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Abstract

This study, situated in the field of sociocultural research, investigates how the home
supports the writing development of my multilingual daughter, Pia, between the ages of

3-9 years old.

Using ethnographic methods, data is gathered at Pia’s home, where approximately eight
hundred unsolicited texts written in English, French and German are supplemented by
fieldnotes, conversational and photographic data. Data is also collected at Pia’s
bilingual, French-German school in order to assess institutional contributions to Pia’s
writing development during reception class and Year One. As a final measure, data is
also gathered on the domestic literacy practices of Pia’s classmates and their families so

that we may put the findings on a single child into perspective.

The findings confirm that homes and schools place different emphasis on the physical,
social and psychological features inherent in literacy-related interactions. The result is a
gap between the messages homes and schools transmit about the purposes of writing. At
home, literacy is used rather than explicitly taught. The implicit, holistic nature of
family dynamics fosters Pia’s experience of writing as socially embedded practice,
driven by her very real need to communicate with family members and friends in her
environment. At school, by contrast, the child is positioned as an apprentice, who
experiences writing more as an abstract cognitive skill. Significantly, Pia’s domestic
writing is in advance of curricular expectations. This seems to suggest that implicit
teaching strategies, coupled to a re-evaluation of the physical, social and psychological
aspects of classroom literacy, may be useful in enhancing writing activities within
schools. The implicit character of domestic literacy, however, taking place on the
margins of awareness, not only largely accounts for why children may find it hard to
talk about their domestic literacy practices, but also explains why such practices remain

unseen, and, consequently, unacknowledged.
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Chapter One:
It started with a... lollipop

1.1. Introduction

‘All that I have, all that I have
I will give Jesus all that I have’

A whole school of children sat crossed-legged on the floor, singing the songs that
punctuated assembly. By force of habit, some knew the words by heart and could allow
their glances to frolic around the congregation; to Miss Adams banging out the melody
on the piano at the front, or to the grazed knees of the children placed strategically to the
front and to the back of the congregation, perched upon chairs and holding up the words
on heavy white cards. These scratchy-kneed prompters might be lucky enough not to
have to chirp along, but how their aching shoulders let them pay for it afterwards. And
who could tell, in fact, if you were really singing as long as your mouth opened and
closed in all the right places? Children love to sing so why not build upon their natural
talents? Those sitting at the end of the rows, flanked by teachers who did not have to sit
cross-legged but quite comfortably on their chairs, were more or less obliged to deliver
the daily proof of this axiom, whilst those snuggled in the middle could content
themselves with going through the motions. Unless of course, they really did enjoy
singing. About Jesus, fish, and loaves of bread, instead of ‘One potato two potato three
potato four’, or even ‘Not last night but the night before’... Many children couldn’t even
read the words anyway. Complicated words like ‘I have promised to love Thee till the
End’ or ‘My Saviour and my Friend’, written nicely by our teachers, each verse a new

colour. We would pick it up, they said. If it is around you for long enough, you’ll just

pick it up.

We must look like Hundreds n Fousands, I thought. All these colourful children. If you
look at em from way up, like a bird, we must look like Hundreds n Fousands; like when

they’re stuck on a marshmallow or somefing. Or these chocolate buttons.

I was glad that all the children were assembled because today was Monday and on

Mondays, performance was rewarded. 1 was going to get a reward and 1 wanted

12



everyone to see it. Mrs Hill, our schoolmistress, a pale, soft, smiling woman that made
me think of candy floss, got to her feet to face everyone assembled. In her hand she held
a little bag. The bag of our dreams. We shushed and waited. She talked about matters
too insignificant to be retained by the minds of five-year-olds. Talked far too long, as it
seemed to us. And particularly to me, whose knees were beginning to hurt, until she got

as far as
‘And now, it is time for the rewards.’

[ sat upright, grinned at my best friends around me as [ waited for my name to be called.
As everyone clapped — as everyone had to — I got to my feet and walked to Mrs Hill.
She dipped into her bag - lovely, lovely fingers you got, Mrs Hill - produced a lollipop,
a hard, round one that you could suck for ages, and then pinned a gold star to my chest.
I’d been getting nothing but gold stars all last week in my exercise book.

‘For wonderful, clear, joined-up writing like the big children. Well done!’

For the rest of assembly I was allowed to sit at the front, facing the congregated school;

all those eyes of all those Hundreds n Fousands fixed on my gold star and lollipop.

When I grow up, I'm gonna be a writer and a teacher. I love words, writing ... and |

love teachers.

For the rest of that morning, I forgot my secret envy of Babita and Rajinder, my best
friends who could speak other languages (though they hated speaking them in front of
us), and whose shop-fronts were jewelled with curly writing that looked like some kind
of music. When they went home, disappeared behind the folds of their own melodies,
Gods, odours and tongues, I thought that they were living in Fairyland, in a magical-
mystery place so far removed from my own. From school. They could be two people
instead of one. I envied them. At home my sister and I would play at being someone
else. Invent a language. Put our ponchos on our head to emulate Babita’s wondrous
black mane tamed into a thick rope of a plait that dangled beyond the seat of her chair.
Rajinder wore his hair in a bun under a handkerchief with an elastic around it and when

I asked him once to take it off so I could have a look he said he wasn’t aliowed to. Right



now, I didn’t mind if they could be two people instead of one. For the rest of that

morning, / would be the source of envy.

I'll let you ave a lick a my lolly at playtime cos we 're friends, innit? 1 smiled over to

them.

And they smiled back.

1.2. My cultural background as a sensitizer for educational research

It is, I think, permissible, to introduce the ‘story’ of my research with this tale of a key
episode in my childhood; a tale revealing my own deep-seated, genuine interest in the
written word, along with multiculturalism, multilingualism, home and school and
childhoods. These issues have accompanied me throughout my life, and have surfaced
in different guises in the past thirty years. They have been ever present in my work as an
English language teacher and are now the driving force behind my research into the

writing practices of one of my own daughters, Pia.

Keen as I was to emulate the cultural richness I erroneously regarded my friends as
surpassing me in, [ resolved to learn foreign languages once I got to secondary school. [
took French and German. By the time I sat my A-levels, everyone was convinced that |
came from a French-speaking Caribbean background. I did not. At home, we only spoke
English. I am going to marry a Frenchman so that my children will be bilingual, 1 used
to say. They can be two people instead of one. And their languages will be chic. As it
turned out, I married a German and now live in France. Three instead of one... sehr
gut... et trés chic. What I failed to realise for a long time, however, was the richness of
my own cultural background. I, too, returned to Fairyland once the school bell had been
rung, disappearing behind the folds of our own music, odours and yes, tongues. So
caught up was I in the web of dominant British values that I marginalised my own
Caribbean-based Fairyland, apparently already having picked up that some types of
identities and cultural practice were accepted whilst others, if not barely tolerated, were
openly frowned upon. My first lesson in politics had thus been had by the age of five.

As my teachers said: if it is around you for long enough, you’ll just pick it up.
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Everything belongs to a group. You can group things according to size or shape, colour, feel, smell, age,
anything. We group a lot in maths, but you can group anywhere. You can even be in more than one group
at the same time; ten and twenty, for example, belong both in the group multiples of two and multiples of
five. Everything, absolutely everything belongs to at least one group, and that’s good cos it must be a
terrible thing to be all alone. If you listened to my parents, then my most important group was the black
group. | never think about it much, but they're on about it ail the time. They make it sound like war to me.

Them and us. (...)

Weekends we normally have something special. But it's always the same. Sunday breakfast is baked
beans, bacon and eggs, sometimes fried plantain, or fried bread. (...) Sunday dinner is always rice and
peas and chicken. Not green peas, but kidney beans cooked in the rice with coconut cream so the rice
goes dark red. Or sometimes black eyed peas. Gungu peas, we call them. We haven’t got our own
language, but we sort of half *ave. When my parents speak Jamaican, white people can’t understand them
and when Mr Harry speaks, | don’t always know what he’s on about. It’s more or less English, but it’s
often wrong, like when my dad says “it eat good” or “it drink good” when he really means it tastes nice,
things like that. Our Sunday dinner always tastes nice, but it’s always the same. Then we have a fizzy
drink on a Sunday which we’re not allowed to touch until we’ve eaten everything. There’s no point
asking. I always save the meat for last. I don’t like the Jamaican bits we have to eat sometimes; yam,

cassava, breadfruit. They eat it every day but we don’t have to. Thank goodness.
(From Long Time Walk on Water, Joan Barbara Simon, 2007)

I thought my parents only spoke ‘bad’ English. I yearned to speak recognised, admired
tongues. In many respects, however, my linguistic history is as colourful as that of my
childhood friends, Babita and Rajinder, or indeed that of my own multilingual children.

My parents, having found work as unskilled labourers, emigrated to the UK in the late
1950s. Whilst my father remained an unskilled labourer all his life, at home in the
closed social network of fellow West Indian labourers, my mother’s social network
expanded as she later began working — as opposed to socialising - with middle class
colleagues at the bank where she upgraded after gaining British qualifications at night
school. This transition manifested itself in my mother’s speech as Creole was gradually
displaced by standard English rather than by Cockney, our local dialect no more
prestigious than her own variety, both of which were discouraged at home. I, naturally,
grew up speaking Cockney anyway and although I have no recollection of it, logic tells
me that I must have spoken some Creole as a young child. That my ability to speak
Creole eroded with time and was finally lost seems attributable to two main reasons.

Firstly, to my limited contact with my father, and secondly, to the fact that my mother

now spoke standard English at home.

A second shift in my language patterns predates my entry to secondary school, by which
time I apparently no longer spoke Cockney exclusively. Whilst adult West Indians
admired the way I spoke, my peers were highly suspicious: not only did I not speak

15



Creole, but I didn’t even speak Cockney properly, either. My segregation from the
Black community was, thus, programmed. At secondary school I learnt French and
German and took both as A-levels, convinced that I would study languages at university,

get me a Frenchman and live abroad.

By the time I left university, the social-linguistic transition was complete. I remember
the embarrassment I felt at times if I let a trickle of Cockney slip out: like poopsing in
public... After university I worked as a language teacher in Portugal where I learnt
Portuguese with some difficulty and lost it with astounding ease upon leaving the
country. I moved to Germany after Portugal, learnt German ‘properly’ and got married.
My husband and I took advantage of our proximity to France to move there before
starting a family. If our children were going to be bilingual, they might as well be
trilingual. I do not subscribe to the view that multilingualism leaves children mixed up
and stuttering as an astonishing number of friends and family feared. Living in France
revived my interest in, and need for French. With my husband and his family 1 speak
German. To our children I speak standard English which I consciously, if somewhat
fraudulently, spice with Jamaican to enable my children to understand their great-
grandparents. Our home is a linguistic Spaghetti Junction, where the standard and
vernacular of each code circulate freely, reflecting the different requirements of the
people in and around me in my syncretic Fairyland. And yes, I have to admit, I find
myself walking in my mother’s shoes when I pick my children up on sloppy grammar or

pronunciation; on too much slang, drooling vowels or gobbled consonants.

