the Russian psychologist
Vygotsky claimed, "Every thought tends to connect with something else, to
establish a relationship between things. Every thought moves, grows, and develops." (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 125)
While you will be able to find some topics that treat matters with which
you are concerned, it was not intended to imply that the topics treated are of
central concern to all teachers. Indeed, one premise of this book is that teachers will collaborate in the selection of both the topics to explore and the
classes to describe and analyze. What you have in your hands is not a package
of information but a workshop with a variety of activities to choose from.

Recently, I was called for jury duty. During the jury selection process on a
case that was going to involve child witnesses, the prosecuting attorney
asked potential jurors how they determined whether a child was lying or
telling the truth. The first few people who were asked all said something
like "By the way they look and act." They all said that to determine
whether a person was truthful or not, whether adult or child, they observed the individual's body language.
Whether the "body language test" is accurate or not, I cannot say. The
lawyers both for the prosecution and the defense did not invite those who
said they could determine truth by noting how a person looked to serve on
the jury. But there is no doubt that how we move and look does affect
others.
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LJNCONSCIOUS

AND CONSCIOUS

COMMUNICATIONS

The descriptions under "Body Language as Detail," taken from Maigret and
the Millionaires, one of George Simenon's detective stories involving Inspector Maigret, contain some examples of body language.

Body Language as Detail
1 Automatically, out of sheer curiosity, the superintendent reached out to touch the
2 chain, and just as he did so, the man Arnold turned toward him with a severe
3 look, as though to accuse him of unseemly or indelicate behavior.
4 It was all done much more subtly than by words, with just a glance, barely
5 insistent, and a scarcely perceptible change of expression.
6

Then Maigret dropped the chain and assumed an attitude of which he promptly

7 felt ashamed, since it was that of a guilty man.
8

Had Lapointe really noticed this, and averted his eyes on purpose?

9
10

Her hands, which looked older than her face, were twitching nervously, and she
was wringing her fingers, leaving white marks over the knuckles.

11
12
13
14

It was Lapointe who noticed that the superintendent, as he went by, laid his
hand for an instant, as though absent-mindedly, on John Arnold's shoulder; and
the young policeman's eyes took on a troubled look as they followed his chief to
the door.
(Simenon,

1974, pp. 27, 169)

In some mystery stories, the body language is noted to present clues
to help solve a mystery rather than to provide details. You can see some
clues in the descriptions in the following excerpt.

Body Language as a Clue
They said when they found the seaman, he was huddled in the embryo position,
2 his hands clasped round the gunny sack, which was pressed into his belly. The
3 phrase Craig used was that he seemed to be "protecting it like a baby."
1

4 Preston could see the oddity. If a man is being kicked half to death, the instinct
5 is to roll into a ball, like Semyonov [had done and] ... to use the hands to protect
6

the head. Why would a man take the force of the kicks on an unprotected head

7 in order to guard a worthless canvas bag [held with his hands over his
8

stomach]?
(Forsyth, 1984, p. 319)

We can apply what we learned about the grouping process to study these
descriptions. You may want to reread the two selections before starting
Activity 1.
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Activity

1

Copy in the left-hand column those words or phrases from the excerpt that
suggest that the body language used (either to add detail or provide clues)
seems unconscious or automatic. In the right-hand column, write the
words that you think suggest that the body language is deliberate and
conscious.

conscious

unconscious

Thinking about the Alternatives
Here are words that others wrote in the left-hand column because they
imply or explicitly indicate unconscious behavior.
From the first excerpt:
automatically (1)
felt ashamed (7)
twitching nervously (9)
as though absent-mindedly (12)
troubled look (13)
From the second excerpt:
instinct (4)
Some people listed the following words in the right-hand column because
they thought that they might signal conscious body language.
From the first excerpt:
turned toward him with a severe look ...
It was all done (4)
dropped the chain (6)
assumed an attitude (6)
averted his eyes on purpose (8)
who noticed (11)

to accuse him (2 and 3)

From the second excerpt:
found the seaman (1)
take the force of the kicks (6)

Activity

2

Observe a person you are working with, either live or a video recording,
during a lesson. You may want to observe yourself teaching on a videotape.
Having some pictures taken during a class is another way to collect samples of gestures you or a person you are working with use. From the live
observations, videotape, or photographs, write down descriptions of some
behaviors you note, or draw sketches of them. Then, copy a few of them in
one of the columns in Activity 1, above.
Communications without Language
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Thinking about the Alternatives
When some people try to place sketches or descriptions of their own
behavior under the unconscious/conscious columns, they begin to think
that the dichotomy is not as clear as they initially thought. Some of them
begin to wonder not only about their own actions but those of others as
well. Rereading the excerpts from Simenon's mystery, some people ask
whether it was possible that the woman whose hands were "twitching
nervously" was in fact deliberately manipulating her hands because she
wanted those observing her to think that she was nervous.
In fact, removing the prefix un- from the left column heading and
placing it in the right column heading would enable us to realize that it is
possible to argue that each of the behaviors we considered unconscious
could have been deliberate. When two people walking down the street
move their legs in unison, they might not think about their synchronization but, if asked, might be very aware of it. When we see a student
jiggling keys, we might think the student is deliberately trying to annoy us
· or the class. Yet there is the possibility that the student is unaware that he
or she is holding the keys, let alone jiggling them to produce noise.
As we observe gestures we consider unconscious, trying to generate
reasons to support the removal of the prefix un- from our labeling of the
gestures may lead to a new understanding of ways we all communicate
with our bodies.

ANALYZING

COMMUNICATIONS WITHOUT LANGUAGE
Because of the central importance of communications without languageof movements, gestures, and looks we give others-the remaining activities
in this section are devoted to the observation and analysis of these nonverbal communications. Elsewhere in this book we have been considering and
"playing" with words people say as represented in transcriptions. Now you
will be able to play with body language as represented in photographs.
While photos make this static and thus different from body language seen
live or on videotapes shown with the sound off, the processes we Hse to
analyze the communications are similar.

Activity

3
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On the blank line underneath the photograph, write a title for the picture.
It's worth repeating here that there are no wrong answers for the activities
in this book.

Applications of Observing

Title: _________________________
Compare your title with your partner's,
below:

_
or with these that others gave,

Striking earrings
Intimate conversation
Friends
Shadows
Out of sync

Now list some items in the photo that you believe led you to come
up with your title. Feel free to add items that you did not originally
notice but that you now see as more evidence for your original title.

Also look for evidence that your original title might not, upon reexamination, reflect the picture as accurately as you first thought.
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Thinking about the Alternatives
Below is a list of what others have said led to the titles they selected, or
that on a second, third, or fourth look seemed to suggest a title different
from the first one they had suggested.
Striking earringe: The earringe juet etood out-they seemed so bright, especially
against the black ekine. I eee ehadowe now and the hair tie on the person on the
left; I mieeed theee on the firet look.
Intimate conversation: The eyee of each person eeem to be staring very intently
at the other pereon. The two people are close to each other, though neither
actually eeeme to be talking as I look again.
Friends: The mouth poeitions seem to be almost mirrors of each other, they
seem to be looking at each other without embarrassment so they must know
each other.
Shadows: I noticed the chin on the person on the right, but it was too big in
relationehip to the face, so I then realized it must be a shadow. Then, I looked at
the person on the left and saw the profile of the face-just like a silhouette-on the
wall. The hair on the pereon on the right seems to be a shadow, but it might be
the hair ie slightly out of focue-but the size of the chin is what got me thinking
shadows from the beginning.
Out of sync: The eyes don't really connect. Each seems to be in a different place.

ADJUSTING

OUR PERCEPTIONS

The words Simenon and Forsyth use in the excerpts in Activity 1 describe
the body language they want to portray, the words used to give titles to the
photograph, and the words used to note the items that you noticed in the
photograph all have something in common. The words both authors used,
like the words we use, are based on our perceptions of the meanings of the
body language we see. Once we start stating what we perceive, we seem
quite capable of finding evidence to support our initial perception.
Cervantes illustrates ways our perceptions filter reality over and over
in Don Quixote. One classic example occurs when Don Quixote visits an
inn, early in his travels. Given Don Quixote's preconceived notions, based
on his readings, that the world operates following the rules of chivalry and
that he is a knight errant, the sequence below is not strange. Rather, it
describes how we all behave when we observe what others are doing.
Don Quixote's Glasses
As everything that our adventurer thought, saw, or imagined seemed _
to follow the fashion of his reading [about knighthood], as soon as he saw
the inn he convinced himself that it was a fortress with its four towers
and pinnacles of shining silver, complete with a draw-bridge, a deep moat
and all those appurtenances with which such castles are painted. So he
approached the inn, which to his mind was a castle, and when still a
short distance away reined Rocinante in, expected some dwarf to mount
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the battlements and sound a trumpet to announce that a knight was
approaching the fortress. But when he saw that there was some delay, and
that Rocinante was in a hurry to get to the stable, he went up to the inn
door and, seeing the two young women standing there, took them for two
beauteous maidens or graceful ladies taking the air at the castle gate. Now
at that very moment, as chance would have it, a swineherd was collecting
from the stubble a drove of hogs-pardon me for naming them-and blew
his horn to call them together. But Don Quixote immediately interpreted
this in his own way, as some dwarf giving notice of his approach ....
While they were thus occupied there happened to come to the inn a
hog-gelder, and as he arrived he blew his reed whistle four or five times;
which finally convinced Don Quixote that he was at some famous castle,
that they were entertaining him with music, that the pollack was trout,
the black bread of the whitest flour, the whores ladies and the innkeeper
warden of the castle.
(pt. 1, chap. 2)

The potential jurors who thought that children who did not look at
them when they spoke were telling lies were no different from Don Quixote. The jurors, Don Quixote, and the rest of us all have an idea of what
goes on in the world according to our perceptions. Then we see evidence
that fits in with our perception, partly because the "glasses" we wear filter
reality. Just as some of the gestures we make are not conscious ones, so the
process of selecting bits of reality to fit our perceptions is probably unconscious.
To illustrate how our "glasses" filter reality from time to time, I will
narrate the way I collected body language during oral reading lessons for
many years.
I instructed video technicians to zero in on the heads of students as
they read orally. In particular, I was looking to see whether a reader looked
down at the material being read to read it silently and then looked up to
say orally what had just been read silently. I was interested in eye contact
between the reader and the person the reader was saying the lines to. I was
also interested in seeing whether the eyes of the reader rolled upwards as
the reader said the words aloud. As some potential jurors think that lack of
eye contact suggests dishonesty, I believed that rolling eyes upwards as a
person says something that has just been read silently is a signal of an
attempt to recall words rather than an attempt to convey meaning. Rolling
eyes suggested to me memorization and word-calling rather than expression of meaning.
Well, it turns out that one day, the threaded device that held the video
camera in position-so
that heads could be captured-was
not tightened.
So during the entire videotaping not one head was collected! No eye
contact, no rolling eyes! The video camera had slipped down and was
consequently pointed at an angle that revealed only arms, hands, and feet,
no heads and no eyes. I started to look at the tape anyway. And as I and
others looked and listened, we began to notice that as a person was reading orally, or saying the words orally that had been just read silently, the
person would often punctuate the air with an arm or leg at the exact
moment when he or she paused at the end of a group of words that
constituted a breath or a sense group.
My usual method of collecting body language-aiming
only at
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heads-had
obscured data that revealed the same phenomenon. We saw
that in many instances word-calling was distinguished from saying word
groups or sense groups with expression by the movement of the readers'
hands, arms, or feet, not just the readers' eyes.
As we looked at arms and hands rather than heads, we also grouped
the communications we saw in a range of ways. We wrote examples of
what we saw under these pairs: words alone/words with movement; attention to the form of the words/attention to the meaning of the words. We
noted that when the person who asked the readers to read corrected pronunciation, there was hardly any movement on the part of the readers, no
body language. Readers held the book with both hands or held the book
with one hand and pointed to the words with the other. When readers'
pronunciation was not corrected but comments about the meaning of the
lines were made, a reader held the book with one hand and moved the
other hand in a variety of ways. Some readers cut the air gently at the end
of each breath or sense group. Others paused after a word, reread words
before the pause, and as they reread moved their hands as if they were
keeping time to some unheard music.
I now look at heads and arms and feet to see the extent to which a
person seems to be reading to express meaning rather than to pronounce
the words correctly, with or without understanding. Looking at more than
the eyes and head has revealed something I had not seen before. Looking
with a different pair of glasses enabled/freed/forced me to see something I
had not seen before.
Another instance of changing glasses came about when I was looking
at a television program called "The Honeymooners," starring Jackie Gleason. I was able to see a different vision of reality this time not as a result
of a broken video camera but because of the use of two pairs of columns,
two T's, to represent two pairs of contrasting features of the body language
I saw. The first pair of features I used was silence/talking. I saw silences
that I had seen many times before, but the silences revealed nothing new.
Then, someone set up a pair of columns entitled opening of a new scene/
after opening of a new scene. The body language we noted under opening
of a new scene was never accompanied by any words. The communications we noted under opening of a new scene were the same ones that we
had listed under silence. The body language we noted under after opening
of a new scene was usually the same body language we noted in the
column under the heading talking.
During the opening silence, a single character usually appeared and
spent some seconds in the scene, which was usually the kitchen of an
apartment, walking around, arranging the tablecloth on the kitchen table,
unpacking a bag of groceries, checking a pan on the stove, turning the
water faucet to be sure it was off, checking to be sure the gas was off, or
some similar activity. It seemed that each character spent some time using
body language without speaking at the beginning of each scene.
Why the characters acted as they did we cannot be sure. How conscious they were of their silent actions we cannot know for certain. Perhaps they were getting ready to say the lines by rehearsing them in their
minds, or perhaps they were allowing both the studio audience and the
television audience to settle down so that the first lines could be heard. Or
perhaps they needed time to create the mood they desired. Or perhaps
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they were simply following unconscious patterns.
But whatever the reasons, the silence we noticed in a television
drama I have never observed during the presentation of dialogs in classrooms. As soon as students are told to start a dialog, they do. They do not
pause before speaking. Collecting different data using a different lens,
filter, or frame showed some data that we had not seen through scores of
previous viewings and generated an alternative that can be tried when
doing dialogs in a class.

Activity

4

On the lines below, describe how your preconceived notion of the meaning
of some body language was once changed as a result of some experience or
some grouping exercise, so that you can share with another how you were
able to move from seeing through one pair of glasses to seeing through
another pair.
An example written by another person is presented below the blank
lines so that you and your partner can compare your thoughts with those
of a third person.
A Time When I Changed "Glasses"

Oneday, when I stopped my car at a traffic light, I noticed a creature with
beautiful blond hair sitting on the passenger side of the car in front of me. I
wanted to see if the face matched the beautiful hair. After the traffic light
changed to green, I maneuvered my car through traffic to get alongside the car
with the creature with the beautiful blond hair. As I turned my head to the left to
look at the passenger, I was surprised to see a panting Afghan dog!

HOW

WE EDIT OUR OBSERVATIONS
The pictures of the two people shown in Activity 3 were in fact cut from
two separate pictures, which are shown below. Cropping, or editing, of
pictures is common in moviemaking, television program development,
yearbook production, and other endeavors that require body language to be
rearranged to illustrate a message we want to communicate.
Similarly, we rearrange language when we edit and rewrite words. Not
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Picture 2

Picture 1

only do we each seem to wear glasses to filter reality to match our notions
in whatever medium we happen to be using during editing, but it can be
argued that when we look at two people interacting, we are cropping and
editing their body language live!
The combining of pictures that I accomplished with scissors and glue
to produce the photograph in Activity 3 is a conscious act similar to the
unconscious acts we each perform when we look at what is before us.

Activity

5

Below, write in the left-hand column reasons the two people in each photograph shown here are connecting with their body language. In the righthand column, write down what shows that the two people in each picture
are not connecting with their body language.

Picture 1

Picture 2

62

•

Applications

of Observing

connecting

connecting

not connecting

not connecting

Thinking about the Alternatives
By remembering the potential jurors who were so convinced they could
determine whether a person was speaking the truth or not by a person's
body language, you will be reminded of the fact that there are no right or
wrong groupings. Rather, the groupings we each make simply reflect the
perceptions we have and the glasses we are using. By comparing our
groupings with those others have made, we can perhaps see possible connections and lack of connections that we had not previously seen because
we'll be changing glasses.
The way I cut off the person on the left of Picture 1 and the right of
Picture 2 and juxtaposed them to form the composite in Activity 3 reveals
my preconceived notions of what connecting means. Eye contact is a criterion I use for determining being connected; whether eye contact actually
signals being connected or not is a separate issue. So, using this criterion,
the pair in Picture 1 seems to be connecting more than the pair in Picture
2. If we look at the position of the lips, the pair in Picture 1 both seem to
be smiling. Only the person on the left in Picture 2 seems to be smiling. So
on a second dimension, the pair in Picture 1 seem to be connecting more.
On the other hand, the pencils in the hands of both readers in Picture 2
are almost at the same angle-an unconscious connection? And, if the
person on the left of Picture 2 has just finished saying a line and the
person on the right is restating the line while checking with the book,
perhaps they have been intensely listening to each other.
The students in the pictures shown here had been instructed to read a
passage in front of them silently and then look up and say the lines that
they had just read to their partner. The goal was to say the lines while
looking at another person rather than to say them while looking at the
page of the material they were reading. This was a task few had ever done
in their lives, so part of the "meaning" of their body language might be
that each person was trying a type of reading not previously done.
The pair in Picture 2, who might seem to be connecting less than the
pair in Picture 1, might be jointly learning and thus connecting in a way
different from ways we might readily notice. By writing down reasons why
those in the two pictures are connecting or not, you make conscious the
criteria you use for determining how people connect.
The description of an incident between the police and a citizen in the
story below reveals the danger of assuming that we can understand the
meaning of body language based on our perceptions alone. The description
also reveals one step we can take to decrease the danger.
Blind News
It seems that two police officers in Hayward, California, on May 16,
1989, beat a blind man with their batons after mistaking his collapsible

cane for an illegal martial arts weapon. The blind man was waiting for a
bus. The two police officers went up to him and said, "Please hand over
the contents of your pockets."
The blind man did not see their uniforms since he was blind. The
police officers did not know he was blind since he was looking right at
them with his eyes open, and therefore did not identify themselves as
police officers. The blind man thought that the two people who had
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demanded the contents of his pockets were thieves and therefore did not
hand over the contents of his pockets.
The police officers hit the blind man on the legs and on the forearm
in an attempt to "disarm" the blind man. The blind man thought he was
being mugged, and the police officers thought the blind man was resisting arrest. At some point, an observer yelled, "He's blind!" The police
officers regretted the incident.
Adapted from a news item

The three people directly involved in the incident and described in
the previous news item each based their actions on an initial understanding, reading, or perception of the meaning of the body lanugage, or, in the
case of the blind man, body language and spoken language of the others. In
the end, the police were blind in their own way, for they did not see the
same reality the blind man saw and felt he represented. Each party kept
the same pair of glasses on until an outside observer with a different set of
glasses shared his perception. The outsider's words, "He's blind!" enabled
the police to change their lenses. Had another observer shouted, "They're
police officers," the blind man would have had evidence that might have
enabled him to change his.
Can you remember an incident where you acted like the police officers or the blind man?

Activity

6

As you can see in the six photographs reproduced here, these people
appear to be engaged in what seem to be reading and writing activities. On
your own, group the photos in at least four ways using the T's below. First,
write the numbers of the pictures you think are in some way the same in
the left column and those that are contrasting in the right column. Then,
after you write titles for both the left and right columns of your first
grouping, regroup the pictures on the basis of some other dimensions, or
features, you notice in the photographs. For example, one dimension could
be distance between eyes and reading material-close
and far. After the
pictures were grouped on this dimension, they could be regrouped on the
basis of their position: standing while reading or writing versus sitting
while reading and writing.
After you do your four groupings, compare them with those your
partner has made. If you can, tape-record your discussion; there will be an
opportunity to use this recording later in this section. If you cannot, try to
note during this discussion the ways you each used similarities as well as
differences in your groupings.

Picture 1
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Picture 2

Picture 4

Picture 3

Picture 6

Picture 5
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Thinking about the Alternatives
Some titles generated by other people when sorting the photographs are
listed below. Circle any of these titles that are the same as those you wrote.
Do this in order to see the degree to which you noticed what others did.
You will recall that when grouping stamps many people with diverse
backgrounds generated some identical groupings. Many people categorized
the stamps according to shape and postage rate, for example. Noticing
when many people apply the same preconceived notions to the reality we
observe can sometimes enable us to see our beliefs more clearly.
off task

on task

standing

sitting

silence

talking

classroom

non-classroom

necks straight

necks curved

taking in letters

one person

lmore
than one person

helping

I producing

letters

not helping

In order to become more aware of the beliefs that enable us to determine by looking at others whether they are helping or not helping, on task
or off task, connecting or not connecting, telling the truth or not telling the
truth, switch columns with a partner. Try to see how what seem to be
curved necks may in some way be straight. In pictures that show only one
person try to see whether there is any evidence that suggests that the
person who seems alone is in fact aware of others someplace around. Or,
try to see how people sitting and standing, though having their legs in
different positions, are similar in the way they are using other parts of
their bodies. In short try to reframe each picture as Don Quixote reframed
people and scenes he saw to fit his world of knights and chivalry.
On the blanks below, write down two pairs of titles you switched that
revealed something you had not seen before. Select one pair of titles that
require a bit of inference such as off task/ on task and one that requires less
inference such as standing/sitting. Write down some of the reasons you
used to support your initial framings that after reconsideration turned out
to provide support for opposite framings.
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NOTING

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES

We pause here to reflect on the thought processes that are used in grouping
and on how these affect observations. When Vygotsky reflected on grouping activities, he had this to say about the process of sorting:
Our own experimental studies suggest that the child becomes aware of
differences earlier than of likenesses, not because differences lead to malfunctioning, but because awareness of similarity requires a more advanced structure of generalization and conceptualization than awareness
of dissimilarity. In analyzing the development of concepts of difference
and likeness, we found that consciousness of likeness presupposes the
formation of a generalization, or of a concept, embracing the objects that
are alike; consciousness of difference requires no such generalization-it
may come about in other ways.
(Vygotsky, 1962, pp. 88, 89)

During this workshop when you were asked to note similarities (such as
circling titles of photographs you used that were the same as those that
others used). The purpose was to remind you of the importance of seeing
what various bits of data have in common. Otherwise, many of you may
get the impression that grouping is designed only to highlight differences.
But if we are to believe Vygotsky, seeing similarities-what
Bronowski has
called "hidden likenesses"-is
equally important, and perhaps more diffi.
cult.

Activity

7

If you were able to tape-record your discussions of your grouping or regrouping of the photographs, listen to the recording. Note on the lines
below the degree to which you, like Vygotsky, found it harder to note
similarities than differences. If you were not able to tape-record, try to
remember comments that you or the person you are working with made.

Communications without Language
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Similarities and differences

Another way to see the degree to which we notice similarities and
differences is to note multiple features of the items we group. As you
recall, we grouped stamps not only into the contrasting pairs of various
postage rates but also on the basis of whether they fit pairs such as air
mail/non-air mail, with clouds/without clouds, and so forth. As we continued to look, we realized that additional categories highlighted additional
features of each stamp, features we initially did not see. Categories such as
patriotic symbols, water, flora, and sources of heat, all enabled us to see
even more features of each stamp.
So for example, if you grouped Pictures 1, 2, 3, and 5 under necks
curved and also grouped them all under on task, you would see that one
signal of being on task for you is posture. Seeing that 1 and 5 fit under
sitting and 3 and 4 under standing might make you realize another facet of
posture that previously you had not associated with being on task. If you
placed all the pictures under on task, then you might have some features
that you associate with being on task. Applying multiple frames or glasses
to each picture often brings attention to relationships between separate
features.
On the one hand, combining characteristics we noted about the body
language in a photograph enables us to build our case. If we decide that a
person seems to be on task, we find other features to support our original
decision. When we relabel a photograph on task that we had initially
labeled off task, we have to re-examine the feature that we wrote to prove
that the person was off task. Thus if standing was a feature that initially
signaled to us that the person was off task, we have to consider ways that
standing could indicate that a person was on task when we change the
title from off task to on task.
In short, we have to do what debaters do. We have to take the opposite position from our original one and re-assemble our evidence to support a point we have just argued against. But by switching characteristics,
we can see that the evidence for one decision, like the original decision
itself, may not accurately describe what is happening.
Either way, combining characteristics rather than noting only single
characteristics in isolation is important. When we note that people we
consider off task because they are not looking at a book may be because
they are thinking about what they have just read, we realize that single
cause-and-effect statements are limited. Another example is when we con-
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sider students off task because they talk from, time to time, even though
their words might be exploring the ideas they just read.
Cause-and-effect statements are limiting because they imply that what
we do is one-dimensional rather than multidimensional. Thus, a remark
such as "since they are off task, they are not learning," fails to indicate the
possibility that features of being off task such as silence and talking are as
important to note as the fact that the student is not looking at print. But
looking at print is only one feature of the student's activity. In fact, using
the single feature "looking at print" alone to determine whether a person is
"on task" fails to show the complexity of what we do. It also fails to show
the interrelationships among different characteristics. Consequently, it can
become easier to see 'that changing just one characteristic-standing
rather
than sitting-is not really possible. Characteristics are interrelated and if
one changes, others do. In observation we are not seeing a series of snapshots but an ongoing dynamic process.

plE

USES AND LIMITS OF OUR FILTERS
Let me share with you a summary of an excerpt from Tales of the Dervishes by !dries Shah (1970):
It seems that two garbage men had been shopping in the bazaar for some
time. As they were about to leave the bazaar, they found themselves in
the section where perfume was sold. Suddenly, one of the garbage men
fell down and seemed to be breathing in a very irregular way. Many
people came close to both the suffering garbage man and his partner to
offer some help. But no sooner had people begun to come and offer
various smelling salts as well as various types of herbs and perfume for
the stricken man to smell, when his partner lifted him onto his back and
carried him out of the perfume section of the bazaar.
People followed to see whether they could still be of help and because they were curious. The garbage man took his partner to a section of
the bazaar where garbage was collected and took what the perfume dealers considered to be the foulest smelling garbage and placed it beneath
the nose of the stricken man. After a very short time, the man regained
consciousness, to the astonishment of onlookers.

On one level this tale reminds us that one person's meat is another person's poison. More importantly, it reminds us of how ignorance about the
background of a person we are looking at can prevent us from interacting
appropriately with that person.

Activity

8

To highlight the fact that knowing something about a person can affect our
perception, go back to the six pictures in Activity 6, and, after looking at
the pictures again, write some questions you would like to ask about the
people in the photographs.

Communications without Language

•

69

Thinking about the Alternatives
Here are some questions others asked:
Are the students bright, medium, or not so bright'?
Do the students have to take a test and are they in the process of preparing for
it'?
Are the students on a break at the time the pictures were taken'?
Since I am seeing people who I cannot hear, I wonder whether those in the pictures
are hearing impaired'?
I can't see a central point of attention. so I wonder what the teacher had told
the students to do'?

One value of questions is that they often make explicit the types of
glasses we are wearing, the types of frames we are putting around what we
see. When we ask about the students' level, we are implying that how
much people know in some continuum is of value. Whether the person is
keen on learning more, regular in attendance, original in thinking, sincere,
or truthful are not as central.
If, on the other hand, we ask how much schooling the students have
had, we imply that previous schooling is an index of value in some way. If
we were to ask whether the students had jobs, we would imply that work
would be important for student development. Asking about students' ability to care for others would imply we valued charity in those we taught.
That we reveal our beliefs in the questions we ask about our students
is not news, of course. What may be news is that the questions we ask,
and thus the beliefs we consider vital, may not be seen as vital by either
those we are asking about or others looking at the same students.
By comparing your questions with those of others and seeing that ·
their questions may be as important as yours, you have an opportunity to
reconsider the importance of your beliefs-and
to see that your "glasses"
present a limited view of reality. The limited view revealed by your questions may or may not be related to any true reality. Whether the garbage
man in Shah's tale would have been revived by perfume or other scents
over time rather than garbage we cannot tell from the story as it is. By
carrying the panting garbage man to the garbage so quickly, his partner
provided no chance to try experiencing a different reality.
If you are used to asking a lot of questions before observing, try
observing without asking any questions. Look as if you are seeing for the
first time, with no knowledge of who the people are, where they are, what
they are doing, or what they are like. Characterize what you see in a range
of ways first. Play with the data first, and then ask questions. In Zorba the
Greek, Kazantzakis reveals the potential excitement possible from such a
process (looking first, asking later):
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[Zorba] has been all over the racked and chaotic Balkans and observed
everything with his little falcon-like eyes, which he constantly opens
wide in amazement. Things we are accustomed to, and which we pass by
indifferently, suddenly rise up in front of Zorba like fearful enigmas.
Seeing a woman pass by, he stops in consternation.
"What is that mystery?" he asks. "What is a woman, and why does
she turn our heads? Just tell me, I ask you, what's the meaning of that?"
He interrogates himself with the same amazement when he sees
everything every day as if for the first time.
(Kazantzakis, 1952, p. 51)

If you are keen on continuing to explore body language, as well as
other communications without language, such as clothing and other adornment, invite some of your students to take photographs of class activities.
Over time, have pictures taken of the same participants outside of class as
well. Then, after a few weeks pass, have students sort the pictures in small
groups on their own. Once in a while, ask to join the students as they
discuss the pictures in order to introduce them to some of the activities in
which you engaged in this section of this book. Their views of each other
and of teachers and others can be as stable and one-dimensional as ours.
Don Quixote was not meant to represent one Spanish man in the sixteenth
century but all of us at all times. It will be exciting to see whether such
joint exploration leads you and your students to the same amazement
Zorba exhibited, a sense of surprise that led him to see "everything every
day as if for the first time."

Optional Activity: Clothes As Body Language
In the appendix, Activity BA under "Communications without Language,"
shows us ways our perceptions of clothes as part of body language affect
how we deal with others.
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THE MANY MEANINGS OF "0.K."
"O.K." constitutes one of the most frequent comments after student responses in classes in the English-speaking world. The origin of "O.K."
makes it an appropriate comment-"O.K." stands for "All Correct," spelled
"011 Korrect" in nineteenth-century America. If "All" was spelled with an
0 and "Correct" with a K in present-day classrooms, it is hard to imagine
anyone saying "O.K." as a reaction. (Stacey, 1989, pp. 57, 58)
I often wonder how people reacted to statements before 1839-the
first record of "O.K." in print-because
if I did, I would use their expression. I have been saying "O.K." in class, as well as out, so frequently that I
wonder if it means anything, let alone what its origin suggested it once
meant.
Below are listed some dialogs containing "O.K." Below each dialog are
written two paraphrases of "O.K."
1. Boy extremely interested in girl: Do you want to come over

tomorrow?
Girl not sure of her interest in boy: O.K.
First meaning: Yes, I guess so.
Second meaning: Yes, I'd really like to.
2. Wife to husband: I got the mail.

Husband to wife: O.K.
First meaning: I heard you.
Second meaning: I'm busy and don't want to look at it now.
3. Teacher to student in hall in school: Take off your hat!
Student in hall to teacher and peers: O.K.
First meaning: If you say so.
Second meaning: Yes, sir.
4. Teacher: How many elements are there in water?

Student: Two?
Teacher: O.K.
First meaning: I heard you.
Second meaning: I'm going to the next student.
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5. Son to mother: I'm going out now, O.K.?

First meaning: Can I go?
Second meaning: What time should I be back?
Perhaps one of the reasons that "O.K." is used so frequently is that it
can mean so many different things; often it has little to do with endorsing,
or approving, or indicating correctness. It may simply close a conversation,
indicating we are not sure what to say.

Activ_ity

1

Tape your class, or a colleague's. Listen to the tape, and on the blank lines
below, transcribe two or three exchanges in which someone says "O.K."
Then, on the broken lines, write two possible meanings of O.K. in the
exchanges you transcribed. (Note that if you are working in a language
other than English, you will find "O.K." widely used; also, other languages
have words with a similar function, such as vale, d'accord, zain.)
1. Person A:

Person B:

First meaning:
Second meaning:
2. Person A:

Person B:

First meaning:

__ _

Second meaning:
3. Person A:
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Person B:

First meaning: __
Second meaning:

Thinking about the Alternatives
After teachers listen to tapes of their teaching and hear many instances of
"O.K.," I have frequently heard them express awareness of an overuse of
O.K.: "I'm going to try to stop saying it so much." In discussing changing
the way to play tennis, Gallwey had this to say: "It is much more difficult
to break a habit where there is no adequate replacement for it. There is no
need to fight old habits." (Gallwey, 1974, pp. 77, 79) Substituting other
comments is likely to reduce the frequency of "O.K." One source of substitutions for "O.K." would be other comments made during a class. As you
listened for instances of "O.K.," you probably could not have helped but
hear many other types of comments after student responses, both those
considered acceptable and those that contained errors.
After the student response below write as many substitutions for
"O.K.," to signify an acceptable response as you and your partner recall
hearing while you listened for instances of "O.K." on your tapes. Then
discuss with your partner still other possible alternatives for O.K.
TEACHER: What are some ways we can personally conserve water?
STUDENT: We can turn off the water when we brush our teeth. I ask my
parents to do this, too. And I ask my father to turn off the
faucet when he shaves as well. If we all save 1 or 2 gallons a
day, millions are saved.
Substitutions for "0.K." we heard

Substitutions for "O.K." we dreamt up

The most frequent comment that many hear in place of "O.K." is
"very good." Some have heard "thank you." Calling on another student
with "Who else would like to answer?" or the mention of a student's name
was also heard.
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Here are some comments others dreamt up:
"I hate to turn it off, but I think I should; I'm glad you do."
"Interesting."
"Really?"
"IB that for real, or is it from a campaign?'
"You should do an ad for saving water on 1Y."

If you want to substitute some other comments for "O.K." in your own
teaching, write a few substitutions either in your lesson plan or on the
blackboard before the lesson. If you have a few instances of feedback
readily available, you can look in your lesson plan or on the board and
select one that fits the response, and then say it to the participating student. Over time, see what a wider range of comments sound like on the
tape. And see how you and a few students you ask seem to feel about the
variety of comments substituted for "O.K."
pEEDBACK

WITHOUT SPOKEN LANGUAGE
My emphasis so far on listening to the audiotape and dealing with "O.K."
orally obscures the fact that much feedback is provided without spoken
words, or along with spoken words.

Activity

2

On the blank lines at the end of the exchange below, write down some
ways you would provide feedback without speaking.
TEACHER:

[Standing next to student during an in-class writing assignment
and reading over the student's shoulder.] Let me read the letter
you are writing.

STUDENT'S LETTER:

Thinking about the Alternatives
While most of us seem to feel it our duty to add a d to Granpa, and the w
to r in rite and an s to each mis, by concentrating on the meaning of the
lines, some alternatives are possible. One teacher wrote, "I'd like to get a
letter like this." Another wrote, "Your spelling was clever, and I understood it perfectly. I'm sure your grandfather would also. Next time you
write to your grandpa, add the letters that I am adding to these words on
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this piece of scrap paper-add a 'd' to 'Granpa,' add the 'w' to 'r' in 'write,'
and add an 's' to each 'mis'." One teacher put a P.S. on the letter: "I am
very proud of your granddaughter.-Mrs.
Blodget, teacher." Another
teacher underlined the words that had been misspelled and wrote "Be
careful-watch your spelling." All these comments except the last were
written with blue or black ink; the last was written in red.
One teacher put a sticker saying "Great" on the sheet of paper. Another wrote nothing, simply putting her hand on the child's shoulder as
she read the letter. One shook the child's hand and smiled after reading
the letter.
If your students write, see what kinds of comments you have written
in their books. See what color pens you have been using. Look at what
your colleague does as well. Think back on comments others have written
on your work. Try providing some feedback you have not recently given,
even if it just means changing the color of the pen. These techniques work
also if student writing is on blackboards.
With forty students in a class, of course, detailed comments take a
great deal of time so some teachers select examples of students' work from
each class to provide feedback on. Then they ask the students who have
received feedback that day to read the writing of other students and write
feedback on it. Peer conferences thus provide a chance for students to
experience different types of feedback.
If we want to alter our proportion of O.K." as feedback, we have a
wide range of mediums, including not only written words but also intonation and pictures, to name two others.
11

plE

MULTIPLE CHARACTERISTICS OF FEEDBACK

Sketches, written comments, "O.K." spoken during class, and a few substitutions for "O.K." have all, I hope, focused some attention on feedback. But
the fact that instances of feedback, like any other communications, have
multiple characteristics has not been noted. As a reminder that communications have many facets, I have provided some instances of feedback in a
range of ways. The instances of feedback we will use were provided after a
student error, with the expectation that the student would try to respond
again correctly after the intervening feedback.
I collected these instances from tapes of ten teachers teaching the
same bit of language, and I used videotape because as I have observed
feedback, I have noticed that much feedback is given without language.

Activity

3
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On your own, group the instances of feedback that follow the teacherstudent exchange, below. Group on the basis of as many characteristics as
you can, or want to, in the pairs of columns provided. It's "O.K." to put
some instances under both columns, or some in neither, since in most
groupings, black-and-white, clear-cut decisions are not always possible. As
you put instances of feedback under the pairs of columns-the T's-write
words describing the characteristics on the line forming the top of the T.
These instances of feedback, like "O.K.," and most other communications, can have more than one meaning. Consequently, as always, your
Applications of Observing

groupings cannot be wrong. I do not expect that you will group the instances of feedback as either I or others have.
TEACHER:
STUDENT:

[Holding up a toy pair of boxing gloves] "What am I holding?"
"Boxing glove."

Feedback possibilites:
1. O.K. Very good,
2. Boxing glove? [said with rising intonation]
3. [Writes boxing glove on the blackboard and draws a green
line under the words and a blank after e] Ninety-nine percent
correct!
4. [Writes glove on the blackboard with white chalk and circles
the e with red chalk]
5. You identified the object. Your pronunciation, though ...
6. [Waits until the student says the answer again-says
and does nothing]

nothing

7. [Shakes head sideways]
8. Who knows the right answer?
9. [Writes these letters and spaces on the blackboard:
b o x i n _ g I o v e _]
10. [Holds up a picture of a bumblebee]
11. Yes-but

just toy ones.

12. [Writes a z on the blackboard]
13. [Holds pair of gloves closer to student's face]
14. Wrong.
15. Right words. Wrong grammar. Make glove plural.
16. Boxing glovezzzz. [Stressing final sound]
17. [Arches eyebrows in mock surprise]
18. [Writes boxing glove on the blackboard and draws three lines
under e with great energy]
19. Another student shouts "Gloves!"
20. Strange thing for me to be holding, huh?
21. [Holds up two fingers of right hand]

Feedback
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Thinking about the Alternatives
Below are some ways others have grouped the twenty-one instances of
feedback, together with the labels or descriptions of the characteristics.
Don't feel you have to work your way through all of these, but study a few.
And as you compare your groupings, read the comments.
The real point of these groupings is not to prove that some items
belong in one column rather than another. Rather, the groupings force us to
ask questions about what we are doing and saying. Terms we use on a
regular basis, when applied to actual instances, do not have as clear-cut
meanings as they seem to.
As we look and listen and group what we see and hear, we may
become aware that our beliefs about what is important in our practices
may keep us from seeing what we are actually doing. And when we look
at the meaning of our communications, we may see that they are different
from what we had thought they were before we looked.
Words alone

1, 5, 8, 11, 14,
15, 20

Negative or positive
1, 2, 3, 7, 8, 13, 14,
15, 16, 17, 18, 19

Nonwords or words plus
others

Informative
3, 9, 10, 11,
12, 16, 18,
19, 20, 21

Whether any instances contained words alone is hard to determine
without listening to the tape together. The transcript indicates intonation
or features of speaking other than words only in 2, 16, and 19. If "O.K.
Very good" were said sarcastically, then it would qualify for the second
column of the first T. This can be said for any of those listed under words
alone and reminds us of the many meanings of O.K., depending not on the
sounds themselves but on the accompanying tone of voice, intonation, and
stress.
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As you have noticed, some items are listed under both headings in
the second T. Is saying that something is 99 percent correct (3) positive, or
informative, or both? Does a green line (3) indicate something positive if
one is used to red lines indicating something negative? While underlining
the e might locate the place to concentrate on in altering the response, are
three lines necessary? (18) And is energy necessary? Does energy move
beyond information?
No doubt you and your partner are engaging in the same types of
questioning with the characteristics you each noticed. If you are not, try to
do so, because the grouping of communications into neat black-and-white
categories is not really an easy task nor perhaps even a possible or desirable task. But the attempt often reveals facets of communications not previously noticed, which is a central goal of having contrasting conversations.
Shows teacher is in charge

Does not show anyon~ in charge

1-18, 20, 21

19

Specifies error
3, 4, 5, 9, 12, 15, 18, 21

Does not specify error
1, 2, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 13, 14, 16,
17, 19, 20

Some, after discussing feedback, contend that its only purpose is to
keep control, and thus it does not matter what type of feedback is provided since its function, like the function of "O.K." on a TV talk show, is
to remind people who is the master of ceremonies.
Even when the teacher is exerting a lot of energy to specify the error,
which seems the case in 16, with the stress on the final sound, one
wonders whether anyone is noticing, or hearing, or listening. Consequently,
16 was placed under does not specify error even though the intention of
the stressing is, no doubt, to specify the error, or at least its location. Does
the intonation in 2 specify an error? Well, it does in regular conversation.
The problem is that the intonation could mean "It's not boxing gloves but
work gloves," rather than "It's not glove but gloves." Intonation indicates
an error but not whether it is semantic, grammatical, or in fact any other
type.
When the student shouts the correct word in 19, one could argue that
the error is specified, but in fact giving the answer may not indicate
anything to a person who may be unaware of what was said in the first
place. In fact, the issue of whether the person who makes the error is
aware of any of the attempts to specify it is not easy to settle. Conse-
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quently, those who noticed the characteristic specifies error kept changing
the instances of feedback they thought fit under that category.
Implicit information
2, 3, 4, 9, 12, 16, 18

Discouraging
2, 13, 18, ?

Explicit information

5, 7, 14, 15, 21

Encouraging
11, 20,?

Is the word pronunciation in 5 more explicit than the green line in 3
and the red circle in 4? Do we need language to be explicit? Why is the
stress in 16 not explicit information? It locates the error. The shaking head
in 7 and the wrong in 14 are explicit-the fact that an error has been made
is indicated. But nothing about the nature of the error is indicated, so it
might be argued that they are less explicit than the two fingers used as a
symbol of plural in 21.
The discouraging/encouraging pair needs so much discussion that as
you can see I have put question marks in both columns. By matching
instances with the labels we use, we see more clearly that there are many
facets to any communication. And we see that the labels we use so easily
in the usual conversations have less precise meanings than we think.
Appeal to the eye

3, 4, 7, 9, 10, 12, 13, 17, 18, 21

Emotional

13, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20

Appeal to other senses

1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 11, 14, 16, 19, 20

Unemotional

1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 11, 14, 15
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While the instances that appeal to the eye seem the most clear-cut, if
no one is looking, they cannot appeal to the eyes! Whereas we may agree
that some communications are available for the eyes of the students,
whether they are looking or not we can determine only from observation.
Even then, they may be looking but not seeing.
In fact, any of the twenty-one items could be emotional or unemotional, depending on how the items were communicated. As you saw in
Activity 1, "O.K." can mean a wide range of things, depending on the
relationship between the characters, the setting, and the purposes each has.
Therefore "Boxing glove?" in 2 can be said to mean, "Do you mean to use
the singular?" Or it can mean, "How can you be so stupid as to use the
wrong word?"-to name two possibilities.
Optional Activity: Applying Others' Characteristics

Activity 3A under Feedback in the appendix provides an opportunity
explore the characteristics of feedback that others have identified.

plYING

to

OUT ALTERNATIVE FEEDBACK
"If you give positive feedback, they will learn more; encourage them; be
explicit; just give information, don't get emotional and upset." So go some
of the cliches about giving feedback. When we try to match some actual
communications with the advice we hear, we realize like Weiner, who
pioneered in the field of cybernetics (the study of automatic control in
mechanical, electrical, and human systems) that the general comments
made in the usual conversations say little: "the more probable the message,
the less information it gives. Cliches, for example, are less illuminating
than great poems." (Weiner, 1967, p. 31)
Understanding the Dimensions

The usual comments are not only general, but also one-dimensional. When
we grouped the instances of feedback in Activity 3, we saw that most
instances of feedback had many characteristics. For example, in 2, "Boxing
glove?" (said with rising intonation) has these characteristics: (1) shows the
teacher in charge; (2) does not specify the error; (3) is implicit; (4) appeals
to other senses: the modulation of the voice is reflected by intonation and
has to be heard since it cannot be seen by the eyes; (5) is unemotional.
Select two or three out of the twenty-one instances of feedback from
this section (page 77) and think about the characteristics of those that
especially interest you. If you need help citing characteristics, refer back to
the groupings you and others did in Activity 3.
After noting at least three characteristics of each instance of feedback
that intrigued you, using labels you or others generated, you will see more
clearly that discussing feedback in one-dimensional terms usually fails to
describe some of the variables that may be affecting the feedback we are
providing.
Generating Alternatives

Now you are ready to generate alternative types of feedback. As you do,
focus first on altering one feature of one instance of feedback that you
have used in your teaching. If few of your existing instances of feedback

82

•

Applications of Observing

are emotional, make them emotional by getting some examples from the
instances under the category emotional (use the characteristics you and
your colleague discovered in Activity 3).
Play with the instances. Say "Boxing glove?" not only with rising
intonation but as if you could not imagine anyone saying such a thing. Be
emotional if you normally are not. If you are, make a comment as if you
are practicing being neutral in your speech so that no emotion can be
detected.
In short, do the opposite. The employment of opposites enables you
to vary what you do so that you have an opportunity to see more clearly
what you are doing. And as the German educator Froebel, who, among
other achievements, is known as the founder of the kindergarten, pointed
out in a discussion of multiple points of view:
The teacher, by employing the method of opposites, attempts to convey to
the student the complexity of life situations-to describe them as completely as possible. The use of opposites by the teacher prevents the pupil
from resting too quickly in any result or becoming too easily satisfied
with himself.
(Froebe}, quoted in Broudy, 1965, p. 122)

Naturally you will start with those characteristics you consider most
important. After you use them, begin to note ways that the features you
consider important are not important at all. For example, you might consider being emotional important. After noting many instances where you
were emotional in treating errors, getting genuinely annoyed at the same
errors over and over, substitute a comment made in a neutral tone of voice,
or write words such as "try again" on the blackboard. Then, having substituted some unemotional feedback for emotional feedback, note some reasons why being emotional is n:ot necessarily important at all.
If you think explicit information is important, stop giving it. In fact,
doing nothing except waiting provides an opportunity to see to what extent other types of treatments are needed. When waiting enables learners
to repair what they have said on their own, it means our notions of
feedback may need to be reconsidered.
From time to time, observe another teacher or watch or listen to a
tape of yourself with another person. Or watch a television program. Write
down a half dozen instances of different types of feedback.