Today I view the matter of cultural environments with greater subtlety than in my
childhood, my appreciation being sharpened by a better understanding of
sociolinguistics as of the individual in general as a composite socio-political mutant
entity, negotiating and reacting to the necessities of context in a constant flux of
foregrounding and marginalising. As such, I see today that all social activity is equally,
and inherently, political activity. This is true for adults and children alike, in varying
degrees of transparency and consciousness. A context-sensitive, shifting and inherently
political view of social activity is less in keeping with the liberal humanist paradigm of
free choice, I believe, but better accommodated by a poststructuralist and critical view
of the individual in society. Reflecting upon my personal history and motivation to

research children’s domestic writing, I am forced to take note of the fact that children



start off with a legacy; their development is a history of continuation but also of change,
of adaptation to the demands of new environments and personal needs. Socially and
cognitively, children, as learners who grow to become practitioners, are active meaning
makers-takers-shapers. Children are indeed making choices (here, my concession to
liberal humanism), yet these choices are mediated by the provisions, and values, of their
environment (here, the post-structuralist and critical schools of thought): a child cannot
choose a yellow pen if only red, green or blue pens are at hand. Similarly, if the
message is transmitted that blue pens are not good, this child is unlikely to choose it
although apparently free to do so. Provisions and values transmitted by social actors
within specific contexts, as this example makes clear, have physical characteristics (the
pens put at the child’s disposal) as well as emotional and social ones (blue pens are ‘not
good’), which channel the child’s learning in a specific direction. This observation is
central to understanding how adults or other helpers, acting within their environments,

help young learners to become competent members of their social worlds (Rogoff, 1990;

Valsiner & Hill, 1989).

It is within this context - the role of the environment in shaping a child’s development
as a writer - that my research has been conducted. In what follows, I expand upon how

my interest in children’s writing matured further to become the current thesis.

1.3. Research background: the foundation

Without a concrete research plan for my PhD in mind, I was nonetheless careful to
select research projects during my Master of Education which have built up to the
current thesis. Thus, in my first year, focussing on language and literacy in social
contexts, I investigated the degree of dichotomy between the school and home literacy
practices of a class of 5-year-olds attending a private bi-lingual school; the same school
as my children. This project was sparked off by an encounter with my elder daughter,
then 6 years old. Hoping to make her view a piece of written work from a different
perspective, I tried to make a bridge between what she had just learnt at school and a
possible parallel in an everyday, non-scholastic context. I was surprised by the extent of
her resistance to my suggestions as by the vehemence of her tearful, exasperated

outburst:



But Mummy! The one has nothing to do with the other! School is school, and here you are
telling me stuff about home! What the teacher says is right, and anyway, what do you know!

A number of things became clear to me as I watched my daughter demonstratively
heave her written work more to her side of the table. Firstly, that literacy acquisition can
be an emotive affair. Secondly, this child evidently makes a clear demarcation between
home and school. The third, most perturbing, conclusion was not only my daughter’s
unequivocal sense of the incompatibility of the two domains, but also the further strong
allusion to the displacement of the validity of learning contributions from the home
(relegated to mere stuff) by the infallibility of learning contributions from school. Was
all of this only taking place in my daughter’s mind, or also in the minds of other

children, parents and teachers, I wondered. Such reflections engendered a series of

questions:

How do the pre-schoolers I investigate encounter literacy at school?
How do the same experience literacy out of school?
Which values are communicated by school literacy practices?

How do these compare to the values communicated by the children’s home

P owoN

literacy practices?
5. To what extent do homes and schools, as literacy domains, interact?

The major finding to come from the small-scale investigation, based on interviews and
classroom observation, was that the children studied appeared to relate literacy learning
and practice mainly to the classroom rather than view it as a useful tool for everyday life.
Parents exhibited an active interest in literacy acquisition, mainly by reading stories to
their children. The vast majority of parents also commented that they had had no stories
read to them as children, and that they wanted to give their own children something they
themselves would have liked to ha?e had. Childhood experiences therefore influence
parents’ subsequent literacy-related strategies with their own children. There was a high
degree of overlap between the values communicated at home and school. This was

largely attributable to the fact that the families in question belonged to the white middle

class.

The second year project involved a case-study investigation of parental teaching

strategies in relation to the practical task of laying the table and the abstract task of
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learning to read. Both activities were analysed according to support strategies proposed
by Wood (1998) as by Rogoff’s framework for analysing parental contingency, or
‘guided participation’ (Rogoff ef al., 1998). This project, unlike the first, permitted me
to venture into the home of a child who was not my own, but whose mother was a
teacher, like myself. I discovered that the teaching strategies used by the mother
differed according to the nature of the task, contingent intervention being more
characteristic of the practical task than of the abstract task. This meant that the mother
was better interacting according to the needs and level of her child when she was not
consciously seeking to teach. Laying the table rather than learning to read provided the
child with a platform for networking her wide range of general knowledge. This finding
fortified my interest to investigate in greater depth what children experience at home.

The major hurdle to be overcome for anyone wishing to see what goes on behind closed
doors is access. I knew from the start that my research would not involve large numbers,
for I was not looking to follow an entire class of children over a longer period, but
wanted, above all, to perform qualitative research on one child. I began to scan my
environment. Most of the mothers approached had kept the work their children had
done at nursery school not only because they found it cute, but also because none of
their own work had been valued enough to be kept. Here again we see the bridge
between parents’ childhood recollections and their behaviour towards their offspring.
Careful probing revealed, however, that almost no-one had systematically kept the work
their children produced at home; the drawings, mark-makings, first writings, etc. Whilst
this provides insights into the contrasting values placed upon children’s writing and
drawing performed at school and at home, the latter of which mysteriously disappeared
at a convenient moment, it nonetheless thwarted my research ambitions. The only
person I knew who had meticulously guarded every piece of work done at home and at
school was myself. The question of access was resolved. My final year research project
at Masters level, hence, involved a corpus study of the voluntary writing produced by
my youngest daughter from the period 1999-2003 with a view to examining her
awareness, acquisition and use of literacy as a socio-semiotic tool. I conclude that she
has access to a much wider spectrum of literate practices and formats than generally
expected of children about to start school, so that there is a substantial gap between her
demonstrated level of performance and the curriculum’s assessment of competence as

reflected in the activities proposed for Year One.
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An analysis of my daughter, Pia, as a young writer, learning and using writing which
reflects the provisions, values and therefore the framing of specific cultural contexts, is

now the subject of my current research.

In Chapter Two, I analyse a sample of Pia’s writing in order to provide a comprehensive
picture of how Pia is framed at home, where literacy is presented as deeply embedded
social practice conducted within social space. I identify the concrete and abstract spaces
at play; verbal, affective, cognitive and physical space, thereby showing how framing at
home accords the child equal status in the negotiation of meaning and the ultimate
ownership of her text. I set the analysis within a compound framework drawing upon
scholars informed by sociocultural theory and post-structuralist theory in order to see
how these may forward my understanding of the interplay between learning and
environments. 1 then go on to specify which analytical framework seems the best suited
to my research design, and will therefore be applied throughout the rest of my research.

In Chapter Three, I review studies which may throw light upon my own thesis, helping
me to place it within the context of current theoretical perspectives. By identifying and
drawing attention to lacunae in the field of domestic literacy, I strengthen my claim to

making a significant contribution to both theory and practice in this domain.

In Chapter Four, I present the design of my research, thereby specifying both my
methods of data collection and my research timetable. A significant amount of data on
the contextual features of Pia’s home and school environments is presented so that we

may better understand the environments she continually moves between and draws upon

in her texts.

In Chapter Five, I detail the methods, and hurdles, involved in interpreting the data.
This chapter concludes with the methodology specified in Chapter Four being applied to
a sample of data. The aim here is not only to verify the suitability of the interpretive

framework selected, but also to identify its potential limitations as I strive to maintain a

critical stance.
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In Chapter Six, I shift our focus away from the home to the comparative context of Pia’s
bilingual French-German school. By means of narrative vignettes, I present the most

salient characteristics of literacy acquisition and practice in the last year of nursery

school and the first year of primary school.

Chapter Seven is dedicated to interpreting the narrative vignettes in more detail. I
unpick and explain how interactions within the scholastic environment position children
as writers, portraying an overall abstract, skills-oriented as opposed to a social practice
oriented view of writing acquisition and practice, framed within predominantly
asymmetrical interactional dynamics with limited room for resistance or for the

expression of young writers’ authentic needs.

In Chapter Eight, I take a quantitative approach. The somewhat narrow picture to have
emerged of children’s writing skills framed in the classroom is contrasted with the wide
scope of writing Pia has produced within and with the help of her home environment
throughout the research period. These texts highlight salient distinctions of form and
practice in comparison to institutional literacy. They highlight multimodality as well as
semiotic syncretism or blending. They also highlight the multilayered, multilingual and
intertextual nature of texts which reflect developmental spurts as opposed to a
continuous linear progression through to mastery. Above all, we see how Pia, when
writing within the parameters fostered at home, readily crosses numerous zones of
learning as she designs personal, emotionally and socially anchored, ‘peopled’ and
meaningful texts which make transparent her real level of competence as much as her
need to make a mark in her social environment. Pia’s domestic writings, therefore,
support my argument both for the primacy of learning within the domestic context, as

for literacy as socially embedded practice.

In Chapter Nine, I pursue the analysis of Pia’s domestic writing from a qualitative
vantage, picking out the most salient contextual strands for further analysis. I
demonstrate how Pia’s writing at home is essentially to be understood as social practice,
mirroring the shifting and multiple levels of social contexts and identities. I argue that
the open-ended interactional parameters for meaning-making at home compare

favourably to the limited openings for meaning-taking at school. The more flexible
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interactional dynamics experienced at home are precisely the ones, I conclude, which

enable Pia to achieve writing skills which are in advance of curricular expectations.

In Chapter Ten, I set Pia’s writing development within the context of her peers. This
helps us to ascertain how typical her writing development is. By means of a
questionnaire, I find out about the domestic literacy practices of Pia’s classmates. The
findings generally concur with those on my own daughter. To test this further, a
separate questionnaire was also addressed to the children’s parents.

In Chapter Eleven, parental perspectives on domestic literacy supply an additional,
valuable layer to sharpen our understanding of the contributions of the home
environment, enhancing the picture emerging from the children themselves. Parents are
key social actors, or guiding lights, in their children’s development. We learn that
parents have an educational agenda at home, but one which is neither explicitly

transmitted, nor necessarily framed in the same manner as at school.

Chapter Twelve takes us back through the entire research process. In this final chapter, I

reiterate the findings and state the implications of these for educational practice. I

conclude with a wink to the prospect of potential further study.