DOES OUR FEEDBACK REFLECT OUR BELIEFS?
By comparing feedback we use with advice that others give and that we
believe in, we can compare our practices with our beliefs. Frank Smith,
who relates information processing to reading, gives some advice on providing feedback in teaching reading. If students are taught to ask "What
does this sentence mean?" rather than simply "Have I said the words
correctly?," the text itself can provide its own feedback. In fact, providing
immediate knowledge of results by stating the words they misread can be
distracting because such feedback emphasizes the pronuncation of individual words rather than the meaning of words joined together. (Smith, 1975,
pp. 234, 235)
Feedback
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Activity

4

Below is an example of student reading.
A CAPTION IN A BOOK Is AS FOLLOWS: This stamp is more expensive than
the other one. It costs 15 cents.
A STUDENT'S ORAL READING OF THE CAPTION Is: This stamp is more expensive the other one. It costs 15 cent.

An omission occurs as well as the rendering of the word "cent" in the
wrong form. Below are some examples of attention to the errors. On the
broken lines next to each example of attention, write c for congruent if you
think the type of attention given is congruent with Smith's advice that the
text itself can provide its own feedback. Saying the word that the student
misread would be an example of feedback that would be incongruent with
Smith's advice, for example. For now, ignore the long blank line under
each demonstration of attention to the errors.
1. Who can read it right? Come on, someone else!
2. Just look at the sentences again. Then, turn and look at me
and say what you remember-I'm
only interested in the meaning. [Seems to be said in a way that reflects patience and
interest]

3. Than, than, than and plural-come

on, pay attention!

4. I can't believe this.
5. [Draws a line under than and under the s in costs.)
6. Say the meaning in your own words.
7a. Look at the board and tell me if I am saying the words on the
board right.
b. This stamp is more expensive the other one. Right? Wrong? ___
c. [Student says: You left out than-more

expensive than.)

d. It costs 15 cent. The other one costs only 3 cent.

e. [Another student says: Plural, plural!]
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Sa. I'd like each of you to write the sentences as you heard them
said just now.
b. Then, compare what you write with the board and make any
changes necessary so that they are the same.
9. How many stamps are in the picture?
10. Underline the words that show a comparison is being made.

11. Write down the letter on the stamps that is at the end of the
words between the numbers. [The only word between the
numbers 15 and 3 is the word cents. Just as the word cents
appears between numbers on some of the stamps reproduced
in the back of this book.]

Since Frank Smith implies that the material itself should provide the
information for a learner to use, he might not write a c on any of the
broken lines. But another way to consider congruence is to determine
whether a particular communication is close to or far from the advice
given. Looking at congruence in this way, I put a c next to 2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 10,
and 11. In each of these, the teacher in some way seems to be attempting
to draw the attention of the students back to the text to find differences
between what is in the text and what was said in the oral readingbetween print and speech. The words are said, but the intention of the
spoken words seems to be to get the students to attend to the printed
words.

Activity

5

Go back to the eleven instances of feedback that you just examined for
their congruence with Smith's advice and on the long blank lines rewrite
some of them. To rewrite them, we first have to note the characteristics
from your groupings, or those of others. Then take one or two of the
contrasting characteristics in the groupings as listed in Activity 3emotional/unemotional-and
translate them into a different instance of
feedback.
These steps can be illustrated with item 1 in Activity 4. To change
"Who can read it right? Come on, someone else!" from words plus tone of
voice to words only, the question and comment could be written on the
blackboard, minus the exclamation mark. By doing this, it would become
unemotional rather than emotional. And, it might also no longer fit under
the category discouraging. Or, if it did, it would seem to be less discouragFeedback •
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ing anyway. Alternatively, the lines could be said humorously, with a
smile, rather than what seems to be impatiently. The feedback would still
have the feature words plus, but the feature discouraging might not now
apply.
Or, if you consider 7c an instance of teacher not in charge because a
student says "you left out than-more
expensive than," then you can
generate parallel instances of student feedback by teaching students to ask
for feedback about their performance. They can be taught to turn a typical
teacher comment such as "you aren't saying the words right" into a question: "Tell me, am I saying the words right?"
This change from statement to question changes the source of the
feedback about word form from the teacher to the student or to another
student. After all, the question "Am I saying the words right?" can be
directed to either the teacher or a fellow student. But either way, the
communication can now be placed under the column teacher in charge.
If one of your pairs of characteristics was gave answer/gave partial
answer or clue, then the than in item 3 can be replaced by "add a word
that we use in comparisons" or "add a word that rhymes with 'ran.' " Both
of these provide partial information, which some might call clues. Plural
can be replaced with costs, since plural is a clue rather than an answer, if
we consider stating the word needed as meaning gave answer.
If one of your pairs of characteristics was taking people's tongue
away/allowing people to use their tongue or teaching people to be shy/
teaching that we don't have to use perfect form as we learn-variations
of
discouraging/encouraging-and
you thought 1, 2, and 4 fit the first of each
pair-the left column-then
you could select an instance from the righthand column of the same pair. Using an instance of feedback in your
teaching that you collected in your observation rather than writing a new
one is a reminder of the close link between observing and teaching. In
place of "Pay attention," simply try in your teaching one of the instances
that you placed in the right-hand column of these same pairs as a result of
your observation.
Rewriting and trying one of two alternative characteristics of feedback
each week in your teaching will provide a great range of instances different from those observed. If you rewrite and try out more than one or two
you will have so much new information that it will not be possible to
observe how different instances of feedback affect student responses. Additionally, too many changes in our teaching all at once can be disconcerting
to students, as well as to our own stability.

f'EEDBACK AS A CIRCLE
Dealing with the form/dealing with the meaning or content are features
that many come up with as they play with feedback in their observations.
Like many features, dealing with the meaning is an alternative type of
feedback that can be dealt with as we teach before the task is performed,
as well as after. In instance 2, in Activity 5, " ... I'm only interested in the
meaning" and in instance 6, "Say the meaning in your own words," we
have features we can group under dealing with the meaning. In Activity 3,
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item 11, "Yes but just toy ones," and item 20, "Strange thing for me to be
holding, huh?," also deal with meaning.
Providing these types of comments before we set a task in our classroom is an alternative to rewriting feedback to use in our classes after tasks
are performed. Thus, before a reading task, you may say something such as
"We are interested in meaning-that's why I want you all to look at the
sentence, read it silently, and then turn to me. And when I call on you,
say, in your own words, what meaning the words express." One meaning of
feedback, after all, is to feed back information to a source so that the
original source will adjust its signal.
Seeing feedback as a circle means that information about results can
begin a second cycle as well as come after a first cycle. Instances of
feedback can consequently become added information given when setting
tasks rather than simply information given after the performance of tasks.
With a partner, take some of the instances of feedback you have
already used or rewritten as a result of your observation and analysis of
feedback. Incorporate some of the instances in the words you use in your
class to set one or two tasks as well as in the information you supply after
the tasks have been completed, O.K.? For example, if you are used to
correcting a student's grammar after a student speaks, consider writing the
words singular and plural on the blackboard with words that fit under
each. Then have the students look at the board for a few minutes before
you start questioning.
TLJRNING FEEDBACK UPSIDE DOWN

A neighborhood organizer named Saul Alinksy, in discussing the need to
see another person's point of view, wrote, "[the] grasp of the duality of all
phenomena is vital in our understanding of politics. It frees one from the
myth that one approach is positive and another negative. There is no such
thing in life. One [person's] positive is another [person's] negative."
(Alinsky, 1971, p. 18) The proverb "One person's meat is another person's
poison" reminds us of the same point.
In analyzing ways different instances of feedback affect student responses, as well as other communications we make, we are limited by our
own beliefs of what is good and bad. One way to move beyond this
limitation in our analysis of what we observe is to label as "bad" those
instances of feedback we consider "good," and then write down at least
one way such bad feedback can be good.
Of course, in a way it is a real test for a person who believes that one
should be supportive and explicit and use visual information to see how
"Who can read it right? Come on, someone else!" can be positive. But what
if we think a student is not trying his best in our class? What if we think a
group of students are just not engaged? Might a few moments in our class
used for a sharing of genuine emotions, which express the need for students to do more to reach their expectations, be positive? What if we think
that there is no need to draw a line-visual information in addition to
words-or be explicit by saying "you forgot the plural on cents" -because
the students had earlier read the sentences correctly and thus seem not to
need explicit information but the proverbial "kick in the pants"?
Feedback
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As you continue to play with feedback in your teaching and observing
as well as other teaching practices, once in a while write down a judgment
you make. Write some reasons for your judgment. Then write the opposite
judgment and write some reasons for it as a way to see from a different
perspective.
Such a different perspective may in fact be just the way a student
may be seeing the practice. Children's views of spankings or a lot of praise
are, after all, often the opposite of their parents'. Such opposite judgments
are likely from students to teachers as well as from children to parents.
But since students may not reveal their opposite views explicitly, we can
generate them by giving arguments in class to support as good our judgments of something we consider bad, and vice versa.
We turn now to the point made in the Introduction, turning our beliefs upside down and inside out in our observation and analysis of our
teaching can free us to try things in our teaching that otherwise we would
feel reluctant to try. For example, one teacher considered it bad to say no
after incorrect student responses. "Students will get discouraged; students
will think I am critical" are arguments used to support the use of no as
bad. After being told to write two advantages of saying no, the teacher
wrote "students might try harder since they will see that you have high
expectations and the 'no' will make your expectations clearer." The teacher
also wrote that saying no might be more honest than simply saying "try
again," since the reason for trying again is that the first try is wrong.
In your teaching, observation, and analysis, try turning things inside
out and upside down with your judgments and beliefs as one additional
way of substituting alternatives for "O.K." ... O.K.?
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CREATING SPACE FOR EXPLORATORY TALK
Douglas Barnes, a professor at Leeds University in England, analyzed
speech used by pupils during group work in English, science, and history
classrooms. According to Barnes, teachers' questions and comments affect
the degree to which language spoken by students is exploratory talk or
final draft talk. (Barnes, 1976, p. 108)
In the classes Barnes described and analyzed, as well as in those he
knew about through reports from others, Barnes put forward the suggestion
that pupils rarely are asked to state their own views. And even when they
are, the teachers often treat the pupils' responses the same way they treat
other responses-with
a comment such as "Very good."
In discussing the role of exploratory talk in juxtaposition to final draft
talk, he proposes this explanation for lack of responses from pupils:
When teachers complain about classes who will not talk they often
present this as a moral failing in the pupils; it is more likely that the
pupils have learnt from their schooling that their knowledge is irrelevant
in a context determined by teachers, examinations, school syllabuses, and
so on.
(Barnes, 1976, p. 127)

Activity

7

With a colleague, if possible, or alone, write an x for exploratory talk next
to the questions below that you (both) agree have the potential for allowing
pupils to respond with some understanding rather than by rote, to say
something they might not have said before in exactly the same way, to
pause, to rephrase-to
explore rather than produce a pat answer.
1. If you divide 20 centimeters by 10, what do you get?
2. What color is the Atlantic Ocean on the map?
3. I want each of you to measure one object that is small-that you
can pick up-and one that is big-that you cannot pick up. Use
these meter sticks and write the name of the object and then the
dimensions you find. Do your measuring in the usual pairs. ___
4. O.K., now look at this ball in my hand. This ball-an example of
a physical property or a chemical property? Remember the definition we went over yesterday.
5. What's a furnace? (Asked by one pupil of fellow classmates)
6. Who can say the lines of the dialog-word

for word?
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7. Peter is angry-he
has just been told that his father will not
allow him to go on the school trip because he thinks he might
not be watched carefully enough. Write some words that reflect
some of Peter's feelings.
8. Now that you have finished reading the passage, answer these
questions I have written on the board:
a. Who wrote the story?
b. Who caught the boy stealing the toothpaste?
c. How did you feel about the boy's stealing?
9. What feelings do you have about the boy who took the toothpaste in the story?

· Thinking about Responses
The items that are most frequently marked x the first time through are 5, 7,
Be, and 9. In fact, all the other items produced responses of a few words
that were followed by an "O.K." or a "Very good," suggesting that those
asking the questions were interested in finding out whether learners had
remembered something.
Item 5, "What's a furnace?" -an example of the classic "What's
this?"-produced
a great deal of talk. Usually, this question produces only
a word or two. But in 5, the question was asked by a learner who did not
know what a furnace was, and he asked his classmates rather than the
teacher. The teacher did not contribute to the conversation. The excerpt
below contains a part of the response to the learner's exploration:
1. lt'ei the ... uh ... machine that blow hot air.
2. Hot air'? No,the air conditioner'?
3. No. the hot air, around the house.
4. The boiler. Is called the boiler.
5. I have a furnace downstairo.
6. Maybe there'eiboth the boiler and ... uh ... the furnace'?
7 .... boiling water on the

stove ...

The hesitations (1 and 7), the disagreement (3), questioning (2 and 6)
are some characteristics of exploratory talk. In the exchange about the
furnace, from which the seven lines are excerpted, those trying to produce
their own knowledge-to develop the meaning from negotiation and reference to their own experiences-spoke
seven lines and about forty words.
As the conversation above was ending, the teacher said only: "Maybe
'boiler' is the British term." And this comment seems more like a learner
comment-a contribution of information to develop meaning-rather
than
a rating or an evaluation of a learner comment.
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EXPLORATORY

Activity

2

TALK OR FINAL DRAFT TALK-DOING

A FLIP-FLOP

Below are the nine tasks from the preceding excerpt with some additional
blank lines under each. On these lines, for any task you marked with an x,
rewrite the questions so that they would be more likely to elicit shorter
responses that require the restatement of information or the production of
pat answers.
On the blank lines under the tasks you did not mark with an x,
rewrite the questions so they are likely to lead to longer responses, which
would have learners exploring and producing their own knowledge rather
than restating information. Under item 1 is a question another person
wrote; this is an example of a rewritten question.
1. If you divide 20 centimeters by 10, what do you get?
If 20 centimeters divided by 10 centimeters is 2, how much is 20
cents divided by 10 cents, 200 yen divided by 100 yen, and how
many 20-franc stamps could you buy if you have 200 francs?
2. What color is the Atlantic Ocean on the map?

3. I want each of you to measure one object that is small-that
can pick up-and one that is big-that
you cannot pick up.
these meter sticks and write the name of the object and then
dimensions you find. Do your measuring in the usual pairs.

you
Use
the
___

4. O.K., now look at this ball in my hand. This ball-an example of
a physical property or a chemical property? Remember the definition we went over yesterday.

5. What's a furnace? (Asked by one pupil of fellow classmates) ___

6. Who can say the lines of the dialog-word

for word?
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7. Peter is angry-he has just been told that his father will not
allow him to go on the school trip because he thinks he might
not be watched carefully enough. Write some words that reflect
some of Peter's feelings.

8. Now that you have finished reading the passage, answer these
questions I have written on the board:
a. Who wrote the story?
b. Who caught the boy stealing the toothpaste?
c. How did you feel about the boy's stealing?

9. What feelings do you have about the boy who took the toothpaste in the story?

Thinking about the Alternatives to Final Draft Talk
Item 1: The rewritten question was provided above. While there are
still right answers-no room for speculation-there
is the need for comparing. Since there are really five separate calculations, it is likely that
those working on the question would be given the chance to use paper and
pencil. This alone would alter the process and allow if nothing else a bit
more time for the learners to deal with the question.
Item 2: Rather than limit the question about the globe to one color at
a time, one teacher asked individual learners or pairs to write down at
least five colors they see on the globe and then write down what each
thinks a particular color represents. Again, comparisons are then necessary,
and if the teacher allows responses that show thinking-being
serious
about the use of the word thinks-learners
may explore more. The "blue,,
one learner might blurt out "stands for cold" as the oceans and lakes are
noticed. Since water, even in tropical places, is often cool, such a response
would not only represent exploratory talk but would remind all those
listening that in fact colors on maps as in other places can have many
meanings in addition to those intended. An understanding of the color
scheme on the globe might be richer than insisting that each color had
only one meaning.
Item 6: Rather than having students say dialogs "word for word," the
teacher can ask students to substitute words. In place of "fine" in the
classic "How are you?" dialog, a learner can share a genuine feeling-a
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few words, with a sketch next to each to illustrate meaning, can be on the
blackboard as a cue. The learner can then be asked to use a word cued by
a sketch so that the words in the lines have to be altered on command,
requiring more than memory and rote for a quick substitution. The words
can be said as they are, or learners can be asked to say the words as if they
are tired, or sick, or full of energy, or uninterested, requiring the exploration of the use of intonation, pauses, and various facial expressions.
Item Ba: If we are interested in the name of an author, there is even
less room for speculation than there is in doing sums. But we might be
curious about the age of an author, when a particular work was written,
the background, the place where the author lived. What statements in the
story suggest the age of the author, the background, etcetera? So, rather
than "Who wrote blank?" we may ask "When blank wrote blank, how old
do you think blank was? Where did blank live? Do you think blank was
rich? Had a family?" The options are great and each requires some connection between the lines from a story and the person as an author rather than
simply the restatement of an author's name.
Item 8b: If learners are asked to make up questions to test their peers,
they may need to explore more than if they are asked questions made by a
teacher. Of course, when one learner responds to another, one will be back
in the role of learner and one in the role of teacher. But often when peers
ask each other they argue about the response-"! thought you asked when
did the detective catch the boy, not who caught the boy." The furnace
dialog shows some arguing, for example.
There is one way to alter the items: Write the questions on one side of
note car~s, with the answers on the other side. Then pass the cards out to
those who did not know the answers, and they can ask others for the
answers. When the answers are given, both can compare the answers with
the ones on the backs of the note cards. But since the answers are set, the
type of exploration that took place in the furnace exchange is less likely,
even though in both cases learners are asking questions to which they
don't know the answer.
While all of these alternatives still limit the range of responses, they do
allow the learner to contribute something from experience. Or, as Barnes
writes, they have the potential for allowing the learner to take responsibility for the adequacy of the response rather than looking "towards
external criteria and distant, unknown audience." (Barnes, 1976, p. 113)
Of course, even the questions that have the potential to produce exploratory talk can turn into final draft talk. This can happen by treating
responses that are not known beforehand as right or wrong. Exploratory
talk can be transformed into final draft talk by teacher feedback such as
"Very good" or "No, not what I wanted." Note that it does not matter if the
comment by the teacher after the response is positive or negative. As
Simon and Boyer say, "Positive and negative evaluations are not seen as
opposites; they serve, in fact, exactly the same function-that
of
judging ... " (Simon & Boyer, 1967, p. 16)

Activity

3

With a colleague, select questions from a textbook one of you is using.
Then take one or two questions that require exploratory talk and alter
them so that they require final draft talk. Take one or two questions that
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require final draft talk and alter them so that they require exploratory talk.
Try asking the questions in both ways in your classes. Tape record the
lessons.
Here are some examples:
1. TEXT:John plays on weekends.

QUESTION
LEADING
TO FINALDRAFTTALK:What does John do on week~
ends?
QUESTIONS
LEADING
TO EXPLORATORY
TALK:John is around 12; when he
plays on weekends, what do you think he plays? What do you play on
weekends? When I was 12, I played chess a lot, but most of my friends
played baseball.
2. TEXT:(A picture showing two sketched faces; a dialog between two
people printed below the sketches)
QUESTION
LEADING
TO FINALDRAFTTALK:How many faces are there?
QUESTIONS
LEADING
TO EXPLORATORY
TALK:Draw some lines on the
sketches to show emotions the characters might be feeling, given what
they are saying to each other.
The question to direct students to draw reminds us that the word talk
in exploratory talk and final draft talk can be understood as a metaphor for
thinking. Whether we have students drawing, acting, making models, producing sound effects, editing film, or writing essays, we can produce questions to lead them to explore or to get right answers.

Activity

4

Listen
which
either
altered

to a few minutes of the audio recording you made in Activity 3, in
you and a colleague altered some questions in a textbook to try in
of your classes. Write down a few examples of the questions you
and the responses each produced.

Now change those questions that you altered that seemed to lead to long
responses and hesitations and the construction of knowledge on the part of
learners back into questions that you think will produce pat responses.
And change those questions that seemed to lead to pat responses back to
some that would more likely lead to exploration. In short, analyze and
play with the two types of questions to see more and more characteristics
of each type and the responses that each tends to produce.
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Initially, you might find, for example, that yes/no questions that you
turned into question-word questions in order to elicit more language actually elicited less language. Turning the question-word questions back into
yes/no questions may reveal that though the initial response to a yes/no
question is just one word-yes
or no-when
students are given time, they
quite often expand their response. Such expansion seems particularly common when the response is no. We seem to feel the need to explain or
justify no responses.
You may find as well that the yes/no questions that ask students
personal questions lead to cut-and-dried responses, while question-word
questions about students' feelings produce tentative but long responses. By
playing with the questions, we thus are likely to see both the effect of
different characteristics of the same type of question and different effects
of different questions.
You may even want to take some questions from examinations or
standardized tests so you can compare the types of talk that different items
tend to produce.

ALTERING

THE PROPORTION OF QUESTION TYPES
You can support your goal for a lesson by altering the proportion of the
types of questions you ask. If you want to remind pupils of the need to be
able to respond to questions on certain types of examinations, ask a lot of
questions that lead to final draft talk. If you want to see how pupils can
use some language or new information in saying something they have not
said before, ask some questions that lead to exploratory talk.
If you are not sure of your goals or intentions but find you are asking
mostly one type of question or another, vary the proportion and see what
happens. If, say, out of thirty questions you ask, three require exploratory
talk, decrease the number to one. If you ask thirty questions that require
final draft talk, intersperse a few questions that require exploratory talk
among them.
Each type of talk has its place. Advocating one to the exclusion of the
other would be representative of the usual conversations rather than the
contrasting conversations these activities are designed to elicit. Such advocacy would also be learning ways of teaching rather than ways of looking.

Activity

5

In altering the proportion of questions that lead to final draft or exploratory talk, you will see disadvantages of each type of talk. The disadvantages may highlight some features of both types of talk that each contain.
Write some of the disadvantages of each type of talk in the space
below, and write features of each type of talk that you noticed that I did
not comment on in this section.
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Disadvantages of final draft talk

Features of final draft talk that you or your partner noticed that I did
not comment on

Disadvantages of exploratory talk

Features of exploratory talk that you or your partner noticed that I
did not comment on

Activity

6

On the lines below, write some other labels, or terms, for final draft talk
and exploratory talk. Write terms you consider positive, negative, and neutral, realizing that we each attach our own feelings to words we and others
use. Write the labels without your partner so that later you can compare
what you each wrote. Writing labels that reflect our feelings can provide an
opportunity for each of us to see the feelings attached to the words we use
and can provide us with additional features of talk that Barnes' labels
alone do not capture.
Terms for final draft talk:
a term with a negative connotation: ____________
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_

a term with a positive connotation: ____________

_

a term with a neutral connotation: _____________

_

Terms for exploratory talk:
a term with a negative connotation: ____________

_

a term with a positive connotation: ____________

_

a term with a neutral connotation: _____________

_

Thinking about the Alternatives
If you have a partner you can meet with, compare the terms you each
wrote. If you are working alone, leave this work for a few weeks. When
you return to it, write some additional terms and compare your initial and
subsequent terms. What at one time is netural may at another time seem
negative or positive. What to one of us is positive can sometimes be
negative-sounding to another.

COMMUNICATION

AS A CONTINUUM

Discussion of terms, like indicating whether a communication is exploratory or final draft, often contains comments such as the "on one hand, it
is exploratory, but on the other hand, it isn't." Some examples always seem
to have some qualities of each characteristic we are dealing with. Even
with such a seemingly simple question such as "What color is the Atlantic
Ocean on the globe?," we can get a range of responses. The response
"Hum-seems
to be like the water in the aquarium" shows some features
of exploratory talk. The responses "like the water there" and "blue, of
course" show fewer. But both show more than "blue" alone.
By placing x for exploratory at one end of a line and f for final draft
at the other, and by assigning numbers in between, we can place the
communications along a continuum. By using a continuum, we can sometimes capture some of the differences between communications that blackand-white, cut-and-dried binary groupings do not.
A continuum can be thought of as representing exploratory talk and
the binary groupings so common in all the sections in this book can be
thought of as representing final draft talk. However, fitting communications
into either binary groups or along a continuum both produce a great deal
of exploratory talk. The continuum shown below can of course be used
with any of the groupings in any part of the book by substituting other
words that show other features for exploratory and final draft.
Exploratory
talk
X

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Final draft
talk
9
10 f

You could place a number from 1 to 10 next to a communicaton, depending on whether you think it contains almost all the features of exploratory
talk-a 1-or just a few-a 3-or all the features of final draft talk-a 10.
For those communications not seeming to fit either, give them a 5.
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pACKAGING

OUR THOUGHTS
Write down the first words that come to your mind after you read the five
words listed below. Do not think before you write, just put down the first
word that comes to your mind after you read each of the following:
bread________________________

_

travel __________________________
ligh ________________________
comprehension _____________________
reading _________________________

_
_
_
_

Here are some words other teachers put next to comprehension: un•
derstanding, tests, exercises, reading, difficult, listening, questions. The
fact that there are a lot of different words that come readily to mind is of
course no surprise. Nor are the words that actually spring to mind. If a lot
of people consistently had written blue jay, orange peel, or dust cloth, we
might all be surprised. The advantage of these words is that there are
single items in the world which we can attach to them. But words like
comprehension, empowerment, or whole language represent many items
and concepts. When we use such terms, there is no assurance that our
meanings and those of the persons we are talking to are alike.
There is no particular problem with the word comprehension per se,
or even with any of the associations people make with it. Rather, the prob•
lem is with the assumptions we all make that the tasks we consider com•
prehension tasks are the same tasks others consider comprehension tasks.
Arnheim, who was keenly interested in perception, described the issue in this way:
Philosophers and scientists constantly struggle with the verbal skills
which they must use to package their thoughts .... Should they keep a
familiar term and try to invest it with new meanings ... ? Should they
coin a new term? All this trouble arrives because words, as mere labels,
try to keep up with the live action of thought taking place in another
medium .... The struggle against the words is only a reflection of the
true drama going on in thought. To see things in a new light is a genuine
cognitive challenge; to adjust the language to the new insight is nothing
more than a bothersome technicality.
(Arnheim, 1969, p. 246)
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To engage in the "true drama going on in thought," read the passage
below. Then, I will give you directions for grouping some tasks that follow
the reading. The activity will help us begin to explore the purposes we set
for reading tasks.

f

Three Men, Bread, and Dreams
Once upon a time, three men made an agreement to make a journey
together to a distant land. They hoped they could find a life in the
distant land which they had not been able to find where they were. They
knew the trip was going to be difficult. And, mainly because of this fact,
they agreed before they started that they would share everything they had
equally during the journey.
After many days of sharing, they were close to their destination. But
suddenly they realized that they had not brought enough food and drink
along. They had only two loaves of bread and a small flask of wine left.
They realized that the remaining food and drink could satisfy only one of
them for the last leg of the journey. The other two would have to remain
where they were and wait until the one who continued alone would
return with food and drink for the two who remained.
They were able to agree that their salvation was only possible if one
continued and two remained. If they all tried to travel with such little
nourishment, they would likely all perish. But they began to argue about
who should continue the journey.
At last, one of the three said, "Let's rest. Perhaps we will fall asleep
and dream. In the dream perhaps we will be told who should have the
bread and wine and continue the journey." The second traveler agreed.
The third said nothing, which the other two interpreted as agreement.
After some time, the traveler who had suggested that they sleep
shouted, "I had a dream. In the dream a spirit appeared and said, 'You
are the best of the three. You deserve the bread and wine. You should
continue the journey for you are the best.' "
"Strange," said the second traveler, who had agreed with the proposal to rest. "In my dream, a spirit came to me. The spirit said, 'You are
most likely to complete the journey so take the bread and wine and start
immediately.' ,,
The third traveler burped. He then said, "I was not tired, but I was
very hungry and thirsty. So, I ate the bread and drank the wine. Since I
now have the most sustenance within me, I will continue the journey.l)
And with that, he got up and started walking towards the city they all
hoped to reach.
(Adapted from a tale in Tales from the Dervishes by !dries Shah, 1970)

Activity

1

Read the twenty-one tasks below. (There is no need to perform them.) We
will work with these tasks in three different ways in this activity.
1. How many men were there?
2. What color is wine usually?
3. What are some words in this reading passage that show it is a
story?
4. Underline all the words you don't understand.
5. What is a flask?
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6. Complete this sentence:
The third traveler-----------------7. Cross out the word that does not belong: I was not tired hungry
but I was very hungry and thirsty.
8. Put these words in the right order: wine, bread, of, small, had,
they, f Iask, a, only, and, two, left, loaves, of
9. What type of man was the one who drank the wine and ate the
bread?
10. Write another sentence following this pattern: The third traveler
burped.
11. Draw a loaf of bread.
12. What did the men agree to share?
13. Do you like wine?
14. Define share.
15. Which character do you like best?
16. Cross out any words you don't understand.
17. Translate the first sentence into your first language.
18. Give the main idea of the story.
19. How did you lik,e the story?
20. Retell the story, briefly.
21. Use burp in a sentence.

As a first step, separate the twenty-one tasks above into two groups: comprehension and other. If you want to sort them tactilely as you sorted the
stamps by actually moving them about, copy each of the tasks, with its
number, on a separate card. Put all the cards you think contain comprehension tasks in one pile and all the others in another pile. Copy the numbers
from the cards on the comprehension pile in the first column in the
grouping below and the numbers from the other cards in the second
column. If you want to sort visually, simply write down the numbers of
the tasks you think fit each column.
comprehension

other

Second, have your colleague write down the numbers of the tasks he
or she considered comprehension in the left column and those considered
other in the second column, just as you did, but using a different colored
pen or pencil.
After these two steps, make up any two new pairs of categories based
on different characteristics of the items, and divide up all the cards. For
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example, you may want to note that some questions, as in 1 ("How many
men were there?"), begin with question words. Additionally, 1 and some
others ask about meaning. Write the titles for your first groupings at the
top of the columns in the first T below, next to "Pair 1" and the titles of
your second groupings in the second T, next to "Pair 2." Write the numbers
of the tasks, as well as the tasks, below the appropriate columns.
As you write your titles or labels on the top of the columns below,
perhaps you will begin to see a range of meanings of the word comprehension that you did not see before.
Pair 1

Pair 2

Below you will find some groupings that other teachers have made. As a
final step, on a separate sheet, copy a few pairs that seem interesting and
write the numbers of the tasks that you think fit each.
The purpose of matching your examples with the labels others have
given is to see features of the tasks you had not seen before rather than to
see whether your perception of the terms and another's is the same.
A.

involving right hemisphere

8.

story-related questions

C.

referring to objects or things

D.

open-ended

involving

left hem/sphere

non-story-related

questions

not referring to objects or things

not open-ended
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E.

exploratory

one right answer only

F.

alcohol

no alcohol

G.

important task

H.

personal feelings

I.
J.

unimportant

no personal feelings
likely to stop interaction

can lead to further interaction
asking for knowledge

------=----------":C....------+-----"---------------

K.

emphasizing memory

L.

easy to answer

M. likely to lead to a short answer

task

asking for comprehension

emphasizing more than memory

difficult to answer
likely to lead to a long answer

N.

conventional

unconventional

0.

requires one sense

requires more than one sense

P.

oral

not oral

---------------+--------------

Thinking about the Alternatives
By looking at a range of groupings, you see more clearly the fact that each
task has multiple features. Perhaps the groupings you have made will
increase your confidence in your perceptions as well.
Groupings do not always neatly accommodate all of the tasks. For
example, task 9, "What type of man was the one who drank the wine and
ate the bread?," is clearly story-related. But since it also clearly requires
some knowledge beyond the story, it is hard to get 100 percent agreement
to put task 9 under story-related questions in B, alone. This task has
features of both of the groupings in B.
Task 19, "How did you like the story?," fits under grouping L, easy to
answer/difficult to answer. But which side of the grouping is not as clear
cut. Easy for the student? Easy from the teacher's point of view? If the
teacher is really keen on the student's view, then task 19 also fits under
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grouping H-personal feelings/no personal feelings. But if the teacher is
setting the task only to practice a pattern such as "I liked it a lot," then the
task has to be put under no personal feelings. In short, although we can
group each of the twenty-one tasks into many groupings, without the responses of the students and the subsequent reactions of the teachers to the
responses, we cannot be sure which characteristic each task has.
By noting a great number of characteristics of the questions we ask
when we set reading tasks, the range of areas of knowledge and experience
that are required for us to respond to each question becomes evident. If a
student failed to comprehend, we might realize that the reason could be a
lack of knowledge of the topic, not some general deficiency often diagnosed as a comprehension problem. Knowing this, we could embellish the
text during oral reading with explanatory and background comments.
Or a reader might have been so involved comparing personal experiences with one part of the reading that he or she completely forgot another
part, thus missing one memory question but not necessarily failing to
understand or comprehend and experience perhaps enjoy the reading.
Said another way, if we base our teaching on our diagnosis of students' needs, it is• no doubt safer to make a range of specific diagnoses
rather than one general one, since in this way we are more likely to set a
range of tasks rather than just one type.
THE LIMITS OF THE USUAL CONVERSATIONS

The point of indicating the tenuous nature of the grouping decisions is to
remind us all once again of a key limitation of the usual conversations
about teaching: the use of single, one-dimensional terms such as comprehension, easy, important, and exploratory. The single use of such terms
leads us to make black-and-white descriptions that fail to reflect the complexity of teaching practices.
Over time, we often begin to group tasks with a particular term
whether or not they have the features we originally associated with that
term. Each single term becomes a ready-made label rather than an actual
descriptor of features of the phenomenon being explored. One of Bateson's
conversations with his daughter illustrates how using the same single, onedimensional term over and over, without frequent reference to the items
the term is supposed to describe, and without attention to other features of
the same items, often stops us from seeing.
Father: Wait a minute. This is difficult to say.... I think that we get some
ideas straight and I think that the muddles help. I mean-that if we both
spoke logically all the time, we would only parrot all the old cliches that
everybody has repeated for hundreds of years ....
Daughter: Yes, Daddy-but
sticks of letters.

what about those things-the

ready-made

Father: The cliches? Yes ... if the printer wants to print something
new ... he will have to break up all that old sorting of letters .... In the
same way, we have to break up all our ready-made ideas and shuffle the
pieces.
(Bateson, 1972, pp. 15, 16)
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Regrouping the twenty-one tasks using a range of descriptors, multiple
one-dimensional terms rather than single ones, no doubt produced some
muddles! Muddles are a central feature of contrasting conversations, just as
cliches are a central feature of the usual conversations. Notice that muddles and cliches are not to be equated with the usual or contrasting conversations. The words usual and contrasting are no different from
comprehension or any other words we use. They can be taken as onedimensional and begin to act just like cliches. One aim of the multiple
activities in this book is to remind us of the multiple types of things we
say in both the usual and contrasting conversations.
Another limitation of the use of single one-dimensional terms such as
comprehension or right hemisphere or story-related is that we begin to
attach value to each term. If right hemisphere has a positive connotation
for us, we begin to search for items that fit the term, ignoring other items
that do not fit, and ignoring other features of the items that fit.
Terms we attach positive value to often serve as solutions to problems
in our discussions. "Oh, if the students can't read well, we need to provide
more right hemisphere tasks, or more open-ended tasks, or more tasks that
can lead to further interaction." The more value we attach to each single
term, and the concepts each tries to represent, the less able we are to see
alternatives and the fact that all tasks, like all phenomena, are multidimensional.
Here is one person's description of how the process of assigning value
to our terms and then using the terms to provide solutions to our problems
can stop us from looking:
Once we have arrived at a solution-and in the process of getting there,
have paid a fairly high price in terms of anxiety and expectation-our
investment in this solution becomes so great that we may prefer to distort
reality to fit our solution rather than sacrifice the solution.
(Watzlawick, 1977, p. 54)

Activity

2
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Determining characteristics of tasks in isolation is useful for generating
characteristics. But for matching characteristics to the tasks, we need to see
them being performed.
To that end, visit your colleague's class or listen to a tape from his or
her class or your own. Write down a half dozen tasks that the students
were asked to do along with their responses. Then, match the characteristics that intrigue you from the earlier groupings, or new characteristics the
new tasks suggest. After seeing the tasks the students were asked to perform as well as their responses, you could try altering the proportion of
tasks. For example, if you found a number of the tasks that emphasized
memory were difficult to answer and were oral, you might want to see
Applications of Observing

whether having students write memory questions affected their difficulty.
Having students write responses to questions that tended to lead to short
answers would allow you to see the effect of writing on this feature of
questions as well.
QNE PERSON'S DEFINITION OF COMPREHENSION

Obviously the sixteen groupings above-A
through P pairs of
characteristics-are
too many to deal with at one time. But they remind us
of the multiple characteristics of all communications. And they point out
that any one-dimensional grouping of tasks fails to reveal the richness, the
complexity, and the ambiguity of the tasks we set.
But does noting multiple characteristics of reading and listening tasks
tell us what comprehension really is? Well, what comprehension really is
and whether we can see it happening are two different things. Frank
Smith, among others, defines comprehension in a way that I, John, "comprehend." But I am not sure what tasks you can give me to show you that
I, in fact, comprehend what I say I comprehend.
At any rate, here is what Frank Smith has to say. He defines comprehension as "making sense." (Smith, 1975, p. 10) He goes on to say
Comprehension is the condition of having cognitive questions answered, the absence of uncertainty .... Comprehension exists, in other
words, when there is no residual uncertainty .... It is true that we comprehend any situation, verbal or otherwise, by relating it to what we
already know ... but how often do we want to become aware of everything we know about a word or object that we see? If the topic of concern
happens to be colors, then I want to recall that milk is white. If the
concern is with the cost of living, then I want to remember the price of
milk and the rate at which my family consumes it. Certainly if I am
drinking milk for refreshment, the last thing I want to think of is the
udder of a cow. In brief, we do not comprehend indiscriminately, but
rather in terms of what we are looking for.... The true art of making
sense of the world lies in knowing what can be safely ignored.
(Smith, 1975, pp. 34, 35)

Activity

3

Given Smith's comments, another way to look at the twenty-one tasks is to
see which of them leads readers to know "what can be safely ignored."
Go back to the twenty-one tasks in Activity 1 on pages 99-100 and
write s i for safely ignore next to those items that you think lead readers to
learn to ignore what is not central, what can be safely ignored.
Then write fa for focus attention next to those items that you think
lead readers to treat all items in a reading passage with equal attention and
suggest that we can ignore items only at our peril.
If possible, invite a partner to compare the places you both put s i
and f a. As you compare feelings about which items taught people to
ignore what was not important, discuss the process you used to come to
your decision. Did you rethink your "safely ignore" labels as you wrote
"focus attention" and change some of your original labels? Said another
way, what did you focus attention on and what did you safely ignore in
labeling the tasks?
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Thinking about the Alternatives
If we were to rewrite the items you marked with f a-those items which
fail to aid readers in determining what to ignore because they focus attention on everything and give equal weight to everything-we
could quite
easily generate a wide range of alternative tasks. For example, item 4,
which seems to focus attention on all the words-"Underline
all the words
you don't understand"-could
be rewritten like so: "After you underline
all the words you don't understand, cross out those you think you can
ignore and you don't have to look up in a dictionary.''
And item 5-"What is a flask?"-which suggests that flask cannot be safely ignored-could be asked in this way: "After telling me what a flask is, tell
me whether you need to know what a flask is to understand the story."

Activity

4
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Now go to the groupings of the tasks in Activity 1 (pages 101-102). First,
mark with a plus sign those groupings you made as well as the groupings
others have made in which at least one of the pairs has what you think is
a positive connotation. For example, personal feelings to me is positive, as
is open-ended. Then, compare your ratings with your partner. Of course,
some will be neither positive nor negative.
Read the pairs again that you both agreed were positive types of tasks
and see which pairs of characteristics are important, given Frank Smith's
comments, and which are not. Cross out groupings others have made as
well as your own that you think characterize tasks that are detrimental to
comprehension, given Frank Smith's comments.
I hasten to remind you that you are not being asked to determine
what tasks are detrimental to comprehension. You are simply being asked
to compare beliefs and practices: Frank Smith's belief as quoted in this
section and some practices illustrated by the twenty-one tasks.
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BRINGING

OUTSIDE BEHAVIORS INTO THE CLASSROOM

One of the most frequent teacher questions I have observed inside classrooms around the world is "What's this?" The question is asked as the
teacher holds up an object. Related questions-"What's
that?" "What're
these?" "What're those?" "What color is it?" "What's it made of?" "What
do you call this?"-are also common. These questions are also frequently
asked outside of classrooms, among the students. But the characteristics of
the questions we ask inside the classroom as teachers and outside the
classroom as learners are often different. For example:
INSIDETHECLASSROOM: The person asking the questions knows the
answer, if the person is a teacher.
OUTSIDE
THECLASSROOM:The person asking the question usually does
not know the answer-is seeking information.
OR, INSIDETHECLASSROOM:
Often ten or more different objects are asked
about in a few minutes.
OUTSIDE
THECLASSROOM:Usually only one or two items are asked
about at a time (within a few minutes).
To provide students with opportunities to ask and answer questions
in the classroom that can prepare them to meet needs they will have
outside of the classroom, we can substitute "outside" questions for "inside" questions. But before we do, we need to know how each differs from
the other.
Throughout this section you
will find some drawings with
numbers and blank lines. Later
on, we'll come back to these to
discover what they point out
about "askers" and "answerers."
1.

Activity

1

Observe the use of the "What's this?" mode of questioning inside and
outside classrooms. You may in fact find some examples on the recordings
you made of your stamp grouping in Part One. Then, in the spaces below,
write down some characteristics of the question or the questioning scene
that you observe in both situations, even if they are similar to those noted
above. If you are able to catch what both people say or do after the
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questions have been asked and answered, note these communications in
the bottom of the spaces, under after the questions.
inside

outside

•

after the questions

STEPS FOR INCORPORATING OUTSIDE
CHARACTERISTICS INSIDE A CLASS

Noting characteristics of communications is an important first step to understanding teaching practices. But knowing characteristics alone does not
usually lead to changes in practices. In order to generate changes in our
practices from our observations, a number of steps are necessary.
First, we have to realize that adding out-of-class characteristics of
questions to in-class questions requires contrivance. There is no way to
duplicate out-of-class activites in the classroom naturally. Teaching is a
contrivance.
With this realization in mind, the second step simply requires that we
note features of an out-of-class characteristic-a distinctive feature-one at
a time. Then, we have to note a comparable feature with the same characteristic as our in-class communications. Noting the most obvious features
of a characteristic of out-of-class communications and how our in-class
communications are different is often the easiest way to begin. Passing
over the obvious features of characteristics for less obvious ones, which
might seem more sophisticated, can make the comparisons and subsequent
substitutions more complex than they need to be. Often, the first features
of each characteristic we note and then substitute will be ones that require
that we do the exact opposite of what we normally do. The obvious fact
that we tend to know the answer to questions we ask in class and not
know the answer outside of class exemplifies this idea of opposites.
Modifying Three Characteristics

To illustrate these steps, below are noted three characteristics of questions
often seen when we ask about objects outside a classroom. Beneath each
characteristic are listed the steps for making it possible to incorporate each
characteristic into questions we ask inside a classroom.
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Characteristic 1: Position of People Asking and Answering Questions
Note the position of people asking and answering questions
outside of class: Both Person A and Person B are in the same
position, either both standing or both sitting.
2. Note the position of people asking and answering questions
inside of class: Person A is standing and Person B is sitting; or,
Person A is standing and Person B is sitting when addressed but
told to stand to state the response and then sit down again.
3. Note the difference between the positions: Out of class, both are
in the same position; in class, both are in different positions at
least part of the time.
4. Substitute the out-of-class position for the one in-class position:
Before questions are started, ask all students to stand and keep
standing as the questions are asked and answered.
1.

Characteristic 2: Number of People Observing the Interaction
1. Note the number of people in the area around those asking and

answering the questions outside of the classroom: Person A,
asking for the name of an object or other information, often does
so in the presence of only one other person. Person A may be
talking to a clerk in a store, for example. Even if other customers
are close by in this setting, they usually number only three or
four.
2. Note the number of people in the area around those asking and
answering the questions inside of class: The entire class usually
makes up the audience for questions asked and answered in
classrooms; if there are 10 students in the class, 9 are observing
the person answering the question; if there are 50 students, 49 are.
3. Note the difference between the numbers in both settings: There
are few observed or involved out of class and many in class.
4. Substitute the out-of-class numbers for the in-class numbers:
Have students ask questions of each other in pairs, so that each
student who asks a question has only one other person listening
and likewise with the person answering-in
each case, only the
partner with whom the student is interacting.