1.4 My thesis within the context of current educational research

Educational practitioners are increasingly encouraged to build upon the skills children
bring with them from home to school (Bissex, 1984; Kendrick, 2003:39-40). The
current thesis, which explores and exposes such skills, may therefore help to bridge the
gap between these two equally important learning sites (Kenner, 2004) by providing
information which has not yet made its way into, but may certainly inform, classroom
practice. By investigating children’s domestic writing practices and unveiling the
contribution of explicit and implicit values expressed at school and home on the child’s
writing behaviour, this thesis, it is hoped, may also make a valuable contribution to the
still modest body of literature on children’s learning and practice at home, but also to
multicultural, multilingual literacy in general. The findings, thus, may appeal to a
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diverse group of specialists and laypeople, including linguists, teachers, parents,
psychologists and policymakers.

1.5. Summary

This introductory chapter started off by presenting a key episode from my own
childhood which has had a durable effect on my relationship to and interest in writing,
After reflecting back upon my own socialisation and the devaluation of my own home
practices, I go on to outline how my longstanding interest in children’s literacy was
reflected in diverse, yet interrelated postgraduate research projects which have
culminated in the present thesis. I then specify the route taken through the wealth of
data collected as part of my thesis, and make a brief reference to the central findings,

which, I conclude, lend weight to the significance of my research for current

educational practice.
This longitudinal investigation is driven by a central question:

How do the home and school environments bear upon children’s learning and use of

writing?

In the following chapter, I analyse a sample of domestic writing and provide some

initial answers to this important question.
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Chapter Two:

Discovering Writing in the Domestic Context

2.1. Introduction

To observe how children learn outside school, we need to observe with an open

mind and in detail (Kenner, 2004:2)
In this chapter I conduct a pilot study of single text in order to unravel what Pia’s
writing interactions at home may look like. I show how physical, social and
psychological factors interact to shape the child’s literate development. I draw attention
to Pia’s ability to network skills gained in different domains as she uses writing as a
multifaceted social tool. I examine the meaning-learning strategies of her home and
expose the subtle nature of the assistance provided by Pia’s mother. I demonstrate, in
the end, the extent to which texts and learning strategies are deeply embedded in

particular sociocultural contexts.

The investigation begins with a narrative snapshot, setting the scene, before I go on to
explain how I plan to analyse the data. As the aim of this chapter is to test, or explore,
the data’s potential to see how my research may best be pursued, the chapter closes with

an evaluation of the analysis and specifies the modifications which will be necessary to

optimise the rest of my research.

2.2. Domestic writing in context: a narrative snapshot

I am in my study, playing the treble recorder. Hardly have I begun this treat, a re:ward thgt 1
accord myself after a good stint of work, then along scuttles my daughter, Pia, bursting

breathlessly into the room.

We exchange glances. I bow her a bienvenue! She responds with a smile. Pia’s glance falls on
my paper-strewn desk — a mess, to the untrained eye, but for me, my desk is organic; the
evidence of my mental webbing, the musical score for the melody of a particular activity of
mind. And Pia knows better than to touch anything on it without my say-so. On the bookshelf is
a sturdy plastic folder crammed full with old paper Pia’s father brings home from work for his
girls. Pia plucks out a sheet, flips it onto the clean side and reaches for a nearby felt-tip pen.
Although I am concentrating on a decent rendition of Telemann, I also take in the fact that, like
me, every fibre of her is involved in her graphical act. In no time, she has filled the page and
holds it beneath my nose. I nod. Satisfied, she places it on my table and skips off.
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So much has been said between the two of us, though not a single word exchanged.
Telemann over, I take a look at Pia’s offering. Questions, questions, questions:

- Tu mapprend a Jouer la flute? (will you teach me to play the descant recorder?)
- Warum samelst du alles vas ich mache? (why do you collect everything I do?)
- Kann i doo some BasckdtBall?

For each question, an allocated box:

- Ouinon
- Ja nein
- Jess No

To round off, the text is embellished by the drawing of a woman playing the recorder, reading
the notes on a music stand (illustration 2.1). In a bubble, like in cartoons, music rather than

words flow from the woman’s mouth.

‘Pia?’ I call her back. ‘Number one...’ I let her wait and her grin gets wider, ‘yes.
Number two...” I hook this in the air, just out of her reach.
She takes up the posture of someone about to catch a ball; knees dipped, hands at the ready...

‘... because [ learn a lot from you. And I’ve told you that a hundred times already.’
A little hop of delight,

‘And number three...’
She waddles with her hips and rubs her hands. On your marks... get set...

‘Of course you can.’

‘Oué!’ she is off and out the door.
And 1? I pick out my research diary from the books and files strewn at my feet. May 15", 2004,
I enter swiftly, before | falter in the face of the daunting prospect of satisfactorily, of
scientifically, documenting the wealth of the preceding effortless minutes.
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7yrs [1m

" Illustr. 2.1: Musical mama, 04-05-15,

The fleeting, initially silent nature of the interaction belies the extreme complexity of what is
actually taking place, which I began to glean as the child skipped off to some other pleasure.
We may probe further with the following questions:

- What is happening here?

- How?

- Where is the control located?

- What does the interaction mean to the participants?

And we can encompass all these considerations in a central question:

What does the interaction appear to tell us about writing interactions and learning in a

domestic context?
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2.3. Analytical framework

In order to sieve this event. I draw upon a range of theoretical and analytical stances

advocated by a number of scholars conducting research within the post-structuralist and

socio-cultural frameworks.

2.3.1. Overall Structure

The premise central to my overarching framework is that the individual is essentially a
social being, whose discourse, behaviour, meaning making and thus identity, is
contingent upon a number of things. Upon the context. Upon the social tools, both
symbolic (e.g. language) and material of nature (e.g. books, paper, computers, etc),
which interactants may resource and endow with particular meanings. These tools,
however, are also, and primarily, invested with sociocultural/historical, meanings
(Vygotsky, 1994), prescriptions (Bakhtin, 1986), or ‘affordances’ (Gee, 2002). This
being so, the present is inextricably intertwined with the past, and the individual firmly
embedded within cultural parameters, with language, and by extension of this, writing,
constituting a constant potential site of struggle or negotiation over meaning and its

inherent power (Bakhtin, 1986; Bourdieu, 1993; Fairclough, 1989; Fowler et al., 1979).

Viewed from this perspective, writing is not a neutral act of reproduction, shedding
dead matter like dandruff. Its potential for reflectivity makes it an inherently political
undertaking, even for young writers. Similarly, the writer is not merely subjected to the
external affordances of writing as a social tool, but may, and clearly does, act, i.e. affirm,
negotiate, interrogate, refute. Identity, like language, rather than being monolithic, is
permanently renegotiated according to any given context, which may require that we
occupy a number of roles, however fleeting or subconscious. Hence identity — again,
like language - is a dynamic, political concept deployed skilfully for the conduct of
business within the distinguishable characteristics and loci of our social markets
(Bourdieu, 1993). Nonetheless, our identity need not be completely reconstructed every
time, since our experience as social actors provides us with a base, with habitus, or the
requisite funds of basic information supplying the ‘currency’ for us to go about the
business of our daily lives (Bourdieu, 1991, 1993; Hall, 1995:224).
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The above compound analytical framework provides the lens, then, that will calibrate
this investigation, which I have conducted in greater detail elsewhere (Bursch, 2006).

It is impossible to tell the whole story in one fell swoop, for there will always be other
stories to tell; extensions and re-evaluations of what has been said before. Nonetheless,
individual stories necessarily set boundaries. As a next measure, I specify the

boundaries of my pilot study, detailing the levels of analysis foreseen.

2.3.2. Levels of analysis

The investigation comprises three levels of analysis:

Level Items of analysis
1: Social - Graphics (or sign)
- Code
- Form
- Function
2: Ecological - Domestic and institutional ecosystems

- Context-sensitive interactional dynamics

3: Psychological - The text in the wider context of cultural knowledge
- Construction of knowledge/meaning
- Construction of identity

-

Table 2.1: Levels and items of analysis

The first level of analysis views the event from the social vantage in that it foresees
writing as a social tool, employed to construct a tangible ‘text’ which is then redeployed
as the cornerstone of social interaction. At this social level, I examine signs (graphics),
language (code), form and function, whereby it is clear that the last two categories are

inextricable, since the meaning of a text relates to the form and contextual function to

which the text is put.

The second level of analysis examines the event from the ecological and interactional
vantages. Here, I expose how the event extends beyond the ecological context of the
home and is networked to wider ecosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Ferreiro, 1984;
Gregory & Williams, 2000; Greenfield er al., 2003; Kendrick, 2003; Kenner, 2000). I
also demonstrate the usefulness of a particular model for highlighting the interactional
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zones which contribute towards shaping of Pia’s learning and use of writing (Valsiner,

1997).

The final analytical level is a psychological one focusing on textual indices in relation

to the construction of knowledge, identity and meaning.

In an analysis of writing as socially embedded practice, it is important to bring some
clarity to the central terms being used. Below, I briefly clarify notions of fext,

intertextuality and writing employed in my analysis.

2.3.2.1. Levels of text

The text itself comprises three levels of construction:

1. TI: the tangible written, graphical or semiotic text produced
during the interaction

2. T2: the linguistic or conversational text which can be coded as a
transcript

3. T3: the literacy event as a whole (Heath, 1982), and as a
multimodal phenomenon comprising not only T1 and T2, but also

other non-verbal elements (Kress, 1997).

2.3.2.2. Intertextuality

My definition of intertextuality recognises any manner in which a text (T3) may be
networked to other texts, either at the horizontal level of genre, or at the deeper, vertical
level of wider personal experience (Gee, 2002; Bateson, 1979, in Kendrick, 2003:159).
Every new encounter, be it physical or mental, constitutes a fext in its own right,
creating a new node or knot which is then fed back to one’s existing knowledge.
Intertextuality, however, does not merely lean on previous experiences, but may also
establish links to future events in as far as these are already present in some form in
one’s mind. It is precisely because intertextuality, as an inherent feature of every
thought act, not only exists at every interpretative level, but constitutes an
intra/interpsychological phenomenon crossing temporal boundaries, that I equally

propose the terms networking or webbing.
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2.3.2.3. Approaches to writing

In Chapter Three, I explore how various scholars conceptualize writing (e.g. Dyson,
2001; Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1979; Ivani¢, 2004; Kress, 1997; Pavlenko & Blackledge,
2003; Street, 2004). Here, it is important to note that, in my approach to writing, I
consciously distance myself from the portrayal of writing as an abstract, technical skill,
producing dead data suspended from all contextual reality. My analysis is further
motivated by the view of writing as an interactional process rather than as a polished
end result, and by the view of the child being helped to be, rather than to become, a
writer, for even when we analyse and observe how children learn to write, we should

not forget that what we also see is children writing, therefore children being, rather than

merely becoming.

I now take a closer look at Pia’s text and the event as a whole to see what it reveals

about being a writer in the context of the home.

2.4. Level one: the deployment of a social-semiotic tool

In this section, I analyse various features of writing as a social-semiotic tool, drawing

attention to Pia’s sensitive and flexible understanding of what she may achieve with

writing.
2.4.1. Graphical level: code-contingent handwriting

Pia attends a bilingual French-German nursery-primary school, as I describe in more
detail in Chapters Three and Four. The two languages not only teach completely
different scripts, the French being ‘curlier’, as Pia explains, but in Year One they also

use different materials; a fountain pen in French, and a pencil, at the start, in German

(Ch.6,7).
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Kenner (2003) describes differences in script styles according to their analytic or
synthetic properties. Analytic script involves separate pen strokes, whereas in synthetic
scripts, the pen stroke remains continuous. The German practice, then, trains an analytic
script, whereas the French practice trains a synthetic one. Ferreiro (1984) distinguishes
between the figurative aspects of script on the one hand, that is to say, the quality of the
shapes, and the constructive elements on the other, i.e. the links between the graphemes
or letters, and the rules of their production. Pia is not familiar with terms such as
analytic or synthetic, figurative or constructive, yet she learns to sharpen her awareness

of what such words describe, and she reproduces such distinctions when she writes.

Pia, we observe, does not uphold the distinctions learnt at school when writing of her
own accord at home. Neither the fountain pen used for French, nor the pencil used for
German, but the felt-tip pen, used for colouring activities at school, is the selected tool
for this particular text. More importantly, she does not write in German the German way,
or in French the French way, but primarily, and teilingly, according to the French
fashion. Throughout the text (T1), there is also evidence of code-switching at the

calligraphic level (Table 2.2):

Question/Answer Code Script

French French, German
Q1
Q2 German French, German
Q3 English French, German
Al French German
A2 German French
Al English French, German

Table 2.2; code and script distribution in relation to question and answers

The word ‘Basckd(t)Ball’, for example, bears the hallmarks of French calligraphy; the b,
the &, the /, though the d(?) is clearly German and the use of capital letters derives from
the German practice of writing nouns with capital letters, which French, like English
does not (with the exception of proper names). It is important to point out here that Pia
has not been taught to write ‘the English way’.

32



Pia, clearly, is not adhering to the prescriptions or positioning of institutional practice,
yet it would be erroneous to surmise that she has not learnt her handwriting lesson well.
Her writing is consistent at other semiotic levels. The circle drawn around Question 2
and Answer 2 is, in both cases, bigger than the one drawn around Q1. The consistent
encasement of Question 3 and Answer 3 is certainly not coincidental. If we turn our
attention to her writing of music, we notice that the notes on the music stand are
accurately reproduced in the speech bubble, whose conventional function Pia logically
transposes, for it is not words she hears coming from her mother’s mouth, but music.
Finally, the muitiple choice answers are written consistently. Each possible response
begins with a capital letter. The correction in Answer Two, from a small » to a capital N,

demonstrates the conscious act of such consistency.

2.4.2, Orthography

If we turn to Pia’s spelling of English — her spelling of French and German being

largely correct - we observe, once again, how she imports knowledge from different

sites to help her write.

The word doo, for example, reveals sensitivity to English spelling whilst making a
certain degree of cognitive conflict transparent. It is initially spelled correctly: do. It
seems, however, that Pia is possibly recruiting French or German phonology, according
to which the sound of the vowel here is short. The word, however, should sound Jlonger;
doo. It is clearly not German orthography, for in Question 2, Pia correctly spells the
German homophone for this: du, meaning ‘you’. She is thus aware that the same sound

can be spelled differently according to the language used.

In the case of Basckd(t)Boll, we see that, conceptually, for Pia, the word comprises two
discrete nouns; basket, and ball, each beginning with a capital letter, as in German. Her
d is also a f, and this is no coincidence, for in French, the word is pronounced ending
with a d, whilst in English, the word ends in a ¢. Pia is unsure which spelling is correct,
so literally blends both. Pia knows the German word Ball, yet seems unaware that the
English word is written the same way, i.e. that we are dealing with a homograph. It

seems that the /a/ in Basckd(t) misleads her to expect a different spelling at the end of
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the word. She is, after all, making two completely different sounds. To verify my

interpretation, I questioned her once her text was out of view:

Me: Pia, do you know how to write the word ‘ball’ in English?

Pia: Ball? I think so: b-a-1.
(from Research Diary: 17.05.04)

Hence, she does know how to spell ‘ball’ in English, one could say, and is momentarily
being misled by the different pronunciation of the a in the first part of the word
‘basketball’, although her spelling of do, Boll and No, confirm her awareness that the

same letter may represent different sounds in a single language.

What she is doing is to ‘draw speech’ (Vygotsky, 1978:115), or to draw sounds (Kress,
1997:124). There is logic behind her spelling, based upon the application (A) of an
abstract concept (C) once understood, internalised and reduced (R). If I reduce this

verbal analysis even further, I arrive at the formula:
C2>R2>2A12 A2 Aletc

The child’s thoughts to this formula might read as follows: once I've understood it (C),
that it, the basic idea (R), then I can use it in lots of different ways (Al, A2, A3), try it

out. This is exactly what children do when they approach writing.

2.4.3. Code

The language sequence — French, German, English — in Pia’s trilingual text (T1) reflects
her habitual language preferences (Bursch, 2005). The second question starts off in
French; the P-o-u, subsequently crossed out, is the beginning of the French question
Pourquoi, but Pia wants to switch to German, so she translates the word pourquoi to
warum. In a later chapter (Ch.8), we learn which types of texts Pia typically writes in

three languages.

2.4.4. Form and function

Pia’s text (T1) is a modification of the multiple choice format familiar to her from

school. She discards the conventional question-answer layout, favouring, instead, to
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group the questions into a separate category. She also incorporates a picture, which

leans more on the narrative genre.

The function of the multiple choice paper is to make the learner’s knowledge
transparent whilst limiting the options available. Here, it is less the case of the reader,
myself, being invited to display knowledge, but of Pia using the event to display her
own knowledge. Nonetheless, this is not a test, or work, but a ‘game’ Pia plays. It is not
an academic exercise imposed upon her, but a real life social skill, deployed with
extreme fun, as the paralinguistic cues make evident, and selected as the appropriate
form for the immediate context of getting her message across without disturbing her
mother’s musical interlude. In addition to being polysemous and multilingual, this text

is, therefore, equally multifunctional; it is a document of extreme yet subtle complexity

in view of the fact that it was rattled off with such ease.

2.4.5. Summary

Analysing the text with regard to handwriting, spelling, form and function, we see that
Pia resources, yet transforms, her writing-related skills, embellishing her text with other
things she knows about writing and symbols, over and above letter formation. At home,

she has the freedom to act independently of institutional prescriptions. The result is a
rich, playful and personal text, exposing Pia’s skills as a writer.

2.5. Level two: ecological and interactional frames

In this section, I examine the dynamics which lead to the production of texts like the

one analysed in this chapter.

2.5.1. Introduction

We have seen how Pia designs; how she blends the multiple choice format with the
narrative genre, investing the whole with a particular flair tailored to her immediate
purpose. In a sense, it is as if she opens her toolbox and deftly whips out the utensils

that are available or good enough to get the job done (Kress, 1997; Wood, 1998). Tools

35



are made for specific purposes, they have ‘affordances’, but may also be implemented
to achieve innovative ends. Some tools Pia is able to handle well, such as French and
German spelling. Others, such as English spelling, are less familiar, having been used
less frequently. Toolboxes have compartments which help us to order and facilitate
retrieval. Two central compartments of a child’s social world and development are
home and school (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Valsiner, 1997). It is to these compartments

and their affordances in relation to the literacy event (T3), to which I would now like to

turn.

2.5.2. Domestic ecosystem

The literacy event (T3) yields key information about Pia’s household. She comes from a
highly literate family. Her mother is a researcher, in whose study writing is omnipresent;
a part of the furniture. Pia’s father is German. His work entails such a high exposure to
print that he brings home pages full of texts, the reverse side of which serves as writing

material for the children. Literacy skills thus play a central role in both Pia’s parents’

lives.

The event provides numerous insights into the household values informing Pia’s

developmental pathway, or ‘chreods’ (Valsiner, 1997).

Glances are exchanged. Words are not. Pia knows when not to interrupt, when to enter
and leave the room. She knows what she may touch and what not; she knows that she
cannot just help herself to clean paper, but must take her father’s used paper from a
folder she must share with her sister. The text (T3) reveals that Pia has learnt to be a
competent social actor in her home market, which operates according to dynamics that

do not necessarily overlap with those enforced at school.

2.5.3. Institutional ecosystem

Although Pia’s text (T1) exemplifies French and German institutional writing practices,
the values couched behind these ecosystems cannot be foregrounded purely by
reference to the text alone. Theoretical (Ch.3,4) and empirical (Ch.6,7) data collected on
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the classroom will later help us to identify the values at work here. Again, we see that it
is essential to look beyond the immediacy of the event or text in order to fully

contextualise and retrieve a maximum of meaning.

What can be said here is that, at the institutional level, variegated, if not conflicting,
signals are being sent with regard to writing. Such discrepancies must, nonetheless, be

bridged by the child. In the text (T1), we see Pia negotiating these values.

2.5.4. Interactional dynamics: Valsiner

Whenever people are in contact, they are in interaction. These interactions will be
characterised differently according to where, with whom, with which means and why

the interaction is taking place (Bourdieu, 1993; Fairclough, 1989).

A very interesting model which draws attention to such details is proposed by Jan
Valsiner (Valsiner, 1997). In brief, Valsiner elaborates the Vygotskian concept of the
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) so that it depicts three interdependent
interactional levels which channel child development:

- the Zone of Free Movement (ZFM)
- the Zone of Promoted Action (ZPA)
- the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

2.5.4.1. Zone of Free Movement (ZFM)

The ZFM relates to how adults structure, and limit, children’s free movement within
their physical environment. The school is set out differently to the home, for example.
This has direct consequences on how interactions within this ‘zone’ unfold. Pia’s

mother’s study may be perceived of as a ZFM, with clear ‘go’ and ‘no go’ areas.
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2.5.4.2. Zone of Promoted Activity (ZPA)

The ZPA, as the name suggests, relates to interactions promoting development via
personal (i.e.people) and material resources. The felt tips used for promoting colouring

at school are — amongst other things — put at Pia’s disposal at home to promote writing,

for example.

Valsiner describes the ZPA as non-binding. Hence, the ZPA will only exist as
interactional space if a particular activity is being promoted. The concept of the ZPA
draws our attention, above all, to the social aspects of an interaction, since people and

cultural materials are social phenomena.

2.5.4.3. Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

As in the Vygotskian concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 1978),
Valsiner’s term relates to interactional features fostering the ‘set of possible next states’
of the child’s development (Valsiner, 1997:200). Valsiner, however, makes explicit the
links between physical (i.e. ZFM) and social (i.e ZPA) characteristics as adults
constrain (ZFM) and promote (ZPA) children’s participation in activities in such a

manner as to stretch children to new levels of learning (ZPD).