Characteristic 3: Purpose of Person in Asking the Question
1. Note the purpose of the person asking questions outside of class:

to seek some information the person does not know.
2. Note the purpose of the person asking questions inside the class:
to see if the person answering knows the information; the person
asking the question already knows the information but is
checking to see whether the other person knows the same
information.
3. Note the difference between the purposes inside and outside of
the classroom: outside, the purpose is to seek information, while
inside, the purpose is to check students' retention, understanding,
attention, or involvement.
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4. Substitute the out-of-class characteristic for the in-class

characteristic: (a) teacher writes the names of a number of
objects on one set of note cards; (b) teacher draws sketches of
the objects on a separate set of note cards; (c) teacher passes out
note cards with names of objects to some students and other
characteristics of objects to other students; (d) teacher passes out
note cards with sketches of objects to other students; (e) teacher
tells students holding cards with sketches to find a student
holding a card with names or other information about sketches
and then to ask for information about the sketches.
The steps would be no different if we were interested in redesigning
stamps. We could list features of all those stamps we liked and all those
we did not like. Then, after noting some differences and similarities, we could
substitute features from stamps we liked for features on stamps we did not
like. Since stamps contain pictures of people and things from
the world, we could also look for
features in other pictorial materials we liked and substitute some
of these for those on stamps we
decided we did not like.
2. _______
_

Activity

2

One of the characteristics noted in after the questions, in Activity 1 above,
is the type of comment that is made by the person who asks the questions.
Using this characteristic, write down the steps to follow in order to incorporate out-of-class reactions in class.
Characteristic: Type of comments made by person who asks the
question after the question is answered

Considering Steps Developed by Others
Steps another pair of teachers developed are printed below so you can
compare your steps with those of others.
1. Note out-of-class feature of reaction: Person who asked the question makes
comments such as these after the question has been answered: "Oh, I hadn't
heard that before;" "Now, I remember," or, "Strange sound." Often, a tone of
excitement or pleasure is heard in the comments.
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2. Note in-class feature of reaction: Person who asked the question makes
comments such as these after the question has been answered: "O.K.,""Glad
to see you're paying attention;" or; "Verygood." The c;:ommentsare often said in
a neutral tone of voice.
3. Note difference between in-class and out-of-class feature of reaction: There is
more variation in the words used in out-of-class reactions and there is a
greater range of emotions communicated.
4. Substitute an out-of-class feature for an in-class feature:
a. On note cards. teacher writes comments heard outside of class made by
those who ask questions after the questions have beenanswered;
b. Teacher holds cards in hands when asking questior.is in class;
c. Whena student names an object or gives other information the teacher is
checking, the teacher reads a reaction from one of the note cards in a
neutral tone of voice;
d. After reading a reaction, teacher shuffles the cards to make it less likely
that the same reaction will be read a second time immediately after it has
beenread the first time;
e. After a student names an object or gives other information the teacher is
checking, the teacher reads the words on one of the cards silently; the
teacher then looks at the
student and says the words
with a tone of voice
expressing interest,
excitement, Ietha rgy. or
some other emotion.
3.

Activity

3

As you incorporate some out-of-class characteristics into your teaching,
you no doubt anticipate some reactions from both your students and yourself. For example, reading comments from note cards after students answer
your questions may make you feel uncomfortable at first. Or, having all
students stand up and talk to each other in pairs with what are essentially
cue cards may make you wonder whether you are necessary in the class.
Write below some reactions you anticipate if you incorporate some similar
changes.
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Thinking about Possible Reactions
Below is what a couple of teachers wrote about reactions they expected to
hear after incorporating almost any of the outside characteristics of questions inside their classes. Compare the reactions you listed with these two.
And if your partner wrote some, compare yours with your partner's as
well.
Students will be confused-they won't know if they are right or wrong if I
don't say "O.K."or "Very good." Theywon't pay attention if I don't remind
somethat it is important with a commentsuch as "Glad to see you're
paying attention."
Students won't understand my
commentsand will think that
showing excitement after they
respond is artificial.

Activity

4

4. _______

_

Actually try out one of the characteristics noted in either Activity 1 or 2
that you would like to incorporate in your teaching. Then, after the lesson,
write below your reactions and the reactions to the substitution of the
features of that characteristic. Student reactions can be simply your interpretations of how they reacted. Or, you could ask the students to write
comments on any changes they observed, noting what they liked about the
changes and what they did not like.
Finally, compare the actual reactions with your expected reactions
and record them in the space provided. Then take a moment to think
about the effects of the features of characteristics of questions you substituted in comparison with the effects of the usual features. In your reflections, you might want to comment also on the value of generating
alternative teaching practices by comparing out-of-class and in-class communications using the steps you just read and tried to follow.
Expected reactions to an outside characteristic inside a class

Actual reactions to alternative way of asking questions
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Differences between expected and actual reactions to alternative
way of asking questions

Similarities between expected and actual reactions to alternative
way of asking questions

Value of generating alternative teaching practices by comparing outof-class and in-class communications

Thinking about Reactions
Here is what some other teachers wrote:
I enjoy questions more when I ask them in class with the tone of voice and
facial expressions that reflect the curiosity, embarrassment, or other emotions
that I observe people show when they ask questions outside of class.
Making side comments in place of "0.K., very good" provides my students with
a lot of vocabulary. fhey often wonder what the words mean exactly. But they
sense I have heard them give their answers and am reacting personally to them
rather than automatically. When they ask about words they do not understand,
they are asking questions the way we do outside the classroom-they don't know
the answer!
I ask fewer questions about objects than I used to. I have students ask each
other now. fhis allows me to listen to more students, and frees me from trying
to be curious when I ask students to remember colors or qualities of objects. I
always felt insincere and phoney when I asked students to give me answers I
already knew.
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SWITCHING PLACES: CHARACTERISTICS OF NAMING
TASKS FROM THE LEARNER'S POINT OF VIEW

Let's take on the perspective and filters of a student. Now note characteristics of "What's this?" from the point of view of the person answering the
question. But first, you need to see the question and respond to it.

5. --------

Activity

5

Go back now to the sketches placed throughout this section and on the
blank line next to each write down what you want to call the sketch. After
you have done this for each, write below some characteristics of the task of
titling the sketches, from the point of view of a learner.

Thinking about the Alternatives
Seeing the types of things other people wrote shows how they interpreted
the direction "write down what you want to call the sketch." Here are
some alternatives-and
perhaps some contrasting observations.
1. a hut; a design in black and white
2. a house with 1V aerials; makes me want a cold drink with foam on top
3.

a mushroom with

insects

on it;

crazy sketch

4. a tomb; reminds me of a Greek island with those whitewashed houses
5. a silo; Mickey Mouse ears turn up all over the place these days

As you can see, some people tended to think they were expected to
name the objects, and so wrote down inside classroom characteristics.
They seemed to take the words "what you want to call the sketch" literally, and so wrote down names for the objects they thought the sketches
might represent.
Others seemed to think they could write down what came to their
minds. Thus, after the nouns that name the pictures, there are words
representing other things that came to them. Some people wrote both types
of comments after each sketch.
The words in the directions of course are ambiguous, as most words
are. Much of our schooling is spent trying to figure out from the words a
teacher says what answer we are supposed to give. We need to figure out
what the teacher expects-what is likely-given past expectations.
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MATCHING

INTENTIONS AND PERCEPTIONS OF INTENTIONS

Given the usual intentions of asking about objects inside classrooms, it is
thus not surprising for learners to fit the words to perceived intentions.
Mismatching between the teacher's intentions and the learner's understanding of the intentions as the teacher expresses them in words is not
really different from one of the points Cervantes makes in the classic
windmill scene in Don Quixote. In that scene, reprinted below, Sancho
seems to think that the way to see the world is as it is. Don Quixote sees
the world through his knighthood visor. In a way, Sancho's claim that
windmills are windmills and not giants represents questions and answers
as we normally deal with them in the classroom-with
right answers. Don
Quixote's claim that the windmills are giants is closer to many of the
questions and answers as we normally deal with them outside of the
classroom: more options are possible, multiple interpretations are possible.
At that moment they caught sight of some thirty or forty windmills,
which stand on that plain, and as soon as Don Quixote saw them he said
to his squire: "Fortune is guiding our affairs better than we could have
wished. Look over there, friend Sancho Panza, where more than thirty
monstrous giants appear. I intend to do battle with them and take all their
lives .... "
"What giants?" asked Sancho Panza.
"Those you see there," replied his master, "with their long arms.
Some giants have them about six miles long."
"Take care, your worship," said Sancho; "those things over there are
not giants but windmills, and what seem to be their arms are the sails,
which are whirled round in the wind and make the millstone turn."
"It is quite clear," replied Don Quixote, "that you are not experienced in this matter of adventures. They are giants, and if you are afraid,
go away and say your prayers, whilst I advance and engage them in fierce
and unequal battle."
(pt. 1, chap. 8)

What answer did I want you to write on the lines? What was my
intention in asking you to write words on the lines below the sketches? My
intention, as I said, was at least in part to illustrate the ambiguity that is
possible in almost any communication. The instruction I gave to the child
who drew the sketches was simply: "Draw some windmills." Whether you
thought from the beginning that the sketches represented windmills or not,
since the windmill quote came after you were asked to write words on the
blanks, there is no reason to consider yourself silly if you wrote "monsters" or some other words that might be less literal. On the other hand,
realizing that the sketches were windmills before reading the quote I hope
does not make you feel particularly clever. Nor would I want you to feel
original if you wrote "trademark," "movement," or other words that came
to your mind. Given the ambiguity of the direction, any words are not only
acceptable but welcome.
If you are used to feeling frustrated when students do not answer the
question you think you asked-whether
in class or on a test-see if the
experience of writing words below the sketches reminds you of the fact
that the unexpected answer can show as much thinking, maybe more than
the expected answer. And when an unexpected answer comes, it is not
Relating the Classroom to the Outside World •
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necessarily because of our words alone but because of other characteristics
of words, such as interest or enthusiasm, or lethargy-as
well as our
intentions and those of the person responding.
Conversely, if you are used to accepting any words said, no matter
what the question, see if the experience of writing words below the
sketches in this section reminds you that being free to use many words to
name an object, rather than simply coming up with the name of the object
the person asking the question has in mind, can be just as gratifying as
stating the word the person has in mind. When talking about an object or
sketch does the chance to play with words-monster,
trademark, hutprovide some of the same feelings that coming up with the expected
word-windmill-does?
Just as Sancho Panza and Don Quixote would
both have had larger visions of reality if each could have seen what the
other saw, so each of us can profit from the views of those we interact
with, inside and outside of the classroom.
QUESTIONS

AS ONE EXAMPLE OF WHAT A TEACHER DOES
Over time, following the steps given in Activity 2 provides a way to
incorporate in-class features of outside-of-class questions. One feature
every few weeks is less likely to be upsetting than trying many features all
at once. And, as you try alternatives, continue to write down your reactions and those of your students.
As you have no doubt guessed by now, questions are a metaphor for
any classroom activity we do. Comparing characteristics of the ways we
read and listen to language in classrooms and other teaching settings, such
as libraries, with the ways we read and listen to language outside of
teaching settings, such as on trains, in our living rooms, and at concerts or
movies, can provide other ideas of alternative practices in our classrooms.
Tape-recording a group of chemists working in a lab and juxtaposing
the way they talk about an experiment with the way we talk about experiments in our classrooms will reveal a range of options we can try in our
classrooms. Listening to some bankers discuss profit and loss, interest
rates, and budgets can suggest a range of ways we can discuss mathematics
differently in our math class.
Comparing classroom conversations and activities in the various disciplines and subjects with out-of-class conversations on these topics will
remind us of how school knowledge and world knowledge overlap as well
as remain distinct in a number of ways. (Barnes, 1976, p. 79) .
Are you puzzled or confused as you explo~e out-of-class communications? Are you and your students confused by directives such as "write
what you want to call the sketch"? If so, consider whether the usual
negative reaction to confusion is not perhaps a bit one-sided. Weigh the
possible value of such feelings. Look at the extent to which the claim
about the value of confusion in the quotation below is valid.
It might seem that there is nothing good about confusion, but this is
not quite the case. Suppose everybody starts laughing as I enter a room.
This is very confusing to me because the others either see the reality of
the situation very differently than I do or are in possession of some
information that I do not have. My immediate reaction is to search for
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clues-from looking to see if somebody is behind me to wondering if
they have just been talking about me; from going to a mirror to see if I
have a smudge on my face to demanding an explanation.
After the initial shock, confusion triggers off an immediate search
for meaning or order to reduce the anxiety inherent in any uncertain
situation. The result is an unusual increase in attention .... In other
words, confusion sharpens our sense and our attention to detail.
(Watzlawick, 1977, p. 27)

Remember what we said in the Introduction to this book: Uncertainty can
lead us to new understanding.
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Many of us remember the story of Newton's insights into the force of
gravity from the story about his observation of a falling apple. But
Bronowski reminds us that Newton's insight into gravity was not that he
saw an apple falling from a tree; millions of people had seen apples fall
from trees before Newton and supposed some force caused the apples to
fall. Bronowski tells us that Newton's insight was seeing an apple fall on a
moonlit night and realizing that the round moon and the round apple were
pulled by the same force. The apple fell to the ground and the moon kept
in orbit around the earth because they were each pulled by the force of
gravity.
We could say that his insight came from grouping two seemingly
different phenomena in the same category. To Bronowski, the central, if not
only, aim of science and art is to see such "hidden likenesses." We see
what we did not see before, discovering "a new order which gives unity to
what had long seemed unlike" partly by comparing items that seem different, two seemingly contrasting elements. (Bronowski, 1956, p. 15)
REFRESHING OUR VISION
I think most would agree that at least at first glance the patch of cloth
shown on the cover and the stamps included in this book are "two seemingly contrasting elements." The cloth is made of cotton; the stamps of
paper. The cloth is placed on furniture or people in the form of clothes,
the stamps on envelopes.
While it is obvious that trying to put a piece of cloth on an envelope
to substitute for a postage stamp and stamps on a hole in a shirt to
substitute for a patch of cloth is unlikely to be productive, seeing similarities between seemingly different items may do more than enable us to see
"a new order which gives unity to what had long seemed unlike." Grouping the same items in a range of ways might provide us with an opportunity to see features, in this case of materials, that we might have missed
before because, among other reasons, the features were so obvious.
Bateson offers this explanation for the difficulty of seeing something
obvious:
[People often miss the obvious] because people are self-corrective systems. They are self-corrective against disturbance, and if the obvious is
not of a kind that .[we] can easily assimilate without internal disturbance,
[our] self-corrective mechanisms work to sidetrack it, to hide it, even to
the extent of shutting the eyes if necessary, or shutting off various parts
of the process of perception. Disturbing information can be framed like a
pearl so that it doesn't make a nuisance of itself ....
(Bateson, 1972, p. 428)
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Activity

1

To encourage fresh looking at our use of common materials, I've written
below the names of the places where certain materials are usually used. As
you read the list of items found in each setting, select two or three settings
of particular interest to you and circle items in those settings that you
would like to add to the classroom you use.
1. Writer's desk:
scotch tape, a typewriter, scissors, pencils and erasers, note
cards with notes on them, a dictionary, a word processor, books
lying on the desk, a desk with a padded chair by it on wheels, a
radio, white-out, stamps
2. Nursery school or kindergarten:
colored crayons, dolls, easels with large white sheets of paper
on them, watercolors and brushes, toys, a sand box, an aquarium,
rabbit cage and hamster cage, large plants, small mats on the floor
and a carpeted area, dried leaves glued on pieces of paper tacked
on a large bulletin board which covers half of the side of one wall,
photographs of those in the room on the bulletin board along with
sketches of the same faces, a piano, a small counter with cups on it
and crackers, a wash basin and sink next to the counter, pieces of
cloth
3. English or social studies classroom:
a chalkboard, rows of seats with desks attached, window
shades, a clock with hands on its face, a framed picture of a former
political leader of the country above the chalkboard in the front of
the room, a flag, a desk with a small bell on it in the front of the
room with a chair in front of it facing the rows of seats, a loud
speaker mounted in the wall next to the picture of the political
leader, a phonograph, some maps on the wall, travel posters, textbooks locked in book shelves with glass doors along one wall
4. Living room in an apartment:
a VCR, a video camera, a phonograph, disc and tape player,
radio sound system with speakers, a television set, a couch and
three upholstered chairs, carpeted floor, drapes at the edges of the
windows, some framed photographs, paintings and illustrations on
the walls, floor lamps, a desk with a barometer on it and two books
with reproductions of paintings, a tray with stamps in it, some envelopes with stationery and pens next to the tray, three straightbacked chairs (one by the desk), the desk facing the wall, a digital
clock on a drum table, six plants in pots of various sizes, the largest
pot 1 meter in diameter, the smallest one 20 centimeters, a camera,
catalogs from department, clothing, and electronic stores
5. Bookstore or library:
shelves from floor to ceiling (8 feet), half filled with books,
labels on the edges of the shelves, two shelves with folded maps on
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them, a bookcase around 3 feet high with a counter on top holding
book catalogs, a large table with small piles of books on it, quiet
classical music heard from speakers, some illustrations on blank
parts of the walls in between the shelves
6. Kitchen:
cans of fruit, fresh oranges, boxes of cookies, a stove, a
counter, a sink, dishes, potato chips, a bag of chocolate-chip cookies, three straight chairs, one small table, plates, silverware, a refrigerator, cabinets with soap in them

As some people begin to circle items, the number of items becomes so
great that they begin to wonder why they have so few items in their own
classrooms. And they begin to wonder why schools can't have a few more
classrooms that are like living rooms. Or at least they wonder why some
items from living rooms cannot be added to classrooms. Some who teach
older students wonder why only nursery schools and kitchens and writers'
desks have items that learners of any age could use.
Others circle only a few items and wonder why even the English/
social studies classroom has so much equipment. Some argue that maps,
globes, and pictures-to say nothing of music-are distracting and make it
more difficult for students to concentrate on reading, listening, and writing. They consider the "additional" items frills.

Activity

2

Whether you see classrooms as places that are starved of the range of items
we experience outside of classrooms, or as appropriately furnished and
equipped, for this activity group items in different settings in a range of
ways to perhaps see some hidden likenesses. Either alone or with a partner, take at least ten items from the settings just described and list as many
as will fit in the pairs of columns below.

contribute to learning

120

•

do not contribute
to learning

likely to be stolen

not likely to be stolen

made to entertain

not made to entertain
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childish

not childish

difficult to keep
in working
order

not difficult to
keep in
working order

expensive

not expensive

Exploring Alternatives
Now, from the pairs of columns in the grouping you just completed
insert the negative words and prefixes in the titles of the right-hand
columns (i.e., do not, not) in front of the appropriate words in the titles of
the left-hand columns. Then cross out the negatives in the titles of the
right-hand columns. In short, make the meaning of each title of each
column the exact opposite of what it was when you started.
Once you have reversed the meaning of each column title, select one
item listed in the left-hand column and try to give a reason in the space
below why the item could have an attribute exactly the opposite of the
attribute you and your partner originally assigned to it. For example, take
an item such as upholstered chairs, which most of us initially put under
do not contribute to learning, and state how upholstered chairs may fit
under the title contribute to learning. Take an item such as crayons, which
usually winds up in the childish column and state at least one way crayons can be adult, or suitable for teens in a class. Consider how a VCR or a
video camera, which among some American teachers most often is thought
of as an item likely to be stolen, and develop a way of using them that
may lead to decreased stealing of many items.
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Thinking about the Alternatives
Here are a few reasons other people put down.
Student5 who develop a play that i5 video recorded and played back in cla55
might becomeprotective of the equipment. Plant5 and animale; that have to be
cared for might bring 5ome to 5chool who feel overwhelmed by book5 and the
u5ual 5chool thing6, Uphol5tered chairs in a corner of a cla55room might provide
a relaxing 5etting for 5ome:5ome might be reminded of the fact that reading is
not only for a nur5ery 5chool. The chairs might be enjoyed while reading in clae.;5
a5 well a5 while having a 5nack. In an advanced 5cience cla55, crayon5 can be used
to draw cell5 5een through a micro5cope BO that the border5 of the cells and the
color5 of part5 of the cell5 can be more accurately copied. Many texte; have
picturee; in color but a~er the fir5t couple of year5 in e;chool,few students have
the chance to reflect in the note~taking and sketching they do in 5chool the
range of colors they actually 5ee.

What are VisualAids?
None of us has heard anyone ever say "look at my new audiovisual aids"
when a friend shows us new video equipment, cameras, or sound equipment in an apartment! We consider these items part of the network of
communications we take in or use. In a science lab or in an apartment, a
barometer is not an "audiovisual aid," but an instrument that measures air
pressure in a way that can suggest changes in the weather.
To the extent to which we consider equipment aids, we may be limited in our vision of their uses. In an apartment, as in some bookstores, or
in the writer's office, equipment that we flick on is not an audio aid. We
regard these items as part of the network of communications we are part
of. In the same way, pictures on our walls, as those in museums and
magazines, are not considered visual aids. Why not consider bringing the
outside world into the classroom in terms of materials?
DESIGNING

Activity

3
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Below are some additional categories in which to list items from the settings described in Activity 1. By listing some items under a column with
labels that are not frequently used we may see some characteristics of
materials we did not see before, thus discovering Bronowski's "new order
which gives unity to what had long seemed unlike."
Rather than listing some items in one grouping and other items in
another grouping, which is the usual task, select around a dozen items
Applications of Observing

from the six settings and put these items in one side of each of the eight
separate pairs of columns below. For example, if you select catalogs, put it
under one of the columns in one of each of the eight pairs of categories:
either hard or soft, produced to sell products or produced to teach something, and so forth. Don't put catalogs under only one column of a pair
and a radio under one side of another pair, and so on.
hard

produced to sell products

for pleasure

alive

soft

produced to teach something

for other purposes

not alive

beautiful to look at or listen to not beautiful to look at or listen to

can be manipulated

Activity

4

cannot be manipulated

found only in schools

found in many settings

rare/difficult to obtain

commonleas

to obtain .

Now go back to the items you have just selected and grouped in the eight
pairs of columns, and next to items that you think are usually associated
with teaching write a t for teaching.
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On the short lines on the left below, copy two or three items you
marked with a t. Copy the words above the column the items appear in on
the long lines on the right as well.
As an example, here are items other teachers marked with a t: textbooks and maps. Textbooks were listed under the column headed hard and
maps under the category soft in the same T. They were both listed under
the column produced to teach something.

Activity

5

textbooks-t:

hard; produced to teach something; for other purposes; not alive; not beautiful to look at; cannot
be manipulated; found only in schools; expensive

maps-t:

soft; produced to teach something; for other purposes; not alive; not beautiful to look at; can be
manipulated; found only in schools; expensive

___

-t:

___

-t:

___

-t:

What about the items that you did not mark with a t? Take three of them
and copy each one on the broken lines below. Then on the long blank lines
write the titles from the columns in the eight T's that apply to the items
you copied. The eight titles will indicate eight characteristics of the items.
(One example is done here to illustrate the task.)
1

potato chips:
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hard, produced to sell products, for pleasure, not
alive, not beautiful to look at, can be manipulated,
found in many settings, common-easy to obtain

Activity

6

Complete the title "My Ideal Classroom for Teaching ... " by filling in a
subject you normally teach. Then draw a picture of your own classroom, as
it is. With crayons or colored pencils, or some sort of writing utensil you
do not usually use, cross out or partially obscure items you would like to
remove from your classroom-if there are any such items. And then draw
in items you would like to add to your classroom. In short, create your
ideal classroom-as far as its materials.
My Ideal Classroom for Teaching
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With your partner, if possible, list below a few of the items you crossed
out, in the appropriate columns (below). Do the same with those items you
added.
hard

produced to sell products

for pleasure

alive

beautiful to look at or listen to

can be manipulated
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soft

produced to teach somethin

for other purposes

not alive

not beautiful to look at or listen to

cannot be manipulated

found on/ in schools

found in man settings

rare/difficult to obtain

common/easy to obtain
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Thinking about the Alternatives
Here is John's ideal classroom for teaching languages:

There is one window a.nd door
on the outside wall of ea.ch
wedge except 1n the gym where
there a.re three.