Valsiner’s model is ecological in the sense that it provides a tool for understanding the
various levels of interaction contributing towards child development in relation to any
ecosystem, thus it may be used to describe how interactions at home and at school shape
child development. It is therefore highly appropriate to my research design, and will be

explained in more detail in the next chapter.

2.5.5. Summary

In this section, I argue the case for environments as ecosystems, in which various
components are balanced and promote child development. I introduce the interactional
model propounded by Valsiner (Valsiner, 1997), as this highlights the physical, social

and cognitive features of context-sensitive interactions between teachers and learners,
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thus making his model extremely well suited to structure an investigation into both the

home and the school as valid, vital, learning loci (Kenner, 2004).

I now tumn to the cognitive aspects of the event, in order to see how this third
perspective on interactional dynamics may sharpen our understanding of the

experiences made within the home environment and their role in shaping child

development.

2.6. Level three: learning and meaning in cultural context

Learning does not take place in a vacuum, thus it is possible to identify the social

experiences which contribute to, or are linked with, individual learning events.

2.6.1. Networking knowledge within and across contexts

This interaction, presenting a new ‘knot’ in the chain of events constituting Pia’s
knowledge, cannot be fully appreciated if left in a vacuum. Rather, it must be related to
the web of her experiences and therefore firmly anchored within the cultural context of
her personal life. In order to unveil this, I must step beyond the knowledge provided
purely by the interaction alone and resource my knowledge as the child’s mother.
Bearing in mind the general consensus that knowledge is more subjectively taken or
socially co-constructed than it is an objectively given phenomenon, the trustworthiness
of my investigation is not undermined by this approach which allows me to strengthen
my argument for the contextual contingency of development and learning. Indeed,

stepping beyond the text is the only means to establish such intertextuality.

Upon closer inspection, then, literacy event throws a wide net of ‘knotted relevancies’
(Bateson (1979) in Kendrick, 2003:159), spanning semiotic codes (including music and
body language), scripts, tools, genres, ecological zones, temporal zones, and social
actors in shifting roles, all of which contribute towards shaping Pia’s development as a
writer, and all of which may be identified and described according to Valsiner’s
interactional model. The text links Pia to her mother, building upon the skills, the
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‘dispositions’ or ‘common sense’ Pia has acquired over time for successful interaction
with her mother in particular and for community appropriate behaviour in general
(Bourdieu, 1993; Gauvain, 2001). It links her with her father, with his workplace and
his professional materials. Central to the understanding of this interaction is also the fact
that Pia receives piano tuition. She is therefore familiar with the musical score although
she is not yet required to write music herself. Pia knows that her mother, as a child,
received intensive music tuition. The text thus links Pia not only with her own music
tuition, but forges a bridge between her mother playing the treble recorder and Pia
herself learning to play the piano, a bridge, also, between her mother as a child musician
and Pia as a child musician. The interaction provides Pia with a vehicle for webbing her
knowledge of different forms of codification; French handwriting, German handwriting
and music. It links the multiple choice format with the narrative format via the drawing.
The speech bubble establishes a further node between narratives and comics, regularly
borrowed from the local mediathéque. At the communicative level, this interaction is
inter-related to all previous speechless encounters between mother and child,
contributing to the growth of the participants’ intersubjectivity as a ‘lifelong
conversation’ (Mercer, 1995). At the level of function, the text is part of the larger
network of both games on the one hand, and requests on the other. The interaction
makes links projected into the future as into the past. It makes room for a new type of
interaction between mother and child, looking into the future, to a time when, with her
mother’s help, Pia will be able to play the recorder as well, perhaps, as she is able to
play the piano now. As such, the text also makes a link between Pia’s mother as her
teacher and Pia’s piano teacher, for Pia knows that her mother taught children for
several years. The text, however, also makes of Pia the teacher and of her mother the
learner, whose contextual notes, and whose response to the question why do you collect
everything I do demonstrate the reversed positions. This latter link clearly wanders
beyond the home to Pia’s school and to her mother’s ‘school’, that is, to her mother’s
working environment, so that both parents’ professional activities are enmeshed in the
event. The text makes a link to Pia’s sister, who is already learning to play the descant
recorder at school. Thus, a further home-school node involving a further family member
is established; one docking tenuously onto ongoing sibling rivalry, for the necessity of
sharing the folder of paper can be a highly contentious issue when supplies are running
low. The text, finally, projects Pia not only beyond the home and its members out into

the wider community of her parents’ workplaces and their alternative non-domestic
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roles, it also quite concretely creates links to Pia’s school, to herself as a pupil, to the
dynamics and formats encountered at school, and beyond; to her position in a much
larger community as a speaker of that community’s language: a speaker of English, a
speaker of French, a speaker of German. And, I contend, a ‘speaker’ of music. This
sample of domestic writing, I conclude, is intertextual and culturally situated, and if I
were to try to visualise what I have needed so much space to put in words, the image

that would transpire would be a web; a network of interlinked texts of experience.

Such webbing and shaping of meaning cannot be gained by a child in isolation, but is
the result of interaction with other people in social space and with social tools offered
by the child’s environment. The intertextual, interactional analysis enables us to identify
a host of others who help Pia: her mother, father, sister, her school-teachers, her music
teacher, each occupying social space in divergent ways. Pia does not invent writing. It
exists as a social tool, invented by others and which becomes part of her ‘social
inheritance’, although there is a sense in which Pia re-invents or discovers writing as

meaningful to herself as she learns to master it, with the aid of more competent others.

Intertextuality underscores the notion of ‘zones’ occupied by individuals as they
negotiate their positions within and across culturally sensitive scenarios
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Maquire, 2001; Valsiner, 1997). The literature abounds with
corresponding references to ‘sites’, ‘worlds’, ‘transfer’, ‘settings’, ‘environment’,
‘boundaries’ and ‘crossing” (Kenner, 2004), which relate directly the dynamic, ‘porous’
‘zoniferous’ qualities Valsiner has captured in his interactional model. Pia enters/leaves
the room, she ‘hovers’ between verbal and non-verbal space, crosses linguistic borders
and semiotic zones. She slides in and out of roles related to the past, present and future
of her own person and that of the other key interactant, her mother, who steers the

interaction in a manner that is, initially, barely perceptible.

2.6.2. The construction of meaning

If we accept that literacy, as a social tool, is deployed for the construction of meaning, it

becomes essential to also find out what this literacy event means for the individual

participants.
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There is no direct verbal exchange between mother and child during the writing act,
which is a solitary performance, yet ‘so much has been said between the two of us,
though not a single word exchanged’. Without the need for language, the mother directs
her daughter’s entry to and exit from the study, taking in, almost in passing, the text her
daughter has written. Meaning is not co-constructed verbally in the first, but in the
second instance, as Pia’s mother subtly answers her daughter’s questions. For Pia, it is
clear what her intentions are; what she means. She wants to have her requests heard and
granted, but without unpleasant ‘repercussions’, as Valsiner terms it (Valsiner, 1989). If
she ‘plays her cards right’, she will get what she wants. Playing her cards right, however,
presupposes that she has learnt how. This how has been transmitted via the interplay of
the ZFM and the ZPA, which supply the rules of correct conduct. Her request — it is not
a demand — is presented as a game. A teaching game in one sense, since her mother has
to fill out the correct boxes in the way Pia has herself learnt to do at school. In another
sense, it is not quite a teaching game because Pia does not have the answers and cannot
know how her mother will respond. Still, she pursues her goal in the spirit of a game,
taking further cues from her mother, who pitches her answers in a manner intended to
heighten the child’s excitement. Pia smiles, she skips, she grins, gives a ‘little hop of
delight’ and shouts ‘Oué!’ (Yeah!) when all her wishes are granted. All these responses
are consciously solicited by the child’s mother, who appears to want positive emotional
parameters to play a decisive role in her daughter’s experience and learning. Notions of
immediate pleasure are not always appropriate to learning situations and depend on the
community in question (Gregory & Williams, 2000). Later, I demonstrate how French
and German classes resource children’s feelings in different ways, and with different

results (Ch.7). Here, the interaction takes the guise of a game, yet the feelings involved

are genuine.

For the mother, at the surface level, the meaning of the text (T1) appears clear, too. The
question ‘why do you collect everything I do’ cannot be answered by ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Pia
appears to be on ‘automatic pilot’ in the yes/no game. Her mother does not point out to

her the mistake, but simply provides the correct answer, as she knows what her daughter

means: meaning takes precedence over instruction right now.

Meaning is tied up with legitimacy and ultimately, with power. Power is more than an

oppressive tool associated with knowledge (Foucault, 1997:6), for it is also productive
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and malleable. Whilst it is true to say that the mother, as the more competent agent, sets
up the over-arching physical (i.e. ZFM) and social (i.e. ZPA) parameters, which Pia
acknowledges, and uses to her advantage, the reverse is equally true. By limiting the
range of her mother’s responses, Pia reverses the conventional adult-child asymmetry.
By taking up the classical role of the teacher, Pia invests herself with power. Her mother,
however, may choose between more than the foreseen yes/no options and by providing
alternatives, she indirectly points out the inappropriateness of the options given.
Teaching is not the primary goal here. No correction is proposed for Pia’s spelling,
handwriting or the ‘misfit’ between certain questions and answers. Pia’s mother,
however, does not let the opportunity to instruct escape her entirely. She is teaching,
implicitly, although it is not immediately clear if Pia has chosen to understand the lesson,
which, non-binding, is not forced by the mother keen not to deflate her child’s pleasure
and therefore accepting to play the game and share the role of the ‘child’. In any case, a
subtle tug-of-war over power is taking place, and it is inextricable from the roles

negotiated between the interactants.

Meaning, thus, is constructed in accordance with immediate cultural contexts and in the
‘space’ between the utterances or behaviour of the interactants and to the degree to
which each acknowledges the rights and intentions of the other. As a straightforward
mother, Pia’s mother knows what her daughter means and does not jeopardise the
encounter by hugging the power accorded her by her higher level of competence. As a
mother-teacher, she co-constructs knowledge by subtly manoeuvring a way out of her
daughter’s unfitting options but careful for her daughter not to lose face. As a researcher,
her mother is less involved in the co-construction of meaning than she is in the
reconstruction of meaning. At this level, meanings are established which lie beyond the
consciousness of her daughter — meanings related to her daughter’s development. The
mother’s privileged perspective and knowledge permits her to see how her daughter,
assisted by the physical, social and cognitive input and guidance of others, may develop

as a writer.

The meanings embedded within the event (T3) are given and taken according to the
linguistic dynamics of informal contexts. Pia ‘talks’ a lot, via her text (T1), directly to
her mother (T2), but also with her feelings, her body, and via the event in general as a

contribution to the lifelong conversation between mother and child (Mercer, 1995). The
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dialogue is not one of initiation-response-feedback, which characterises classroom
interaction, as I later demonstrate in Chapter Seven, but one in which power struggles

are more apparent, and which the adult may, and does, occasionally lose:

Mother: this is a lovely drawing, Pia.

Pia: (smiles)

Mother: why didn’t you put yourself in the picture?

Pia: eh ben, je dessine ce que je vois et c’est siir que je ne vois pas moi méme — a
moins que j'aie un miroir. Et je n’en ai pas! (well, I draw what I see, and of course |

can’t see myself — unless I’ve got a mirror. Which I haven’t!)

Mother: what about this drawing of me. Do you want to change anything? Colour
me in, or anything?

Pia: Non. C’est terminé. (No, it’s finished)

NB should I have pointed out to her that I am not white, or would she take this to be
nitpicking and break down in tears at the criticism? Better keep my mouth shut. I am
black and she knows it. She has the right to resist my mediational means.

(from research diary, 17.05.04)

2.6.3. Implicit learning in the domestic context

Pia is not being taught in any overt sense during this short though meaning-laden

exchange, yet it would be wrong to assume that social skills are being deployed without

any true gains to knowledge.

Behavioural blueprints acquired during socialization are guides, they are not guarantees,
hence there is always the risk of failure. The fact that this encounter achieves the desired

goal teaches Pia that her strategy is still an effective one which she may resort to in

future under similar circumstances.

Pia learns, from the fact that her mother files away everything, ‘collects everything I do’,
that her work counts; she has a particular value in this respect.

Pia’s attempts to spell in English constitute a further learning experience. She can be
seen to trawl her knowledge of phonology and orthography across three languages in
order to spell in a language she has not been taught to write. It does not matter that her
mother does not correct her spelling and it is possibly better that she has not done so in
this context. By providing answers of equal sincerity to her daughter’s questions instead

of focussing on the technicalities of spelling, Pia’s mother indirectly teaches her
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daughter, or confirms, that the child’s text is comprehensible just as it is. No additional
instruction is deemed necessary. Learning may take place in the absence of instruction.
It may take place on the periphery. Indeed, this is one of the salient characteristics of
learning situations in a non-institutional context (Dyson, 1994; Hall, 1994; Kendrick,

2003).

The ease with which Pia conducts this performance certainly legitimizes the question of
what it is she is learning. By looking at the physical, social and cognitive aspects of the
interaction, with the help of Valsiner’s model in particular, I have established that the
child has, with the help of her environment and notably her mother, in fact learnt a great
deal and demonstrates great skill in being a writer, sensitive to writing’s social function
and how best to employ it to meet her ends. As far as her spelling is concerned, Pia is
still operating within the ZPD across all three languages, conventional spelling being
‘above yet within reach’, with English, understandably, at a lower stage of development
than her French and German. At the calligraphic level, it would be wrong to argue that
Pia has not yet learnt to distinguish between the French and German styles of
handwriting. She simply chooses not to adhere to the distinctions enforced at school,
after all, she is not at school, but at home, where different rules apply, where she may

play and blend what she knows, and where the more implicit parameters encourage her

to give her fantasy full reign.

Even though she does not push the matter, Pia’s mother is nonetheless conscious of her
teaching role in this interaction. Pia accords her the role of the prospective music
teacher. It is unclear if she accords her mother the role of a language instructor. This is a
role her mother does not insist upon as she remains in the spirit of the game, which
leaves no room for blatant pedagogical intervention, for she is not in the classroom, but
at home with her daughter. The encounter, then, helps the mother to practice and
confirm her skills in ‘assistance tuning’ (Tharp & Gallimore, 1998), or ‘active, sensitive,

involvement’ (Mercer, 1995). Such active, sensitive involvement advances the mother’s

own learning:

(...) my analysis of Pia’s work has changed my attitude (...) Of course their work is
‘good enough’ to receive a clean sheet...

(from research diary, 15.10.04)

45



Changes within the domestic ecosystem, with their attendant changes to behavioural
patterns, in turn, will shape how Pia experiences writing as a promoted activity in the

future:

(...) I noticed how conspicuously empty this blue plastic folder is in
comparison to when I conducted my pilot study half a year ago. This is due
to a number of factors:

papa has changed his job (does he read/write less?)

2. papa now only comes home at the weekends (i.e. less contact)

girls each got blocks of coloured paper for Xmas from Uncle Anton (has a
printing business). No more need to share the plastic folder

—

w

The used, ‘dirty’ paper will probably fester in this tray for I don’t know how

long now (...) I feel a pang of nostalgia, as at the death of an era.
(research diary 18.01.05)

The balance between the physical (i.e. ZFM) and social (i.e. ZPA) components of Pia’s

domestic ecosystem, therefore, bear directly upon her further cognitive development (i.e.

ZPD).

2.7. Evaluating the pilot study

As I progressed through the analysis, I became increasingly attracted to Valsiner’s
interactional model (Valsiner & Hill, 1989; Valsiner, 1997), as this provided me with a
single means for comparing both the school and home environments, for highlighting
the mobility in social interactions as participants move in and out of ‘semi-permeable’
zones at the physical, social and abstract cognitive levels, and for exposing the
instrumental role of others in channelling the child’s development. This latter point may
not seem immediately apparent in the text I have chosen to analyse here. Indeed, I
originally, and largely, overlooked my own contributions, as Pia’s mother, to the
shaping of her development. The literacy event is everything but a solitary, neutral
performance, and although control seems to be firmly in the hands of the child, who
radiates surety, her mother but a prop in comparison, it is the mother who has
significantly provided the framing that enables such an interaction to take place in the

first place, and it is she, along with other family members, who will continue to play an

important role in the child’s development.



My enthusiasm for the comprehensive framework provided by Valsiner notwithstanding,
I note potential areas which would benefit from further clarification. I anticipate that the
non-binding nature of interactions in the Zone of Promoted Activity might weaken the
suitability of this framework to address classroom interaction, and I question in general
the extent to which any internalised operation, or learnt behaviour, can be truly non-
binding. I anticipate, therefore, that I might need to revise the depiction of the Zone of
Promoted Activity, in the same way that Valsiner (1997) or Rogoff (1990) have also
reconceptualized the Vygotskian concept of the Zone of Proximal Development. Indeed,
my analysis has already identified ways in which the ZPA may be more finely scaled, in
that it draws attention to not only the non-verbal aspects of the interaction, but also to

the role of emotional framing, neither of which are specifically mentioned by Valsiner.

I readily accept that it will be impossible to analyse the eight hundred texts which make
up my corpus in this way, to say nothing of the data collected at school. Thus, whilst
Valsiner’s model, which will be tested once again in Chapter Five, does seem ideal to
my research intention and design, the qualitative framework he provides will need to be
complemented by a quantitative approach to bring to light the scope of Pia’s writing at
home so that I may sound out the extent of the gap between the levels of skill fostered at

home and school.

2.8. Summary

In this chapter, I have taken a single sample of Pia’s domestic writing and analysed it to

see what it reveals about how she writes and is framed as a writer at home.

The interactional text (T3), despite its fleeting nature, is nonetheless a complex
polysemous, multilingual, multifunctional zoniferous encounter, which yields a wealth
of data about the literacy values and strategies expressed within this child’s community,
and the ability of this child to resource and web such knowledge in her writing. The
absence of coercion throws light on the implicit family interactional patterns, casting
learning as a playful invitation, so that we might even be fooled into thinking that no
learning is taking place at all. Sieving the domestic literacy interaction to get down to

the level of the stitch, and now standing back to take in the full picture, we see a child
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who does much more than absorb and enact endorsed literate behaviour and we see a
mother, whose ‘sensitive, active involvement’ (Mercer, 1995) guides her child’s

development in numerous, subtle ways.

Now that I have piloted my data, I turn to the theoretical perspectives in current research
to see how these may inform my understanding of my chosen field of investigation, help

me to verify the relevance of my own project and confirm the contributions my thesis

may make to educational theory and practice.
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Chapter Three: Theoretical Perspectives

3.1. Introduction

In this chapter, I review a number of theoretical perspectives to see how they might
inform the picture of domestic literacy which is gradually emerging. I focus upon four
areas. The first area concerns the influence of the home and school as domains
transmitting literacy-related values shaping the child’s engagement with writing. The
second area I review, given the multilingual nature of Pia’s writing, relates to the
literature on multilingualism. The third area I examine focuses on concepts of writing,
which may help me to illuminate the views adopted in the different domains influencing
Pia’s literacy development. Finally, I focus upon interactional frameworks as the
overriding structure within which all social action takes place. In this section, I return to

Valsiner’s interactional model, presenting it in more detail and comparing it to similar

studies.

To start with, however, I will summarise some general trends in literacy research.

3.2. General Trends in Literacy Research

Literacy research, until the 1970s, mainly focussed on teaching in classroom settings
(Baynham, 2004). The availability and dissemination of Vygotsky’s theories from the
1970s onwards triggered off studies relating to the use of literacy in authentic contexts
beyond the classroom (Robertson, 1999). The diverse and multilingual nature of

domestic literacy practices, therefore, became an important field of study (Kenner &

Kress, 2003; Nutbrown & Hannon, 2003; Maquire, 2001).

One trend in literacy research foregrounds the richness and diversity of domestic
practice and the implications of these for educational practice (Burnett & Myers, 2002;
Kenner, 2000:128). The over-riding conclusion is that literacy at home and school are
not the same. Family literacy fulfils the needs of the family and should not be measured

by an institutional yardstick. Reacting to the evident gap between culturally diverse
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home literacy and the uniformity of school literate practice, Cazden, for example,
describes curricular experiments in the US and Australia designed to negotiate and
blend culturally different domestic literacy styles in keeping with the pedagogy of
multiliteracies (Cazden, 2000). The starting point of Cazden’s study converges with that
of my own research in that it addresses the gap between home and school practice.
However, it diverges from my research at the methodological level, for my research is
neither conducted primarily at school, in a monolingual environment nor under
experimental conditions. My study, therefore, may be seen to fit in with and contribute

to current research trends without merely reiterating what has already been said before.

Numerous factors shape children’s literacy development at home. Parental views are a
key factor. These shape children’s interaction with literacy at both the social and
cognitive levels. They channel the types of literacy engaged in. They also influence
whom children recognise as social partners in literacy events. Parental views, as we saw
in Chapter Two, structure the interactional strategies chosen, and ultimately internalised,
by the child (Gregory & Williams, 2000; Hannon, 2003; Rowe, 2003). Siblings likewise
play a role. Older siblings may reinforce parental views. Often, they also mediate
between the young learner’s different literate environments (Weinberger, 1996:58;
Williams & Gregory, 2001). Family values form an ‘educational agenda’ (Leichter,
1984:38), reflecting what counts (Gregory & Williams, 2000; Kendrick, 2003; Pahl,
1999). These messages may bear directly upon the child’s ability and willingness to
participate in and benefit from certain types of classroom activities (Czerniewska, 1992;

Heath, 1982; Robertson, 2004).