Flower, herb, and
vegetable garden

Gym and
exercise room

Ya.rd tools such a.sdouttl.n
8,\teS a.n
snove1a, rn ts for p1a.nts,
utensilB,d :rtmzerpots, ~ ell other
plants ID
.
rooms except ~•
e.J.SO1l1 ga,rden,
course.

Teacher room ha.a
doors with windows in
them so activity in ea.ch
wedge ca.n be seen from
center and those 1n wedges
ca.n look into the center as
wen and sound that
ca.n be turned on
a.nd off

• Each wedge provides
students a.nd tea.chars
With a. different way of
interacting. Ea.ch wedge ca.n be obsel'.'Vedfrom the
central room where teachers, a.a well a.a students,
ca.n look in a.t the intera.ct1on in any of the
wedges. During the course of a. !.iey', students would
experience the interactions that grow out of the
settin8s in each wedge. Or, they could experience
the interact.ions in the garden or the sports field
that a.re out.aide of the wedges.

SUMMING

UP THE BEGINNING

If you have a recording of any of the conversations you have had during
this section, listen to it for awhile and see if there are any times when
either you or another person shows some excitement at discovery. Transcribe the lines below (or, if you have no tape for this section, write down
a generalization or an insight about materials that you and your partner
grouped).
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Share your discovery with others. Almost any material can be used to
teach almost anything if we remember that the discipline the material was
designed to teach is in fact a part of a large universe of disciplines.
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To some, the few minutes we use to start our classes are trivial, in both the
actual amount of time spent and the significance of the activities. In this
section of the book we are, however, reminded of the interrelationships
among various teaching practices: making a change in one area can have a
profound effect in another. Though a general might be more important on a
battlefield than a nail, the anecdote that ends with "for want of a nail the
battle was lost" ("For want of a nail, the shoe was lost, for want of a shoe,
the horse was lost, for want of a ... ") reminds us that one small element
can profoundly affect the outcomes of many events. A small patch of ice
on a highway can cause a half dozen cars to spin out of control and stop
traffic for hours. Seemingly small things can have multiple effects out of
all proportion to the size or amount of time or apparent importance of the
events themselves.
In addition to illustrating the interrelationships among various practices, the steps in the activities in this section, like the steps for grouping
stamps, can be applied to any practice you wish to explore.

WAYS OF GREETING STUDENTS

Activity

1

Below are six practices that I have
the beginning of class. Circle the
realizing that within each practice
unlikely that two different teachers
cal way.
1. TEACHER:

CLASS:

2. TEACHER:

CLASS:

3.

TEACHER:

seen teachers use to greet students at
numbers of any practices you follow,
there is some variation and that it is
follow the same practices in an identi-

Good morning, class.
[Said in neutral voice to entire class, standing behind the
desk in the front of the classroom]
Good morning teacher.
[Said like a chant, standing at desks, eyes on desks]
How are you?
[Said in neutral voice to entire class, standing in front of
class, eyes on textbook on desk]
Fine thank you.
[Said in a chant, sitting at desks, eyes looking at various
places, but not at teacher]
How are you?
[Said with interest and energy, addressed to one student,
standing at blackboard and inviting student to say a word
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that represents his or her feeling by pointing to the following three sketches]

0
f __ e

S -

-

t ______

0

e

STUDENT:
Terrible!
[Said with a tone that reflects the meaning of the word]
TEACHER:
And you?
[Said with interest to another student, pointing to board to
indicate the student should choose]
STUDENT:
So so.
[Said with neutral expression on face]
4. TEACHER:
I feel tired today-anyone
else feel tired?
[Said while leaning against the wall, looking at class. Then,
the teacher looks at the blackboard to indicate the following
expressions that are written there]
No, ___

a bit.

Not really.

I'm bushed.

I do.

[Then the teacher looks at the class again]
How about you, Tadashi?
STUDENT:
No, not a bit.
TEACHER:
Atsushi?
STUDENT:
I do. I'm bushed.
5. TEACHER:[Writes these items on the blackboard]
How are you?
1. ------

------

------

2. ------

------

------

+

[Mimes write to indicate to students that they are to copy
question and write two responses, each of three words; the
first one expressing positive feelings and the second expressing negative feelings]
STUDENT:[After some hesitation, looking at their papers and at the
teacher, begin writing items like these]
1. Not too bad. Or: Fine, thank you. Or: Pretty good,
thanks.
2. Very, very tired. Or: Not too good. Or: Bad headache
now.

130

•

Applications of Observing

[Says the two exchanges below in conversational English.
Before saying them, the teacher tells the students to write
the exchanges minus the extraneous words or syllables in
them. Each exchange is said only once.]
1. Good nice evening.
STUDENTS:
[Some write: 1. Good nice evening; others write: 1. Good
evening.]
TEACHER: 2. Fine, thanking you.
STUDENTS:
[Some write: 2. Fine thanking you; others write: 2. Fine
thank you; still others write: 2. Fine thanks]

6. TEACHER:

JUDGING WAYS OF GREETING STUDENTS

Activity

2

Below I have listed three pairs of judgments I have heard teachers make
about teaching practices. Reread the six practices in Activity 1 and write
the number of each practice under one of the pairs of judgments.
easy

boring

natural

difficult

less boring

contrived

After class, ask a few students to make their judgments about the activities
so you can compare your perspectives and those of your students.

Thinking about the Alternatives
On the blank lines below under your judgment, please write in a pair of
judgments you want to make about the six ways of greeting students that is
different from the three pairs I provided. As you make the judgments,
write down the numbers of the practices that you think match the pairs of
judgments you made.
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Then, if possible, ask a colleague to write another pair of judgments.
Compare your judgments and the examples you picked.
your judgment

a colleague's judgment

SWITCHING

APPROACHES

If you discover that you consistently engage in practices to start class that
you judged difficult, less boring, or contrived, do the opposite: Try a
practice you normally do not do that you judged easy, boring, or natural
for a change, in one or two classes.
If you and your colleague disagreed about what is difficult and easy,
each of you can do an opposite and compare judgments again.

Optional Activities: Alternate Perceptions
Activities 2A and 2B under "Starting Class" in the appendix provide other
ways to become aware of alternate perceptions.

Activity

3

After you try an opposite way of starting class, write down, on the lines
below, your reactions and those of different members of your class to the
new practice.

SEEING MULTIPLE EFFECTS

As you stop following the practices you normally follow by trying a number of alternatives, either suggested by others or discovered through observing others, you of course get a clearer idea of the multiple effects of
different practices. As you get a clearer idea of relationships between
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various practices and multiple effects, you may want to generate some
alternative practices with a colleague.
One way to generate alternative practices is to describe multiple contrasting characteristics of the practices you and others engage in and do
not engage in. Above, you judged practices in many ways: easy or difficult,
boring or less boring, and natural or contrived. Now you will match contrasting descriptions of each practice, rather than a contrasting judgment. A
practice from each contrasting description can be selected from the list as
a starting point for altering some of the practices you have started to
explore.
In the grouping below, I've listed six pairs of contrasting descriptive characteristics. Reread "Ways of Greeting Students," on pages 129-131. Then,
under each pair of contrasting descriptive characteristics, write in the
number of each practice that you think fits the descriptive characteristic.

A.

spoken by teacher
in classroom intonation

8. spoken by students

C. single response expected

D. no visual clues iven

E. students chant or use
classroom intonation

F. response from students requires
mainly memory

spoken by teacher
in conversational intonation

written by students

multiple responses expected

visual clues given

students speak with energy,
or other emotion

response from students
requires more than memory
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Thinking about Another Perspective
In the groupings below are my matchings of descriptions with ways of
greeting students. If you have a colleague who is interested, invite him or
her to match the descriptions and practices separately. Then you can compare yours with more than one perspective.
The advantage of comparing yours with a colleague's is that you can
discuss the meanings of the terms as you each use them. The disadvantage
of comparing yours with mine is that you might think that mine would be
correct. But one of the goals of matching descriptions with practices is to
see more clearly what each person means by the descriptive terms. Matching examples of what we mean by a term also shows others what we mean.
Consequently, there are no right and wrong matchings. Rather, there are
matchings that each makes that reveal to others what each means.
A.

spoken by teacher
in classroom intonation

spoken by teacher
in conversational intonation

1, 2

3, 4, 6

written by students
5,

ected

D. no visual clues iven

£

visual clues given

1, 2, 6

3, 4, 5

students chant or use
classroom intonation

students speak with energy,
or other emotion

1, 2

3, 4

F.

response from students
requires more than memory
3, 4, 5, 6
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There are only six pairs of characteristics to describe greeting practices
listed here. From your matching and your discussion of that matching you
no doubt generated other characteristics of ways of greeting students. So
below are blank lines for you to note characteristics of practices that are
important to you or to a colleague. Under these labels, from the list of six
practices at the beginning of this section, write the appropriate ways of
greeting that match the labels you have written on the lines.
Characteristics

Practices from pages 129-131

G. -------------

H. ------------!, ____________

_

J. ------------REACHING

OUR GOALS

To generate alternative teaching practices rather than following practices
you have observed others follow, the first step is to decide what kinds of
practices you want to try, based on judgments you make of the practices
you now follow. Judgments are values or beliefs we attribute to what we
do. Our judgments reflect the consequences we want from our teaching or
the goals we set.
In the usual conversations, judgments are used to stop conversations,
to end exploration. In contrasting conversations, judgments are used to
open conversations, to begin explorations. Judgments are seen as a way to
make our beliefs and values explicit so we can explore them and their
relationships to our practices. Judgments are not seen as evaluations.
You have to decide what consequences you want or what goals you
want that are different from those you are now seeking. For example, if
you judged as difficult Practice 5-the one in which students had to write
a positive and a negative three-word reply to "How are you?"-and you
think you want to follow a practice that is easy, then you have to make 5
easier. If you or a colleague judged Practice 5 to be contrived, and your
goal is to engage in activities that are natural, then you'd have to change
Practice 5 to make it more natural.
The next step in making a difficult practice easy or a contrived one
natural is to look at the characteristics of the practice as it is. In the case of
Practice 5, here are the features I noted on page 133: B. written by students; C. multiple responses expected; D. visual clues given; F. requires
more than memory.
When we have a few specific characteristics of a practice identified,
we can make the practice less difficult by noting features of practices we
judged easy, and adding some of these features to the practices we judged
difficult. For example, I consider Practice 3 easier than Practice 5. In PracStarting Class
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tice 3, one of the characteristics I noted was D. visual clues given-the
sketches of three faces and the first and last letter of each word were both
visual clues. Adding letters of some of the words that could be used in
writing three-word responses to the blank lines in Practice 5 would make
the responses easier in many cases.
One version of Practice 5, with the characteristic of visual clues borrowed from Practice 3, is shown below.
TEACHER:
[Writes these items on the blackboard]
How are you?
[Teacher mimes writing to
1.N-t-b-+
indicate
that students are to
or
copy and complete the reF
t---y-+
sponses on the blackboard;
or
teacher holds up two fin+ gers to try to indicate that
p - - - - g - - -, t - - only two responses are be2. T - - - -, t
y
ing requested and that stuor
dents are to select from the
N-t-g--options given.]

Activity

5

On the lines below, write a teaching practice that you judged contrived or
difficult or as some other characteristic you chose. With a colleague, if
possible, add or subtract features from it so that it can be judged the
opposite of what it was judged before the changes.

On the lines below, write some of your reactions to the process of
generating alternative practices for greeting the class.
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Try out the practice you just generated above on the lines below, write
your reactions and the reactions of your students to the alternative practice
that you tried in class.

Thinking about the Alternatives
We realize the multiple results of a number of small events-for lack of a
nail, the battle was lost; because of a blowout on one car or a very small
patch of ice on one small area of road, hundreds can be affected. These
examples, as well as the nature of the changes you were invited to generate in greeting students, illustrate another feature of contrasting conversations: the importance of limiting the size and scope of the alternatives we
try. The emphasis in all the sections on specific description, the use of
small amounts of data to analyze in a range of ways both imply small
changes, of course. But I hope that in this section, jn particular, you saw
the centrality of avoiding large changes in the exploration of teaching
because of the fact that starting class takes up such a small amount of
time. The only type of alternatives we can try have to be small.
Small changes-few in number, taking up little time, different from
our regular practices in only one or two small features-are likely to be
easier to explore. For one thing, a single change can be more thoroughly
analyzed in a shorter amount of time than can many changes in the same
amount of time. For another, limiting the amount of time during which the
change is being tried means the amount of tape we have to analyze is brief
enough so as not to seem overwhelming. Aside from making exploration
easier, at least in practical ways, the employment of alternatives that are
only slight variations of our regular practices probably will limit any extremely distruptive effect.
After you have discussed reactions to various ways of greeting stuStarting Class
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dents, you and some students might want to start collecting instances of
greetings in a range of settings, as well as in fiction and drama and then
discuss their various meanings and effects. The discussion between Brutus
and Lucillius in Julius Caesar is one of many in literature that illustrates
the significance of greetings as well as the need to interpret them in many
ways.
BRUTUS:How did Cassius receive you?
Luc1111us:With courtesy and with respect enough;
But not with such familiar instances,
Nor with such free and friendly conference,
As he hath used of old.
BRUTUS:
Thou hast described
A hot friend cooling: ever note Lucillius,
When love begins to sicken and decay.
It useth an enforced ceremony.
There are no tricks in plain and simple faith;
But hollow men, like horses hot at hand,
Make gallant show and promise of their mettle ....
(Act IV, Scene ii)
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pIE RANGE OF THE THINGS WE DO
If we find some things we do, in a range of settings, that seem to be
congruent with some of our goals and if we are able to discover distinctive
features of these things, we might be able to apply these features in both
our teaching and other aspects of our lives. For example, if we see ourselves and others being challenged by some of the things we do and ask
others to do, then we can try to identify the features we think cause the
challenge. Then, when our goal requires either challenging or less challenging activities, we can apply the appropriate distinctive features of both
types of activities to the tasks at hand.
Obviously, presenting examples of things we do from all possible
settings would be overwhelming. Consequently, in this section, I'm going
to present things we do and ask others to do from only two settings: a park
and a classroom. In both these settings, as in almost all others, there is a
mix of things we do and ask others to do that is challenging and less
challenging. A park is a public place, usually, like most schools. And, as in
schools, a range of age groups can be found in parks. Also, most of us have
spent some time both in parks and in classrooms.

Activity

1

Below are listed a number of things we do in classrooms and parks, both
on our own and because others ask us to. The first activity is taken from a
park near my apartment. It is one block square and is built on two levels,
one about twelve feet higher than the other. On the lower level, there is a
playing field, and on the upper level there are slides, climbing equipment,
and a mound about 20 feet high. Cut in the side of the hill that divides the
lower and upper levels is a ramp, which provides access from one level to
the other. However, few children use the ramp to get to the swings. They
invariably climb up the hill from the lower to the upper level, in spite of
the fact that there is a fence at the top of the hill which has been constructed to keep children from climbing the hill separating the two levels.
The fence is breached in a number of places. Each spring, park rangers
repair the fence and re-sod the hill with grass. They also post a sign saying
that the ramp should be used to move from one level to the other, rather
than the hill.
At the end of the list of examples is a T with two columns, one titled
challenging and the other titled less challenging. The numbers and key
words of some of the things we do in both classrooms and parks that I
think are challenging and less challenging, are listed in the appropriate
columns. In determining which column they belong in, I looked at the
things themselves and, in cases where directions were given that caused
Taking Stock of Our Goals

•

139

the things to be done, at the directions as well. On the blank lines group
the activities I did not group in one of the two columns. As you group the
examples, you will notice some distinctive features of things we do which
contribute towards making them challenging.
Doing Things on Our Own
1. [Children climbing up a steep hill where a sign is located prohibiting climbing, crawling through a small hole in a fence at
the top of the hill with friends]
2. [Persons reading crossword puzzle clues and then filling in
blank squares in the crossword puzzle]
3. [Two people sitting on a bench talking to each other]
4. [Five children riding unicycles around the park over and over
and over again, seeing how long they can continue peddling
and balancing]
5. [Two people playing chess on a bench in the park]
6. [One person walking a dog across the street from the park]
7. [A child picks up small pebbles from various places in the park
and puts them in her bucket. When she fills the bucket, she
dumps it out and then puts the pebbles she just dumped out
back in her bucket, being careful to make pebbles just reach
the top edge of the bucket.]
8. [A child blowing bubbles]
Doings Things Others Ask Us to Do
9. Why don't you try coming down the hill without holding your
handlebars?
9a. [Speeding downhill without holding on to handlebars]
10. Can you give me one type of joint, Aya?
10a. Ball-and-socket joint?
10. [Points to the joint in her index finger and then to the joint in
her knee] Carl, which one is the ball-and-socket joint?
1Ob. The knee.
11. What number goes in the circle? You can use either methodwhichever you see first.
6 = 12

3

O

11a. 6?
12. I have given each of you around a hundred toothpicks and
some glue. In pairs, I want you to make a structure with the
toothpicks as high as you can that will support this book. You
have 30 minutes.
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12a. [Two students construct a structure that looks like a log cabin.
It cannot support the book and it is only only 1 inch high.]
12b. [Two students make a number of triangles by
gluing sets of three toothpicks together.
When the glue on these triangles dries, they
then glue the triangles together in the shape
of a cone. After the cones are dry, they glue
one cone to another to produce the structure
sketched below. It is strong enough to hold
the book, and it is around 10 inches long.
They accomplish the task in 30 minutes since
the glue is fast-drying.]
13. Today, we are going to mix yeast and molasses together and a
gas will be formed-which
we will collect in this tube here.
13a. [As the teacher has been talking, one student who had spilled
some granules of dried yeast on his lab table has been carefully brushing the granules into a pile and then with a piece of
paper carefully pushes them back into the dried yeast container.]
14. How can we describe mind? Smart minds we can say. Reflective minds is also possible. Hidden minds. There are many
facets to minds-but what is a facet? It's like a diamond. And
what are other characteristics? Open, generous, honest. And
then there's reliability-rely
on, to trust. They are consistent
and we can rely on them. What do you look for in a friend?
14a. [Some people in the room with person speaking look out the
window, some have their heads on their arms, some look at
the person speaking, some draw sketches on note pads they
are holding]
15. Read the first sentence but put the verb at the end of the
sentence as you read it.
15a. He toward the exit with the bag of money ran.
16. Shade the boxes on the left to represent .3 and on the right to
show .03. Then, let me know whether shading the boxes
helped you see that .3 is larger than .03.
16a. [Shades 7 boxes on the left of the large square and
part of one on the right]

16b. Oh, I see-.3
box.

of 25 is 7.5, but .03 is only .75-part

---,--,---,-----,

of only 1
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Various Groupings
challenging
1.
2.
4.
5.
9a.

climbing hill
crossword puzzle
riding unicycles
playing chess
not holding handlebar

less challenging
3. sitting on bench
6. walking dog in park

As usual, grouping examples highlights the range of meanings labels
can evoke. In trying to decide whether filling a bucket with pebbles (7) is
challenging, this question has come up: To be challenging, does something
we do have to be difficult in general, or only to the person doing it? The
chess players (5) and bubble blower (8) may be enjoying what they are
doing. Can we enjoy challenging things we do, or do the things we do
have to be serious? If we don't expend much effort-cleaning up yeast
granules (13a) burns up fewer calories than racing down a hill on a bicycle
(9a)-can the thing we do be challenging? These and other questions led
me to group the things we do as shown below. Compare this grouping with
your own and that of your partner.
challenging
7. picking up pebbles
8. blowing bubbles
11a. 6?
12b. toothpick structure that could
hold the book
13a. cleaning up yeast
15a. reading sentence with the verb
at the end

less challenging
10a. ball-and-socket joint?
12a. making a log cabin with
toothpicks
14a. being in class during lecture
16b. comment on result of shading
boxes for math problem

16a. shading boxes for math
problem

Comparing another's grouping with one's own usually raises more
questions about the meanings of the labels. Some speculate about conditions that might affect the degree of challenge. For example, if the people
play chess (5) very casually, with no care about following the rules, do not
keep track of points, nor note the winners, some think they should not be
considered doing challenging activities. If the children daily ride unicycles
(4) and race down hills without holding on to their handlebars (9a), the
degree of challenge might not only decrease, the challenge might disappear. Others speculated about the amount of effort needed. Thus, it be-
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comes hard for some to consider it challenging to pick up pebbles (7) and
clean up yeast granules (13a). These activities require hardly any effort,
either physical or mental.
RE-EXAMINING

BELIEFS

Since one aim of this book is to consider all data from a range of
perspectives-and
as often as possible to turn each grouping upside down
or inside out-such
speculation is not only welcome but necessary. Indeed, in order to bring to the surface some features that contribute to your
beliefs about the meaning of challenging, reconsider a few items you entered in each column in the same way you considered some of the items in
my columns misplaced. As you do,_write down next to the items in the
column above a few key words to indicate a reason for moving the item
from the column it is in to the opposite column. So, if you entered making
a log cabin from toothpicks (12a) in the less challenging column, note a
reason why it should be placed in the challenging column. If you considered walking a dog in the park (6) less challenging, give a reason that dog
walking might be challenging.

Activity

2

Using the reasons you just generated as well as some I and your partner
mentioned, and the examples themselves on the blank lines, in the
columns below, write some of the features that you think distinguish challenging and less challenging things we do. Since there are things that
involve activity that are both challenging and less challenging, this characteristic does not distinguish the two.
Competition, though, is a characterstic that seems common to at least
a few of the challenging things we do and seems absent from the less
challenging things we do, so competition is one example of a potentially
distinctive feature. I have entered this feature in the challenging column,
as an example.
Since a lack of a precise goal seems to be a feature of some of the less
challenging things we do, I've entered this feature in the less challenging
column. For example, the people on the bench (3) seem to have less
precise goals than does the child picking up pebbles (7) and the person
cleaning up the yeast granules (13a). In each column write a few more, at
least two of which require words that also start with the letter c.
distinctive features of challenging
things we do

distinctive features of less
challenging things we do

competition

lack of a precise goal
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In listing the features, we come up with the same types of questions
we asked in the initial grouping. Said another way, both activities required
us to explore our beliefs about what we consider challenging. Engaging in
such exploration is both an admission of ignorance and a proclamation of
freedom. The freedom to question, to admit we are not certain. Feynman,
the Nobel Prize winner who tries to write about science without jargon,
writes about exploration in this way: "The same thrill, the same awe and
mystery, comes again and again when we look at any question deeply
enough. With more knowledge comes a deeper, more wonderful mystery,
luring one to penetrate deeper still ... we turn over each new stone to
find unimagined strangeness leading on to more wonderful questions and
mysteries-certainly a grand adventure!" (Feynman, 1988, p. 186)
Here are the words other teachers generated as they turned over the
stones, with the c words underlined. In the next section are some illustrations of how the words are related to the examples.
distinctive features of challenging
things we do
competition with others or self is
required
gamelike
criteria that are public
choices have to be made in the process
of doing the things; sometimes, the
choices are made from a range of
contrasting possibilities
the person doing the thing knows whether
the thing has been done successfully
without being told
require a range of thinking activity
beyond memory or recall alone

distinctive features of less
challenging things we do
lack of a precise goal shared by many
no need for any special effort
require only memory, no type of other
thinking skill

one can be passive as one does the
things
when one has done the thing, one has to
be told by another whether one has done
it properly
emphasis is on product-a right
answer-rather than on both the
process of doing things and on a certain
standard of doing the things

the things people are doing on their own
or told to do are in some way
based on a contrivance

Thinking about the Grouping
There is, of course, some overlap between the separate features of challenging things we do. And some of the features of things we do that are
challenging sometimes apply to a certain extent to things we do that are
less challenging. For example, memory is required both for remembering
the names of types of joints-ball-and-socket (10a)-and for remembering
the rules for playing chess (5). But to play chess, one has to use more than
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memory, while one can remember the name of a type of joint with memory
alone. In the same way, it can be argued that during chess and card games,
there are moments when a player can be passive. But any passive moments
are juxtaposed with active moments, which is usually less the case when
sitting on a bench (3) or walking a dog (6). Of course, if the dog sees a
bird, or if those sitting on a bench see an accident, their passive moments
are interrupted. But the nature of the activity is not what causes the active
moments. Outside incidents cause the active moments and interrupt the
passive ones.
As we apply the distinctive features we identify, we see once again
that in many cases, some examples of things we do are not absolutely
challenging or less challenging. Rather, individual items fit on a continuum in relationship with other items. Thus, the students who make the log
cabin with toothpicks (12a) must engage in a greater range of mental activities than does the student who simply has to recall the name for a joint
(10a). But since the students who made the log cabins did not discover an
alternative design that met the criteria that were publicly established (12),
they did not probably engage in as great a range of mental activities as did
the students who generated an alternative toothpick design that met the
criteria (12b).
Likewise, it can be argued that whenever another person tells us to do
something, that person has contrived to get us to do something. But the
ingenuity required is greater in doing some things others tell us to do than
in doing others. These things seem to require more contrivance, rather than
less: constructing and completing a crossword puzzle (2), developing the
rules of chess and playing the game (5), inventing the criteria for the
toothpick structure and constructing it (12 and 12b), planning the unnatural reading task that required reading with a verb in a new position (15a)
and designing a drawing (16) to illustrate the difference between decimal
places (16a). These activities required less contrivance than the ones just
noted: walking a dog (6) and listening to others talk about yeast (13) or the
mind (14). One reason that I have listed both the thing that was done as
well as the direction given to get the thing done in many of these examples of contrived things is that the contrivance is often in the directions
given or the rules previously developed and learned rather than in the
performance of the thing itself.
Once we make explicit some of the features we think distinguish
challenging from less challenging things, we can reconsider some of our
original choices. If we determine that challenging things must exhibit each
and every one of the distinctive features we list, the number of items
grouped as challenging might decrease. For example, though determining
which body joints are ball-and-socket joints (10b) may require more mental
activity than the memory alone required by remembering one type of joint
(10a), for the person saying that the knee is a ball-and-socket joint but the
finger joint is not, there are no criteria to use in knowing whether the
correct response has been given; the criteria are not public. Nor is the
question or answer about joints gamelike.
In addition, there is a la'ck of a precise goal that is shared by many.
While some other students may know what the teacher expects, based on a
previous lesson, it is the teacher who determines whether the answer given
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is the right one. So the goal is precise, but the precise goal is not shared by
many in the same way that the goal is shared by those unlawfully climbing
the hill in the park (1), riding unicycles (4), playing chess (5), racing down
the hill (9a), building a toothpick structure to meet publicly stated criteria
(12b), or reading sentences with the verb at the end (15a).

Thinking about the Alternatives
Whether your distinctive features and the ones I have listed are similar or
different is, of course, not important. Nor should any consternation result
if we each consider different things we do challenging or less challenging.
What is important is first that we make explicit what we consider challenging and less challenging, or involving and less involving, or relevant
and less relevant, or whatever other judgments we want to explore.
Then, it is important to try to see how what we consider challenging,
relevant, or involving can in fact be the opposite-less
challenging, less
relevant, or less involving.
Next, we need to list features of communications we have determined
are examples of each group. We then have to apply these distinctive features to the original examples. As we apply the distinctive features, we
often decide to move some of our examples from one grouping to another.
Finally, if we are interested in changing the proportion of communications that fit in both of the groupings we have established so that they are
more congruent with our goals, we have to play with the characteristics.
We have to add some characteristics to those communications that do not
have them and delete them from those that do. There are two steps to this
final part of the game: First, we have to manipulate the features on paper;
second, we have to try the newly generated communications in actual
interaction with others.
If we agreed that the announcement about yeast and molasses (13)
belonged in the less challenging column, and we had decided our goal was
to have more challenging activities, then the next step would be to note
which features were absent. First, there is no goal at all, either precise or
general. No effort is needed on the part of the students and they are
passive. The lack of any student effort required is supported by the fact
that one student, at least, is able to concentrate intently on returning the
yeast granules to the container from which they spilled (13a). If the student had been required to do something, the student could not concentrate
on cleaning up the granules. No contrivance is present in the teacher's
words. If we wanted to add these features, the teacher's communication
might look like this:
1. "As I start to explain today's lesson,

2. write down the following:
3. names of each solid I mention,
4. names of each liquid I mention,
5. each word which begins with the letter g.
6. You should have eight items on your sheet by the time my
explanation is over."
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7. [Teacher writes solid above one column on the blackboard and

liquid above another; in a separate column, she writes the letter
g three times, like this:]
8. g ----

g ----

g ----

The directions in line 6 state a precise goal. Each student should have
eight items written. To meet this goal, some criteria are mentioned in lines
3, 4, and 5. And the criteria are made slightly more explicit in lines 7 and
8. It can even be argued that by writing the "rules" that the students are
expected to play by, a gamelike spirit is introduced that is similar to that
of kids when they decide to climb a hill and breach a fence (1), when
some bicycle riders tell others to try riding without holding the handlebars
(9), and that is present in the completion of a crossword puzzle (2) and
when playing chess (5). Said another way, the distinctive features are
interrelated and overlap in such a way that adding one often results in the
generation of one or two related ones. Contrivance, after all, is a feature
that can lead to a gamelike spirit. Games, it can be argued, are symbols of
contrivance, since they are unnatural activities. Sitting on a bench requires
no invention; sitting on a bench playing chess requires invention. Walking
a dog requires less invention than riding a unicycle. And riding a unicycle
requires less invention than a game such as baseball or basketball.
When you were asked to list at least two distinctive features of challenging and less challenging things we do that begin with the letter c, this
additional criterion could be considered a contrivance. Because you had to
match words you generated against this criterion, you were required to
engage in one additional mental activity.
At the same time, the criterion helps you see whether you are successful or not. If you come up with no words that begin with the letter c,
then you know you have not been completely successful, even if you have
listed a dozen distinctive features. Since the criterion is public, though,
you can see whether your partner has met the criterion. Comparing your
responses on the basis of this criterion also might add a bit of competition,
another distinctive feature of challenging things we do. Since the criterion
makes the goal a bit more precise, may require a bit more specific effort,
forces us to move beyond memory alone, and does not allow us to remain
passive, we can see that many of the features of less challenging things we
do are not met. So, again, we see evidence that one small change of one
feature can affect other features. We can see that the differences between
challenging and less challenging in things we do can be quite small. And
that making things we do challenging or less challenging does not necessarily require large changes. Learning how to look at things we do differently does not require large changes either, only a series of quite small
changes.

Taking Stock of Our Goals

•

147

Throughout this book, much that we have explored has consisted of rather
obvious things, things that we often take for granted and thus do not
notice. Or, if we do notice them, we do not consider them important. The
mystery writer Simenon often has his main character, Inspector Maigret,
reflect on this phenomenon of failing to notice small, everyday communications of one sort or another. During one investigation, Simenon has
Inspector Maigret share this reflection: "The most frustrating cases are
those that seem so run-of-the-mill that at first you don't think they're
important. It's like those illnesses that sneak up on you, beginning with
vague discomfort. When you finally take them seriously, it's often too late."
(Simenon, 1974, p. 1)
One of the obvious things we all know is the fact that we communicate with our facial expressions, our clothing, our gestures, our tone of
voice, through sketches-to name a few-as well as through spoken or
written words. Yet we often fail to take notice of this fact or, if we do make
a comment such as "his tone of voice sounded skeptical to me," we often
fail to explore the relationships between, say, tone of voice and other
means of communicating along with tone of voice. This section is devoted
to communications we often fail to take notice of-and therefore fail to
consciously alter-and relationships between different types of communications.

A

NEW LOOK AT HOW WE COMMUNICATE

In the course of any day we write our names many times. Suppose we had
to communicate a name to someone who did not use the convenience of
spelling. We could act it out or illustrate the sounds. Below is a sketch of
my own first and last names to try to illustrate the idea:

•
••=
•
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The goals of sketching are twofold: (1) to see means we use to communicate in addition to words; (2) to see relationships between these different means we use to communicate. While trying to discover the
relationships between the sketches and the names they represent, we also
see the meanings that features in the sketch have to another person, and
we see the types of questions we use to discover meanings.

Activity

7

When you are together with your partner, individually select a person you
both know and sketch some pictures to represent the first and last names
of that person. Do your sketching in the space below while your partner
draws on another sheet of paper. Do not, of course, reveal the identity of
the person whose names you are sketching. If you are left-handed, try
sketching with the pencil or pen held in the right hand, and vice versa.
You or your partner may not want to play the game, preferring to use your
usual hand. Using the opposite hand, though, may enable you to realize
something you did not realize before, one of the aims of this book, as of
any learning.
When the sketches are completed and guessing begins, questions will
be allowed. But please hold the questions until after the sketches are
finished. As the sketches are being drawn, start a tape recorder to determine whether any sounds or comments are made during the sketching.
During the next activity, you will be listening to the tape.

When the sketches representing two names are finished, you have to identify the name for your partner's sketch, and your partner has to identify
the name in your sketch. As the questions begin, try to tape-record the
exchange. After you each discover the identity of the person sketched, you
will listen to the recording. If you do not have access to a tape recorder,
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stop every few questions and jot down in the space below the sounds
either of you are making as you ask and respond to the questions.
In either case, with or without tape-recording, jot down descriptions
of some of the gestures, facial expressions, or movements you each used as
you were asking and answering questions. Or draw some stick figures
showing gestures and movements.
Only yes-no questions are allowed. So, in the case of the pictures
representing my name, the question "Is that water dripping in the first
sketch?" is acceptable while "What is the first sketch a picture of?" or
"Why is there an x at the bottom of the picture?" is not.
Since you may not have any idea whose name was sketched, you may
ask questions to narrow down the possibilities, but these too must be yesno questions only, such as "Is it the name of a person we know at school?"
In short, this is a variety of the game "Twenty Questions."

Activity

2

If you had the recorder going during the sketching, listen to the tape now
and write down below anything you hear on the tape other than words.
You can write either sounds themselves or descriptions of them. But do
not write down any words that were spoken.
If you did not tape-record, write down from memory things you heard
other than words. In subsequent activities in this section, you will be
asked to group the various means of communicating other than words.
During sketching

Sounds heard as yes/no questions were asked and answered

Gestures and movements observed as yes/no questions were asked
and answered
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Sketches of gestures, expressions, movements

Activity

3

In order to note relationships between the different means used to communicate during the sketching and the asking of questions about the sketches,
I suggest that you rewrite what you have already written down, but in a
new way.
Below, write sounds and other means together. For example, if you
said, "Huh?" I'd like you to describe other sounds or gestures that seemed
to accompany "Huh?" In other words, I would like you to write what you
heard and what you saw in relationship to each other.
While it might have been easier to write all the means used together,
by inviting you to write them separately first and then combining them
now I hope to highlight the importance of the relationships between the
different means we use to communicate. On many checklists used to ob~
serve teachers, the means we use to communicate are in fact noted separately. For example, an evaluation form might ask a supervisor to note the
teacher's use of eye contact on one line, the teacher's use of tone of voice
on another, instances of silence on still another.
Note that the space below does not contain any lines so that you can
draw sketches under sounds if you wish; you are not limited to writing
words to describe words and other means used to communicate.
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Thinking about Relationships
Here are some sounds, gestures, facial expressions, and so forth that
seemed to accompany each other during the sketching and asking of yes/no
questions about the sketches, as observed by others:
While drawing lines, my partner nodded his head and said "yup:'
After finishing one part of the sketch, my partner put one hand on his chin,
looked at the partial sketch, and let air out of his mouth that made a faint
hissing sound.
While I asked some questions about the sketch, my partner kept crossing and
uncrossing his legs and kept shaking his head sideways.
As I asked some questions, I put my finger on the sketch and pointed to the part
of the sketch that I was asking about.
As I said, "Oh, I know what that stands for-it's a toilet-a john," I r.aised my voice
and tapped my index finger on the sketch of the "john."
When I finally guessed the connection between the sketches and the names of the
person my partner h.ad sketched, I laughed .and shook my p.artner's hand, at
about the s.ametime.
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The types of relationships we have been dealing with are discussed
by Bateson. Writing of the mental process, he reminds us that defining a
stem and a leaf separately is almost impossible:
The correct units of description are not leaf and stem but the relations
between them ....
In the same way, most of us were taught in school that a noun is the
name of a person, place, or thing, but what we should have been taught is
that a noun can stand in various kinds of relationship to other parts of
the sentence, so that the whole of grammar could be defined as relationship and not in terms of things.
(Bateson & Bateson, 1988, pp. 27, 28)

DIFFERENT MAPS OF REALITY
Some forms used by supervisors to observe teachers not only separate
different means teachers use to communicate, having separate entries for
eye contact, movement, tone of voice, and silence, but they also imply that
the features on the form are worth noting. The statement that Korzybski is
perhaps most famous for-"the map is not the territory"-reminds
us that
neither the items on evaluation forms nor the items you and I and your
partner noted represent Reality.
Rather, each simply produces a different map of reality in the same
way that different government organizations each prepare maps to reveal
the features of an area they are concerned with. Thus, the police develop
maps which show the location of police stations and incidence of different
types of crime. The tax office creates maps which show the different types
of real estate and the values of each. The post office authorities must map
out routes for delivering mail; the parks department has to keep track of
where trees are planted, where parks are located, and so forth. While each
map is important to each separate office, failing to compare maps prevents
each group from seeing relationships between the variable each is in
charge of. If the police looked at the tax office map, they might see relationships between theft and value of houses. If the parks department and
police compared crime rates to the locations of different types and sizes of
parks, they might see ways to decrease crime in some parks. (Bateson,
1972, pp. 449, 453)

Activity

4

In order to see the relationships between the different means we use to
communicate as well as to see multiple characteristics of these different
means, group the communications you wrote in previous activities below.
As you can see, there are four pairs of columns. Reread the examples
of media, of means of communication, which were used together in Activity 3-either your examples or those observed by others. Then take some
of these examples and group them in at least three ways in the columns
provided. Write titles above each column to note the features of the communications you are noting in each grouping.
For example, one set of pairs might be heard and seen/seen and felt.
Another could be unconnected to task/connected to task.
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Way 1

Way 2

Way 3

Way 4

Thinking about the Alternatives
Here are some titles others generated both to highlight relationships between the means we use to communicate and to group, or characterize, the
means we use to communicate:
heard and seen/seen and felt
required for getting the meaning across/not required to get the meaning across
signs of being nervous/other
showing us connecting/showing us being separate
unconnected to task/connected to task
emotional/unemotional
genuine/not genuine
Hollywood/not Hollywood

Almost all of us point to something we are referring to with words.
Look again at the sketch I made of my name. Someone might ask: "Is the
ladder there (touching the sketch of the ladder with his or her right index
finger) to show high and low?'' Since there is only one ladder in the
sketch, the finger does not add any information; it seems not required to
get the meaning across. Yet we point as we speak and as we alter our
intonation. When I have sketched pictures for my names on a blackboard
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in large classrooms, people point toward the ladder or toward the chain
hanging from the water container above the toilet bowl, even when I am
looking at the blackboard and therefore cannot see their fingers. They often
seem to look back and forth between the sketch on the blackboard and a
person sitting close to them as they point, also.
I have found myself adjusting my tie while speaking on the phone
though obviously the person cannot see my appearance nor has the topic
been ties or even dress. As I adjust my tie, I often seem to change my tone
of voice at the same time.
Some copied the same gestures that they had at first written under
the heading not required to get the meaning across under the headings
showing us connecting, emotional, and genuine. These gestures were at
times accompanied by some "uhs," and so the "uhs" were placed in many
columns at the same time.

Activity

5

Observe a class or a videotape of a class for a short time, with short
meaning around 3 minutes. Write down some means other than words
students use to communicate. Then either think back on the class you
observed live or replay the videotape and write some other means used by
the students to communicate. Keep replaying or rethinking until you have
at least three examples.

Go back to the grouping you just did in Activity 4 and see whether
any of the examples you noted while watching students fit any of the
categories you established in the columns there. If some examples fit some
categories, copy the examples in the appropriate column in Activity 4.
Underline them to distinguish them from the ones you had previously
written, those collected from the sketching and questioning activity.
Below, write the examples that do not seem to fit the categories you
established in Activity 4. As before, there are four pairs, though you may
need only one or two to note additional features.

Way 1

Way 2

Way 3

Way 4
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Thinking about the Alternatives
After observing students, some observers report that the means students
use to communicate with the teacher other than words are few, or are hard
to see, at least. But between students, they find many instances. Under the
heading showing us connecting few entries are made in many classrooms
between teacher and students, but many are made between students. In the
sketching and questioning about sketching activities, there were many in•
stances of communications that fit these labels, among some partners.
Perhaps there were many examples because in these activities, both you
and your partner were relating to each other as peers-the same way
students often relate to each other.
Some studenMo•student communications fit under previous titles. For
example, when students whispered to each other, they often put their hand
over their mouth, lowered their heads, and turned sideways as well as
lowering their voices. These examples fit heard and seen, signs of being
nervous, showing us connecting, and unconnected to task. When students
wanted to answer a question, they not only raised their hands but they
tended to look toward the teacher, raise themselves in their chairs, and
often blink their eyes. These movements fit under seen and felt and Hollywood.
But since many of the communications observed seemed to be from
student to student rather than from student to teacher, some added the
heading someone in charge/to a peer in the above grouping. Since many of
the responses were to questions the teacher knew the answer to or that
required students to try to figure out what the teacher wanted them to say,
these categories were added as well: responding to questions the person
asking knows the answer to/responding to questions that seek information.
Below are listed some relationships between mediums that other people put under the new titles. If you see places where some of the examples
you wrote in your notes fit, copy the examples down under the appropriate columns. Noting ways students communicate might provide some insight into ways we communicate with peers in juxtaposition to someone in
charge, and when we respond to questions in order to share information in
juxtaposition to showing another we know something.

to someonein charge

to a peer

holds hands tightly

moveshande
during speaking

uses wordsalone

uses wordsand
pause6--ah,
marker6--uh,
filler6--uhm

does not seem to
movelegs
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moveslegs a bit

responding to
questions the
person asking
knows the
answer to

responding to
questions that seek
information

holds hands
tightly

moveshands
during speaking

uses words

uses words and
pauses--ah,
markers--uh,
fillers-uhm

seems to keep
head straight

moveshead by
tilting it

Some people who borrowed the Hollywood/not Hollywood headings
that some had written in the first grouping put responding to questions the
person asking knows the answer to under Hollywood because Hollywood
connoted insincerity to them. Others put the same questions under not
Hollywood because to them Hollywood connoted acting. Acting involves
using one's body, pausing, moving-not just uttering words.

Activity

6

Without your partner, list below some disadvantages of using words alone
or arranging classes so students tend to use words alone. Realize though
that using words alone is probably impossible in a class setting. But, in
some communications the use of words together with other means of communicating seems easier to notice. Next, list some disadvantages of using
words plus other means to communicate.
Disadvantages of words alone

Disadvantages of words and other means
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Thinking about the Alternatives
From time to time, most of us come upon a teaching practice that we
believe is extremely valuable or a waste of time. Whenever we see an
instance of the practice, we tend to think of still another advantage or
disadvantage of the practice. Such behavior is not unusual-as Simenon,
among others, has pointed out. Here again we have Simenon reminding us
of this behavior through Inspector Maigret: "He [Inspector Maigret] was
only too familiar with the state of mind he had been in for the last few
hours .... It was the feeling that he's made a mistake, that everything was
wrong .... That's how it always was. If he felt he was getting into a mess,
he became so determined to prove himself right that he waded in all the
deeper." (Simenon, 1940, p. 87)
To prevent "wading in all the deeper," on the same lines where you
wrote the disadvantages, rewrite two or three of the disadvantages to show
how each could be considered an advantage. Then compare them both
with your partner's rewrites and with what others wrote below:
Letting 5tudent5 pau5e can be a di5advantage becau5e quicker etudent5 might
get impatient. While quicker etudente might get impatient, if othere are not given
time, they might not participate 50 much.
Having 5tudent5 u5e their bodie5 S5 they 5peak and perhape alter their tone of
voicecould lead to di5ruption of the cla55, The teacher might not be able to keep
the cla55 under control.
Having the 5tudent5 ueing more than worde might lead to fewer attempt5 on the
part of the etudent5 to break the eilence 5ince they might have le5e of .aneed to
5peak out of turn if they feel they are epeaking in what they con5ider a
meaningful way during the tim~ when 5peaking ie going on.