A number of studies, like my own, focus on the literacy development of a single child
(Kendrick, 2003; Kress, 1997). Some research the child at home and school, as I do
(Bissex, 1994, Muhlern, 1995). Others focus on writing (Kenner, 2000; Schickendanz,
1990). However, these studies sometimes involve an external researcher as opposed to a
parent (Gutierrez, 1994; Hall, 2003; Kendrick, 2003). Moreover, none cover the same
developmental period I address. Glenda Bissex, a fellow parent-researcher, studied her
6-year-old son’s writing development (Bissex, 1980) and demonstrated the sincere
communicative intentions behind his self-taught writing as a pre-schooler at home
(Bissex, 1984). This does not mean that my field of study was already covered a quarter

of a century ago, for despite the parallels, distinctions may also be drawn with regard to
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my own work. Both the context and the perspective in my research differ. I analyse
writing in a multilingual context. I also show, with the help of Valsiner’s interactional
model, how the child’s development is ‘framed’ by physical, social and cognitive

interactional characteristics, in which others play an important role.

A further trend in current research relates to the modes of literacy appropriated by
young writers. Here, the work by Gunther Kress has been instrumental in drawing
attention to the multimodal aspect of writing (Kress, 1994; 1997). A multimodal
perspective invites us to rethink conventional notions which fail to acknowledge how
literacy involves transformations and ‘semiotic recycling’ (Kress, 1997:104; Kendrick,
2003; Pahl, 1999). In my pilot study (Ch.2), both interactant’s bodily postures may be
regarded as multimodal. Every fibre is involved in the graphical act, transforming the
semiotic act of writing into a new non-verbal ‘text’ as part of the overall literacy event.
A multimodal perspective also draws attention back to the significance of play for
literacy development. This, in itself, is the subject of a wide body of research (Dyson,
1993; Pahl, 1999; Roskos & Christie, 2001). The element of play, in the pilot study, is
not only framed verbally, but physically. Pia skips and hops. Her posture reveals her
eagerness to ‘catch’ her mother’s answers in the question-answer ‘game’. The literacy
event is characterised by much movement, and this is significant to the dynamics of

home literacy in comparison to the relative immobility and lack of play experienced in

the classroom (Ch.7).

The shift in research trends, away from the search for universal cognitive tendencies in
experimental or classroom-based settings, towards more context sensitive approaches
acknowledging variables such as culture, language and interpersonal dynamics, can be
seen to illuminate my own work further. In particular, the repeatedly confirmed gap
between home and school practices may be characterised by the extent to which literacy
may be viewed as ‘peopled’ activity. This is essentially a social rather than an abstract,
cognitive perspective. It means assigning the people who either inspire the text or help
in text production a central role (Ch.2,5,8-11). It also means viewing literacy as a means
of social interaction. To view literacy as a means of social interaction equally demands
that we pay attention to the interactional features shaping children’s learning and use of

literacy. These features, I now realise, do not simply relate to the people involved, but
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are better understood in a more global context encompassing physical, social and

psychological aspects (Valsiner, 1997).

Now that general trends in literacy research and their implications for my own thesis
have been outlined, I would like to look in greater detail at the literature which is

particularly germane to my area of study.

3.3. Domestic environment

3.3.1. Introduction

Literacy activities taking place beyond the school-gate have been referred to by a
number of terms, most frequently as ‘home’ or ‘domestic’ literacy. Other terms
employed include ‘out-of-school literacy’ (Gregory & Kenner, 2003), ‘unofficial
literacy’ (Gregory & Williams, 2000), ‘family literacy’ (Hannon, 2003), ‘community
literacy’ (Cairney & Ruge, 1996), ‘vernacular’, ‘everyday’, ‘alternative’, ‘hidden’ or
indeed ‘in-between’ (Knobel & Lankshear, 2003:54). Whilst hinting at the author’s
point of comparison, e.g. the school, the wider community, the degree of validity or the
type of language associated, these terms, above all, confirm the manifold potential ways
of viewing, and contextualizing, the home. In this section, I review ways in which the
home environment has been depicted, showing how these relate to and enrich my

understanding and presentation of the dynamics taking place within Pia’s home.

3.3.2. Home environment

The home environment in general is currently typified as a holistic, informal, cultural
context, fostering the inductive, even subconscious, yet early acquisition of skills as

social processes in the daily landscape (Dyson, 1994; Kendrick, 2003:40; Willinsky,
1994):

Remarkable learning has already occurred before children pass through the school doors.
Clay (1998) cited by Carney, in Hall (2003;8)
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Children, thus, are exposed to and engage with writing well before formal instruction at

school.

A further feature of domestic literacy interactions is that they are not necessarily
specifically geared towards the promotion of literacy, but are often embedded in other
everyday activities (Leichter, 1994). The less restrictive nature of the home environment
supports the child’s networking of knowledge, generally accords children more space to

initiate events and in so doing, allows children to reveal genuine levels of motivation

and interest (Tizard & Hughes, 1984; Wells, 1987).

My analysis of Pia’s behaviour in the pilot analysis certainly substantiates this picture of
domestic learning and practice. We see a literacy event embedded in an ordinary,
typical daily encounter, in which the adult does not explicitly embrace the teaching role.
Pia initiates the event, which, however, is not instigated, or ‘contrived’, as in classroom
interactions (Woods, 1980), but rather deployed as a practical skill for real social
purposes. The fact that Pia employs forms of literacy which are not typically
encountered at school furthermore strongly suggests that the home environment fosters

sensitivity for a wider spectrum of literate experience than anticipated or cultivated at

school.

3.3.3. Characterising the gap between homes and schools

Studies addressing notions of class-contingency, home-school dichotomy and
deficiency necessarily address a perceived gap between the home and school

environments, and are thus of relevance to an understanding of these two key domains.

A number of studies establish class-sensitive interactional patterns (Tharpe and
Gallimore, 1998). Others contest this (Ferreiro, 1984; Rogoff ef al., 1998), pointing to
potential similarities in uses of literacy across classes (Hannon, 1995), or else to more

community-sensitive, as opposed to class-sensitive, uses of literacy (Gauvain, 2001;

Gregory & Williams, 2000:51; Kelly et al., 2001:10).
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Even if we side-step the issue of the fluid nature of class membership, it is clear that
distinctions according to class or domain may easily lead to a hierarchy reinforcing the
supposed infallibility of schools and middle-class environments (Fairclough, 1989;
Hammersley, 1993; Mercer, 1994) to the detriment, and displacement of other contexts
as providing valuable learning scenarios (Amanti, 1995; Cummins, 1996; Kenner, 2000).
Such a hierarchy is echoed in Chapter One, where Pia’s sister degrades home

knowledge to mere ‘stuff’ (p18). It is also alluded to in the following comment by an

American study of early literacy:

The classroom is like a second home with print added (Block et al., 2002:188)

The assumption, here is that the home is a literacy impoverished setting, whose deficit,
or gap, is rectified at school. This view, however, is already contested two decades
earlier by Heath’s Ways With Words (1983) and continues to be contested today
(Kenner, 2004; Maddock, 2002). Shirley Brice Heath’s important study has been
instrumental in achieving a more differentiated view of literacy, acknowledging the
multiplicity of literacy contexts, roles and functions. It also foregrounded the hierarchy
validating certain literacy-related practices to the marginalization of others. By carefully
analysing where print is added at home and school, I seek to make an empirically based

evaluation which reveals how and to which degree both sites contribute to the

development of Pia as a writer.

The starting point for any alignment between home and school practice should ideally
be the child’s demonstrated competence (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000:18). Studies
contributing to a bottom-up as opposed to top-down alignment, therefore, help to clarify
the true nature of children’s literacy skills. Even if domestic literacy strategies may not
be easily transferred to the classroom (Burnett & Myers, 2002:61), further research
conducted in out-of-school contexts, such as my own, could provide a more solid

empirical basis for any future alignment seeking to improve classroom practice.
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3.4. Institutional environment

3.4.1. Introduction

Several studies document the general character of institutional practice. This is
conventionally portrayed as being tightly structured and atomistic as opposed to holistic.
Classroom practice is also typically framed by an interactive style exhibiting more
trenchant asymmetry than usually encountered at home (Dunn, 1988, Mercer, 1995).
Given that my thesis concentrates on highlighting practices within the domestic
environment, a comprehensive account of institutional practice seems less appropriate.
In this section, therefore, I limit my review of the literature to the positions on literacy
acquisition taken up by the relevant governing bodies at Pia’s French-German nursery-

primary school, as these will help me to understand the specific cultural orientations

which shape the classroom practices I observe.

3.4.2. French school

The French curriculum is centralised. Publications by the Ministry of Education

relevant to nursery and primary education encourage practitioners to build upon the
competencies children bring to school:

ce n’est pas a I’école ... que I’enfant commence & découvrir ’écrit (MEN, 1992:26).
(it is not at school that the child first begins to discover writing)

Writing is described as ‘urban furniture’; an integral part of urban space and a meeting
point of communication. It is this furniture which permits the initiation into various
functions of writing. Such a description of writing clearly acknowledges the primacy of
the home environment for teaching children about print. This would lead one to
anticipate identifiable attempts in the classroom to use writing as an interface or
meeting point of communication between homes and schools. In my analysis of
classroom interactions, I therefore look for signs of such an interface, and for parallels

between the home and school environments which have been harnessed for educational

purposes.
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French policy can be secen to adopt a structuralist, stage-oriented view of literacy
acquisition, shaped by the notion of graphisme. This involves training the child’s body
in specific relation to handwriting development (Kenner, 2004). This may be done, for
example via finger games or by making snaking, curly movements. Detailed attainment
levels are specified for each of the three years of nursery school. Literacy instruction
begins with sensitizing children to handwriting skills as part of the pre-alphabet stage.
Here, lines, circles and loops are drawn as precursors to alphabetic writing. Nursery-
school children, as in numerous other European countries (Cotton, 1991), later use
writing models to form separate letters before moving on to joined up writing, which
they are expected to master before entry to Year One. Educational policies encourage
parents to support children’s writing development in order to secure a smooth transition
from the home to the school and there is a wide variety of material for sale in
supermarkets and bookstores from all the major educational publishers for this purpose
(e.g. Bled, Bordas, Hachette, Nathan, Hatier). This type of alignment, however, is top-
down, with support materials, available for children from the first year of nursery school

to the end of compulsory education, replicating the structure and sequences of the

classroom.

Behind such practice is an emphasis on literacy competence from the very first year of
nursery school. Indeed, nursery school is predominantly a site for work (however
attractive and enjoyable), not for play. Nursery school teachers are graduates with the
same qualifications as primary school teachers. Yet despite such strong focus on skills
transmission, nursery schools as a site of learning remain under-researched: in France,

no research centres exist solely for research into early childhood (Rayna & Plaisance,

1998).

3.4.3. German school

In contrast to the French centralist educational policy, in Germany each federal state is
responsible for its own educational agenda, or Bildungsplan. Pia’s school adopts the
curricular guidelines of the neighbouring German federal state of Baden-Wiirttemberg.
The German teachers are all native speakers, and a conscious effort is made to offer a

schooling experience as close as possible to that experienced in Germany.
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In Germany, a different position is taken up concerning early literacy acquisition.
Nursery school — Kindergarten — is predominantly viewed as a site of play and
discovery. Children learn to read and write in Year One (Dohring, 1997; Hesse, 1997;
Reinbold, 1997). There is, then, a noticeable shift between nursery and primary school.