RELATING CLASSROOM COMMUNICATION TO THE OUTSIDE WORLD

Activity

7

Observe relationships between different means of communications outside
of classrooms. Note some of the relationships you observe below. For example, when you are in a bank, observe two tellers and the ways they interact
with different customers. Then observe the ways the tellers interact with
each other. Or, watch a bus driver and the passengers interact as they get
on or off the bus. If you see a coach with a team on a ball field, note some
of the ways the coach and the players connect and do not connect with
each other with means other than words.
Sounds and gestures outside of classrooms
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Select some observations you made and try to fit them into some of
the pairs of titles you used to group relationships between mediums. Compare the relationships between mediums when people outside of classrooms communicate with the relationships between them inside of
classrooms when students communicate.
Speculate about relationships between the different means we use to
communicate and the types of tasks each person is setting for the other.
Also, consider the relationships between roles and the means used. Who is
in charge, if anyone? Who is providing help or advice or knowledge?
When are fewer and more means to communicate used?
As you continue to explore relationships between the different means
we use to communicate, you might begin to wonder how much the ways
we act are related to each unique personality and how much are related to
ways of acting that seem to occur no matter what the personality.
In writing about communication in classrooms, Barnes discussed the
tension between the claim that patterns in each of our classrooms are
unique and the claim that there are patterns such as relationships between
different means used to communicate that were common in many classrooms.
[Suggesting to teachers that] there are patterns in their classroom behaviour which can be described and compared with that of other teachers
or with their own on another occasion [is a recipe for unpopularity because teachers] believe that their teaching is a unique response to what
their pupils say and do, arising moment by moment during lessons ....
There is, however, much evidence to show that there are common patterns in teaching behaviour, and that some of these can be generalized
across different levels of education and even from country to country, if
we confine ourselves to highly industrialized nations.
(Barnes, 1976, p. 172)

The activities in this section, as in the other sections, have, I hope,
reminded you of the strength of both claims Barnes discusses. And perhaps the activities have also reminded you that in exploring teaching, as in
much of life, "right" answers can stop exploration. The social worker Saul
Alinsky, quoting Leonard Hand, an American federal judge, reminded us
that exploration is not just something that applies to our teaching:
The mark of a free [person] is that ever-gnawing inner uncertainty as to
whether or not [one] is right. The consequence is that [one] is ever on the
hunt for the cause of [our] plight and the general propositions that help
to make some sense out of [our] irrational world. [One] must constantly
examine life, including [our] own, to get some idea of what it is all about,
and [one] must challenge and test [one's] own findings. Irreverence, essential to questioning, is a requisite. Curiosity becomes compulsive. [Our]
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most frequent word is "Why?" What is a question mark but an inverted
plow, breaking up the hard soil of old beliefs and preparing for the new
growth?
(Alinsky, 1971, p. 11)

And Shakespeare reminded us of how doubts can stifle our actions:
Lucm:
Our doubts are traitors
And make us lose the good we oft might win
By fearing to attempt.
(Measure for Measure, Act I, Scene iv)
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APPENDIX

Optional Activities

TflE GROUPING PROCESS

Activity 2A: Additional Practice with the Grouping Process
When Walt Whitman wrote "Not I, not any one else can travel that road for
you, I you must travel it for yourself," I think he realized that travel and
exploration include the chance to try a lot of different roads, and even the
chance to get off the road for awhile to take shortcuts and to rest.
For those of you who are intrigued by looking for different features on
the stamps, move each of the stamps either visually or tactilely from
column to column in the groupings below. See whether you can find the
feature named in the column title represented on the stamp.
As before, there are some right answers here, with right meaning
examples that fit the titles of the columns-not that the titles are right or
good or more imaginative or less imaginative than yours. Again, I've left
two columns blank so that as you and your partner match stamps and
labels and see new characteristics, different from the ones called for, you
can feel free to note them, if you wish.
1. phallic symbols

2. flying things

3. wood

4. commemoration of exploration

5. your title

6. a colleague's title
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Thinking about the Alternatives
Here are matchings done by others of labels and stamps:
1. Phallic symbols. The zeppelin (#3) is the stamp that produced this
category in the first place. Old Faithful in Yellowstone (#6) is ·considered
by many to fit in the same category. The staff of the flag in the 5-cent
Fremont (#8) is seen as identical with any other "staff." Though some have
argued that the timber mast in the center of the hold in the hull of the
Mayflower (#13) is just like a flagpole, often they are convinced that they
are carrying the argument too far.
2. Flying things. At first this lens seems to show nothing one cannot
see at a glance. Lindbergh's plane (#1), the zeppelin (#3), and the Curtiss
Jenny (#12) are the only things that fly! But then, often when each stamp
is put under the column, a person notices that the discus about to be
thrown by the discus thrower (#7) could be considered a flying thing. The
water from Old Faithful (#6) surely flies away? And what of the clouds
above the Rocky Mountains (#8)? Could there have been insects in the
hold of the Mayflower (#13)? An absurd notion! Yet by looking again and
again, like the detectives in mystery stories, might we find just the insight
or piece of evidence we need to turn our entire view of reality around? To
see something we did not previously see and thus to learn?
3. Wood. The wood that comprises the hulls of the Santa Maria (#4)
and the Mayflower (#13) are immediately put under the wood category by
many, along with the biplane in the 24-cent stamp (#12). Lindbergh's
Spirit of St. Louis (#1) is not immediately listed here, but when those
doing the sorting think back, after having included it, they argue that the
plane must have had some wood in it also. The flagpole in the 5-cent
Fremont (#8) was probably made of wood. The trees on the mountains are,
of course, also wood. Are the flags in the 5-cent Lincoln (#5) on wooden
staffs?
4. Commemoration of exploration. Lindbergh (#1), Byrd (#2), Count
Zeppelin's air ships (#3), Columbus (#4), Fremont (#8)-all are really
symbols of exploration. But what of Lincoln (#5)? He was looking for new
ways for people to live together, without slaves. What of Pocahontas (#9)?
She died in England, which is the stage in her life depicted on the stamp.
She no doubt was as keen to learn new things as those who came and
found her in what they called Jamestown. Were not the pilgrims signing
the compact (#13) explorers? They were seeking a new way of life. What
of those who go to the Olympic Games every four years, commemorated in
Myron's Discobolus on a 5-cent U.S. stamp (#7)? Are they not exploring
how far they can push their endurance and their energy? Were those who
designed the Curtiss Jenny biplane (#12) not explorers of air travel as
much as Columbus was an explorer of a new route to India?
And are you then not an explorer, too? Only if we accept Bronowski's
claim: "the discoveries of science, the works of art are explorations ... of
a hidden likeness .... In science and in art and in self-knowledge we
explore and move constantly by turning to the world of sense to ask, Is
this so? This is the habit of truth, always minute yet always urgent."
(Bronowski, 1956, pp. 19, 43)
5 and 6. Your Title and Your Colleague's Title. The range of titles
people come up with is of course very diverse. But the words ugly and
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beautiful or attractive and unattractive come up in many sorting conversa-

tions. Comparable words-exciting, engaging, boring, uninteresting-come
up in conversations about lessons. One purpose of the activities in this
book is to remind you of ways that you can use such judgments to explore
the values you and another person hold rather than to evaluate the lesson.
RECONSTRUCTING

OBSERVED LESSONS

Activity 10A: Using Facts

With a partner, put in the columns below the thirteen lines from Activity
10 on pages 31 and 32 that fit under one of the two descriptors on the top
of each column. And put the additional lines in brackets in the appropriate columns as well, along with the brackets, so the original lines can be
distinguished from the additions. If some lines fit neither column, write
them on the blank lines below the columns, after the label "Neutral." After
you finish, compare your groupings with the ones printed below.

transcription or narrative details
to describe

transcription or narrative details
used to support judgments and
inter retations

Neutral

Neither you nor your partner could help but notice that sometimes
the facts that were added produced an interpretation (2 and 5), sometimes
they supported an interpretation (6 and 9), and sometimes the facts that
Part One
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were added contradicted the notes (7, 8, and 10). And some lines did
neither, or were natural (1).
CONVERSATIONS

ABOUT TEACHING: A REVIEW

Activity 15A: Drawing Images

In the Introduction, I used the image of a magnifying glass to illustrate one
feature of the usual conversations and that of a magnifying glass plus a
mirror to illustrate one feature of contrasting conversations. In the space
below, draw some images that illustrate for you some of the features of
each type of conversation. When you finish, ask a person you have been
working with to write a u c or a cc next to each image. Then compare the
labels with your intentions for each image that you sketched.
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Here are images others drew:

Activity 16A: Additional Implications

Here is a transcription from a discussion some teachers had after reading
the "Introduction" and "Part One" of this book. It contains some statements and implications in common with those I listed and some that are
slightly different. As you can see, I have left some words out. Read the
transcribed comments, filling in the blanks. This activity shows us the
many ways statements and implications can be phrased-and
thus is a
review of what we have explored together so far.
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•

165

The point for me is that you don't know what ________
(1)
and what doesn't work-getting away from the old model of observation
where people have decided what ________
(2). That's why we
have blackboards, chalk; and chairs. Now,they've decided what works is
________
(3). And the momentum of deciding what works, what
is ________
(4) teaching is so strong; but the point is we don't
know if that Btudent Bitting there who iB quiet is ________
(5)
or not-a II we can know iB that the student iB quiet. The point is to
BUBpendfor one moment our idea of ________
(6) teaching and
(7) teaching which come from the books and are part
of the machine. The point is to Bay "Oh, what's going on'?''and not engage
in that ________
(8 ). but tape or sketch and limit our time
after we get a Bample of teaching to talk about what you saw and then what
I _______
(9) and then we both might' ______
_
(10) something we never saw before-not in the books and not in the good
teaching and bad teaching prejudices. The whole point is as teachers we want
(11).And we can't get choices if we're saying "That's
a mistake" because that means I'm never going to do it again. If you say
Bpeaking ________
(12) is what I'll do or speaking fast is what
I'll do, you aren't uBing choices. But if you do both and compare
consequences you are using choices. "What works'?'' is the
(13) approach we may be addicted to. I think the
point is that the products-the
suggestions and the alternatives-are
not as
(14) as the process, the steps for observing and
diBcussing the excerpts. We are supposed to write down what we observe-not
our feelings. In the usual way, there is an underlying ________
(15)
that the observer knows more and is passing on ________
(16).

Thinking about the Alternatives
Here are the words that were said in the original discussion, together with
some alternatives others wrote in as they read the transcription. Consequently, if you wish, you can compare your words with those of othersnot so you can check to see if you got the "right" answers, but to see what
ideas came to your mind in comparison to what ideas came to the minds
of others.
1. works
2. works was the word said in both lines but other words could

be used, such as succeeds
3. groups was the word in the original, but the name for any
method or technique could be used: higher order questioning,
modulated reinforcement, process approach, emphasis on the
affective domain, and so on
4. good was the word in the original, but superior, outstanding,
excellent, prized, or any other positive adjective is possible
5. learning was in the original, but paying attention, daydreaming,
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or any other words that would attempt to describe what a quiet
student might be doing could fit
6. good
7. bad
8. judging
9. saw
10. discover was used, but see or find are of course possible here,
just as synonyms are possible in 6 through 9

11. choices was used but alternatives and options also fit
12. slowly is the word used and since it is matched by fast later in

13.
14.
15.
16.

the sentence, it is not easy to substitute another word, but the
pair slowly/fast could be replaced by with energy/without
energy, with condescension/without condescension, or any other
pairs that can be used to describe various ways we speak
product
important was used but significant is possible, of course, as are
critical, vital, and so forth
assumption was used but other words could have been said
including belief or stance
knowledge was said but experience, ideas, insights, methods all
fit
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COMMUNICATIONS WITHOUT LANGUAGE

Activity BA: Clothes as Body Language

The incident between the blind man and the policemen reminded us that
clothing is a part of body language, or at least nonlanguage data that we
use in attributing motives and beliefs to others. Had the blind man been
able to see the uniforms of those who asked him to empty his pockets, his
subsequent behavior might have been different. That clothes tell others
about us and that we use the clothes of others to determine what we think
and feel about them is not news of course. What may be news is the
importance placed on clothes in many aspects of school life. When some
students are asked what happened at school at the end of the day, they
respond by describing what the teacher wore or what some classmates
wore more frequently than by describing anything they learned. In some
schools that have dress codes; some administrators and teachers devote as
much attention to what students wear as to what they study or how they
are taught. Commands that deal with clothing-"Take your hat off," for
example-are as common in some schools as commands to study.
In order to see ways our perceptions of clothes as a part of body
language affect how we deal with others, write in the columns below four
contrasting perceptions of why students might wear hats inside a school in
spite of the fact that there is a school regulation that prohibits the wearing
of hats. (Hats of course is simply a metaphor for any forbidden or soughtafter bit of clothing or adornment that can be considered a part of body
language. In some places makeup, earrings, short skirts, or trousers made
from certain materials are forbidden; in some places head scarves, ties,
pins, school hats, blazers, or jackets are required.)
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Here are some perceptions about wearing hats in school buildings, as
noted by others:
defy authority

I show

attract attention

deflect attention

be unstylish

be stylish

planned statement

unconscious habit

keep head warm

like colors of cloth

respect for authority

I

keep "cool"

don't like color of hair

The incident between the policemen and the blind man would no
doubt have developed differently had the uniforms been visible. Just as we
are likely to resist a person who comes up to us and demands we empty
our pockets if we cannot see the type of clothes the person is wearing, so
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we are likely to treat people according to what we attribute to be the
reason for their wearing or not wearing particular clothes. Some of our
behavior is based on how we perceive the motives of others. Consequently,
if we attribute the wearing of a hat to being stylish, we will try to discour•
age hat wearing by some admonitions related to style. If we think a person
is wearing a hat to defy us, we will perhaps consider punishments to firm
up our authority.
In order to see how our solutions to what we perceive as problems are
related, write down something you would say or do if you perceived hat
wearing in a particular way. Below each perception of why a student is
wearing a hat in a place where it is prohibited, write down something you
would likely say or do that you think matches your perception of the
reason for wearing the hat. Assume the role of a teacher in doing the
activity.
Defy authority

Show respect

Unconscious habit

Planned statement
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Thinking about the Possibilities
Here are some comments others made about the perceptions of why stu•
dents were wearing hats:
Defy Authority:
Whydo you haveyour hat on'?You knowthere is a rule against wearing hats!
I'd pick the hat off the student's head and have it locked in the office, call the
parents and tell them they would have to cometo pick it up and discuss the
matter with me.
Why not photograph the student with the hat on in the hall and send it to the
parents or use it in a meeting with the principal'?
Unconscious Habit:
Remember,hats off in school;just like no smoking. Weall forget to do something
we aren't used to.
I'd wear a hat and when I saw a student passing in the hall, I would point to my
hat to remind them that they forgot to take theirs off. I'd smile as I did it; no
reason to get angry and upset.

If you have been assuming that people who wear particular clothes
and move in particular ways are weird, stupid, guilty, or uninterested in
learning, consider how such people could in fact be the opposite of what
you think they are. Try to assume innocence rather than attributing guilt to
those you have determined to be guilty. If, on the other hand, you have
been assuming that other groups who wear other types of clothing and
move in other ways are normal, clever, innocent, or interested in learning,
consider how such people could in fact be the opposite of what you think
they are. Try to assume guilt rather than attributing innocence to those you
have determined to be innocent. As we look through contrasting frames or
glasses, if nothing else we notice that our frames tend to be absolute. We
notice also that the perceived characteristic itself f~ils to reflect the complexity of intentions, motivations, and actions present.

FEEDBACK
Activity 3A: Applying Others' Characteristics

Below are features other people generated in Activity 3 on page 76 and 77.
Copy as many characteristics of feedback as apply on the blank lines under
each instance of feedback below that was provided during the reading
lesson. As you copy more than one characteristic on a line, you will see
multiple characteristics or features on the lines, as I have shown for line 1.
These multiple characteristics remind us of the limitation of onedimensional comments about feedback-such
as "You should be more explicit," or "You need to be positive," or "Don't give negative feedback."
Other people's characteristics of feedback:
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words alone

nonwords or
words plus

shows teacher does not show
in charge
anyone in charge

implicit information

explicit information

appeal to the eye appeal to other senses

172

•

Optional Activities

negative or positive information

specifies error does not specify error

discouraging

encouraging

emotional

unemotional

1. Who can read it right? Come on, someone else!
words plus; negative or positive; shows teacher is in charge;
does not specify error; implicit information; discouraging; appeal to other senses; emotional

2. Just look at the sentences again. Then, turn and look at me
and say what you remember-I'm
ing.

3. Than, than, than and plural-come

only interested in the mean-

on, pay attention!

4. I can't believe this.

5. [Draws a line under than and under the s in costs]

6. Say the meaning in your own words.

7a. Look at the board and tell me if I am saying the words on the
board right.

b. This stamp is more expensive the other one. Right? Wrong?

c. [Student says: You left out than-more

expensive than.]

d. It costs 15 cent. The other one costs only 3 cent.

e. [Another student says: Plural, Plural!]
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Sa. I'd like each of you to write the sentences as you heard them
said just now.

b. Then, compare what you write with the board and make any
changes necessary so that they are the same.

9. How many stamps are in the picture?

10. Underline the words that show a comparison is being made.

11. Write down the letter on the stamps that is at the end of the
words between the numbers. [The only word between the
numbers 15 and 3 is the word cents. Just as the word cents
appears between numbers on some of the stamps in this
book.]

Thinking about the Alternatives
Here are the features other people attributed to a few of the instances of
feedback provided during the reading lesson.
2. words plus--seemingly patient tone of voice; teacher in charge, but not
as clearly showing this fact as in 1 or 3 or 4; emotional-others do not
seemto fit
5. nonwords,informative, specified error, and perhaps explicit information
10. words, information, teacher in charge, explicit-mentioning
appeals to the eye, unemotional

comparison,

Usually characteristics fit to a certain extent, but not in a clear-cut way.
But applying the characteristics does cause us to consider different meanings of the features-as well as what meanings the instances of feedback
provide to students. In short, the matching provides opportunities to see
"[how language] is populated-overpopulated-with
the intentions of others." (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 294)
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STARTING CLASS
Activity 2A: Disadvantages and Advantages/Likes and Dislikes

There are other ways to become conscious of alternative perceptions of the
same teaching practices. One is to write down disadvantages of practices
we think are advantageous and positive, and vice versa. Another is to try
things we don't like.
Asking a few students for a disadvantage or an advantage of a teaching practice may trigger a wide range of disadvantages and advantages
because sometimes student perspectives are quite different from teacher
perspectives.
In order to make more explicit your perceptions or beliefs about another step in starting class-taking attendance-you
can write some disadvantages and advantages of calling the roll in different ways. One way to
take attendance is to require students to indicate their presence with a
word such as "Here!" The content of such a response we might call "procedure" or "red tape" or simply "attendance."
Another option is to ask students to indicate their presence by saying
something about their personal tastes-what desserts they like, what music
they enjoy, people they consider heroes. When students respond with such
information, we could call the content of their responses "personal tastes
plus procedure." If students were asked to indicate· knowledge of some
academic material to indicate that they were present, then we might call
the content of their response "content plus procedure."
If you think the idea of asking students to respond to the roll by
stating some personal information-"personal
plus procedure"-or
by indicating knowledge of some · academic
material-"content
plus
procedure"-is
positive, write down two disadvantages of the practice,
below. If, on the other hand, you think the practice is negative, write down
two possible advantages of the practice, below.

Thinking about Alternative Perspectives
Here are some disadvantages other teachers wrote:
Students are embarrassed to share personal information; they might like people
or music others find strange.
Students who have to be alert to answer some questions about the academic
material that was covered in class might get nervous during the calling of the
roll. ihese few minutes provide the only time for some students to escape, feel
relaxed during a class.
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Some advantages noted by those who considered the practices negative include:
The tedium of saying "here" five times per weekfor thirty weekscould be broken by
having students say something such as "angel food cake, hot fudge and ice

cream."
Students and teachers would learn something about each other that might be
referred to in other parts of the class.

Some students who rarely respond to questions would be given a chance to, since
each student in the class is called on during the taking of attendance.

Attendance takes little real time. Consequently, it may seem to some
inconsequential. But just as disadvantages of practices you consider posi•
tive and advantages of practices you consider negative can make your
beliefs both conscious and more explicit, and perhaps alter your perception as a result, so the powerful impact the taking of attendance can have
must be considered. This is especially the case if we think the impact of
the taking of attendance is weak.

Thinking about the Possibilities
Listed below are some ways other teachers have taken the roll. On the
blank lines next to each practice, write an 1 for like, if you like the
practice, and a dl for don't like, if you object to it in some way.
1. Teacher stands behind desk, looks at students in each row. When
there is an empty seat in a row, the teacher bends down and
looks at a seating chart on the desk, writes a check mark in a box
next to the student's name on the chart.
2. Teacher calls each student's surname preceded by "Mr." or "Ms."
and expects students to say "Here!" when his or her name is
called. When no "Here!" is heard, an absence is noted in the
attendance book. From time to time the teacher says, "Speak up;
I can't hear you I" and "Not so slow, answer right away."
3. Teacher tells students to select a dessert from a list on the blackboard and say the name of the dessert they like best when their
name is called. The choices are ice cream, fruit, cake, and pudding. The sentence "I don't like dessert" is also on the blackboard and the teacher says that the sentence is also one of the
choices.
The teacher uses small cards with individual names on them
and as she hears a student's response, she writes it on the card.
Before she begins, she tells the class that each student should
write down the names of at least ten students and the dessert
choice each states when their names are called.
4. As students enter class, they go to a card rack and take out the
card with their name on it, sign it, and replace the card in the
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rack with the blank side of the card showing, and their signatures
obscured. At the end of the period, the teacher notes absent
students in the roll book by putting a check mark next to those
students whose names are showing in the card rack.
5. Teacher calls students by name and asks them what famous person they want to be called for the next five class sessions. As
students respond-Columbus,
George Washington, Mishima,
Gandhi, Michael Jackson-teacher writes names in roll book next
to each student's name. Teacher asks each student to write at
least ten student names and the famous names stated by students.
6. On the blackboard the teacher has written these sentences:
The old man went out to buy some bread.
It was so late that the bakery had already closed.
Unless the teacher points to the sentences, the students simply
answer "here" when their names are called. If the teacher points
to either sentence, the student must state one grammatical fact
about the sentence in English. For example, the sentences are in
the past tense. Old is an adjective, to is a preposition. Students
are asked to say both sentences and write the comments other
students make about them.
Activity 28: Trying What You Don't Like

Select one of the methods you did not like in the preceding activity and
try it in your class. Be sure to try the practice in more than one class,
since it will take some time to become familiar with the steps and to feel
comfortable trying a practice you don't like!
Then, on the lines below, write your reactions and the reactions of
several students in different classes to the alternative practice.
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I have divided the readings, which include but go beyond the works referred to in this book, into two categories: those that explore alternative
views of reality and those that deal explicitly with the exploration of the
reality of teaching.
I can think of few more stimulating ways to begin to understand how
we selectively view the reality we daily observe than reading people like
these who explore alternative views of reality: Alinksy's activist ideas on
social change, the psychologist Arnheim on visual thinking, the
anthropologist/ecologist Bateson raising significant issues in all fields.
Then there is the historian Boswell tracing the history of intolerance and
our mistrust of the different, the historian Eisler suggesting a very different
future, the biologist Gould on the misuse of test results, the anthropologist
McDermott on the positive effect that seemingly negative classroom behaviors can have, and the mystery writer Simenon on the distortions we all
engage in daily.
In my own teaching and work with other teachers, I have been given
new enthusiasm to continue by reading the likes of Barnes and Haber and
their systematic study of group work, Jackson and his insights into day-today teaching, Lortie's explanations for the stability of teaching practices,
and Smith's stimulating arguments about the reading process.
None of these authors in either group concentrates on teaching practices; yet their ideas cannot but affect our beliefs, which in turn will affect
our practices. Other materials cited do deal directly with practices, as their
titles suggest. Of course, as I have never failed to point out in this book,
the ways we group our thoughts and materials need to be constantly
played with. Boswell, in the introduction to his history of intolerance,
reminds us of this fact. He states so clearly the type of spirit we need as
we engage in any exploration, whether in books or in our practices, that I
have quoted extensively from it here:
Tracing the course of intolerance reveals much about the landscape it
traverses, and for this reason alone it deserves to be studied .... Later
generations will certainly recognize many wrong turns, false leads, and
dead ends mistakenly pursued by those who had no trails to follow,
whose only landmarks were those they themselves posted. Once the terrain has been better mapped, it will be possible to improve initial surveys
very substantially; early studies may appear in retrospect absurdly roundabout or wholly useless. To this ineluctable hazard of early research is
added the difficulty in the case at issue that a great many people believe
they already know where the trails ought to lead, and they will blame the
investigator not only for the inevitable errors of first explorations but also
for the extent to which his results, however tentative and well intentioned, do not accord with their preconceptions on the subject. Of such
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critics the writer can ask only that before condemning too harshly the
placement of his signposts they first experience for themselves the difficulty of the terrain.
(Boswell, 1980, pp. 38, 39)

The strings of numbers and letters after the entries are the Library of
Congress or Dewey call numbers. In libraries with open stacks, with the
call numbers in hand, one can save a trip to the card catalog or computer
terminal and thus have more time to both find the item in question and
browse. The asterisk at the end of some entries simply indicates that the
author was cited in this book.
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