The absence of teaching objectives for nursery school is reflected in the absence of
concrete pedagogical aims. This, in turn, has resulted in the absence of research on
nursery schools, as such research is often motivated, and financed, precisely to test the
success of educational policy. Hence, as in France, there is practically no data for the
field (Otto & Spiewak, 2004; Strassmann, 2004). It is only in reaction to recent
comparative international studies bemoaning Germany’s under-estimation of early
childhood competence and the under-qualified status of nursery-school staff (OECD
ECEC:http://www.oecd.org/document/3/0,3343,en_2649 39263231_27000067 1 _1 1_
1,00.html) that more precise guidelines are beginning to be set up. These guidelines
differ widely in the scope of commitment to active teaching in nursery schools. They
range from a 12-page declaration (in Thiiringen) to a 323-page declaration (in Bavaria)
and are not always welcome:

Manchen Kollegen falle es noch schwer zu akzeptieren, dass ein guter
Kindergarten pltzlich mehr anbieten muss als lustige Lieder, spaBige Spiele und

putzige Basteleien (Otto & Spiewak, 2004:31)

(Some colleagues still have difficulty swallowing the fact that today, a good
nursery school must, all of a sudden, offer more than amusing songs, enjoyable

games, and cute handicrafts)

Nursery education, unlike formal schooling, does not always fall under the purview of
the Ministry of Education, but sometimes under that of the Ministry of Social Affairs.
This hints at the status given to pre-compulsory education, which is reflected in the
qualifications required. Germany spends less money on nursery education than any
other European country (Spiewak, 2004; OECD ECEC:
http://www.oecd.org/document/3/0,3343,en_2649 39263231_27000067_1_1_1_1,00.ht
ml). Nursery teachers need not have obtained A-levels in order to qualify for training.

Only one federal state (Bremen) offers a university education for nursery school

teachers.
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Comparing Pia’s French and German classroom contexts, we may anticipate
considerable differences in how these shape her pathway through literacy in general and

writing in particular. These differences are investigated in Chapters Six and Seven.

3.5. Multilingualism and Multilingual Literacy

3.5.1. Intreduction

It is a special feature of Pia’s home and school environments that both are, in differing
degrees, multilingual. This justifies some attention, however brief, to research into
multilingualism which may help us to sharpen our reflections on the linguistic qualities

inherent in the interactions and writing products which illuminate Pia’s development as

a writer.,

3.5.2. Multilingualism/Multilinguality

The phenomenon of multilingualism is more prevalent than thought. Over half of the
world’s population speaks two or more languages (Holmes, 1992:79). Surprisingly,
multilingualism is nonetheless a relatively young, but growing research field (Hoffmann
& Ytsma, 2004). Trilingualism in particular is extremely under-researched (Hoffmann
& Ytsma, 2001:13). Although the cognitive advantages of multilingualism have been
well established (Robertson, 2004), definitions of multilingualism itself are still being
negotiated (Baker & Jones, 1998; Hoffmann & Ytsma, 2004; Romaine, 1995).

In a multilingual household, parents do not always speak the same language to their
children (Riley & Reedy, 1986). Language choices between family members may
change in a given context, or even mid-sentence (Bursch, 2005), contradicting the idea

of One-Parent-One-Language (Tokuhama-Espinosa, 2001). Language choices,
moreover, establish language hierarchies with political implications about how one is

located in linguistic space (Baker & Jones, 1998).

Noting that the difficulty in defining multilingualism arises from the variety of

disciplines addressing the subject (e.g. sociology, sociolinguistics, politics, geography,
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psychology), Aronin & O’Laocire (2004) distinguish between multilingualism and
multilinguality. The former refers to societal practices and theories of multiple language
use. The latter comprises the individual’s subset of the universality of multilingualism,
elsewhere referred to as one’s ‘ecolinguistic’ (Maurer-Hetto, 2007). The distinction
between multilingualism and multilinguality also hints at potential differences between
spoken and heard languages; an individual’s multilinguality or ecolinguistic may

comprise different languages to the multilingualism of the surrounding community.

All of these reflections about capturing what multilingualism looks like in practice are
of relevance to the present study in that they invite attention to the linguistic dynamics
of Pia’s home and school environments. Both of these are bi- or multilingual, but in
differing degrees. Both environments shape Pia’s learning and use of writing. Pia not
only writes multilingual texts, but the talk which frames such texts is also multilingual.
In Chapter Two, Pia’s mother reads the trilingual text, yet answers purely in English.
Pia, on the other hand, writes a trilingual text, yet when pulled into a conversation about
the text, she chooses to speak French. Multilingualism is also present at the calligraphic
level, where Pia freely interchanges the French and German writing models. In Pia’s
household, the mixture of languages heard may even change in mid-sentence (Bursch,
200S; see also fig.4.3, p86). Multilingual institutional practices look quite different.
Here, French and German speaking and writing contexts are not in open dialogue, but

are kept apart as part of clear language and literacy-related pedagogical aims.

3.5.3. Multilingual literacy

In the same way that the emphasis has fallen upon spoken language within the general
field of multilingualism, the emphasis has tended to be on reading in studies examining
multilingual literacy (Gregory & Williams, 2000; Voerhoeven et al., 2002; Hall, 2003).
There is not a vast amount of literature in the field of multilingual literacy, with
precious little on the products, as opposed to mere processes, of early multilingual
literacy (Kendrick, 2003). The multilingual aspects of my study, therefore, which not

only address processes of literacy, but also the written products, acquire particular

significance.
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Some research has been conducted on multilingual writing development in
nursery/primary classrooms (Kenner, 1999). Ferreiro & Teberosky’s studies (1979;1982)
have been instrumental in establishing the stages of bilingual writing acquisition in the
context of 4-6 year-old Spanish-speaking learners, and their findings have been
replicated elsewhere, as a review by Bauer (2004) demonstrates. Stage theories on

writing development, however, have been contested (Clay, 1987; Kendrick, 2003).

Whilst research on young bilingual children’s writing development across both
languages is quite limited (Bauer, 2004:208), writing research encompassing both the
domestic environment and biliteracy is even more sparse (Pahl, 2002). Kenner, who has
conducted a number of studies into this area, concludes that the awareness of different
scripts (e.g. Arabic, Gujarati or Chinese) and divergent teaching styles do not lead to
cognitive conflict, but rather to cognitive gains (Kenner, 2000, 2003).

Research on domestic triliteracy is practically non-existant. The term triliteracy may be
used to describe literacy skills in three languages, and helps to avoid confusion with the
term ‘multiliteracies’ or indeed ‘multiple literacies’ meaning a variety of literate
practice and/or modes, not codes (New London Group, 2000; Street, 2000). Repeated
searches of a variety of university libraries using a number of search terms such as child,
home, writing, literacy, yielded poor results, with the items found being technical
dictionaries, or else referring to linguistic aspects (i.e. multilingualism). The terms
‘trilingual’, ‘tri-lingual’ and ‘tri-/triliteracy’ yielded no results, even though research is
being conducted in the field (Bursch, 2005).

Having explored how different ways of conceptualizing language and literacy may

inform my research, I now repeat the procedure with regard to writing as my central

area of research.
3.6. Approaches to literacy

3.6.1. Introduction

Behind every statement lies a theory, a concept or ideology. If we foreground these, we

are able to make the stances taken up in research more transparent (Baynham, 2004;
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Freire, 1972). Such concepts not only relate to different views of language (Graddol,
1994), but also to individual academic disciplines, with new orientations arising from
the critique of the established models or paradigms. Such concepts, however implicit,

determine which aspects of a phenomenon are selected for analysis and how they are

defined.
3.6.2. Implicit and explicit writing concepts
Behind an account of writing as progressing through universal stages (Ferreiro &

Teberosky, 1979) lies a completely different view of literacy learning to one which

shows how children appropriate and re-contextualise cultural resources/spaces in their

writing acts (Dyson, 2001).

Hannon (1995:11) refers to Street (1984), who identifies two basic models of literacy:

Model Characteristics

Autonomous typical of (cognitive/developmental) psychologists and educators

imperialistic, asocial stance: establishment of universal tendencies,
cognitive and social benefits. Skills located in the individual

ldeological typical of sociolinguists, cultural psychologists, sociologists

sociocultural stance: literacy is inseparable from the social institutions
in which it is practised, or the social processes used to acquire it.
Foregrounding of critical literacy and matters of meaning/power,
hence the overthrow of the ‘literacy myth’

Fig.3.1: models of literacy. Street (1984)

Street’s model can be seen as the over-arching model within which other orientations
may be housed. If we return to the two studies opening this section, we see that Ferreiro

& Teberosky (1979) may be housed within his autonomous model, whereas Dyson is
accommodated within the ideological model.

Kress (1997:8) identifies 4 broad approaches to literacy:
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Approach Area of focus

Historical: Changes in form/use

Linguistic: Form of language

Educational: Meaning-making in sociocultural environment. Discovery of user’s principles
Anthropological: Culturally contingent uses

Fig.3.2: approaches to literacy. Kress (1997)

The educational and anthropological approaches make concrete links to Street’s
ideological model foregrounding the socially embedded nature of literacy practice.
Kress’s orientations also draw attention to the correlation between one’s discipline
(history, linguistics, educational science, anthropology) and the area of focus selected

for research, whereby it is clear that different orientations and paradigms may be

adopted within the same discipline.

Ivani¢ (2004) proposes a more nuanced distinction; a ‘meta-analysis of theory and
research about writing and writing pedagogy’, resulting in six ways of conceptualizing
writing and relating these to particular discourses. Leaning upon the definition given by

Gee (Gee, 1996:131), she describes discourses as ‘configurations of beliefs’:

Policy, practice and opinions about literacy education are usually underpinned,
consciously or subconsciously, by particular ways of conceptualising writing, and
by particular ways of conceptualising how writing can be learned. These different
ways of conceptualising literacy lie at the heart of ‘discourses’ in the broadest
sense: recognisable associations among values, beliefs and practices which lead to
particular forms of situated action, to particular decisions, choices and omissions,
as well as to particular wordings. The ways in which people talk about writing and
learning to write, and the actions they take as learners, teachers and assessors, are

instantiations of discourses of writing and learning to write.
(Ivani¢, 2004:220)

Ivani®’s model originally encompasses both the reading and writing aspects of literacy.

In the publication I refer to here (Ivani¢, 2004), she shows how her model relates to

writing. This is simplified and summarised below.
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Discourse | Characteristic beliefs about writing
Writing is... How to learn How to teach How to assess
Skills Application of: Leamn sound-symbol | Explicit teaching of | Accuracy
sound-symbol and syntactic rules phonics
relationships
syntactic patterns
Creativity | Product of author’s | Write from genuine | Implicit holistic Content and style
creativity interest teaching
Process Execution of an Learn necessary Explicit teaching
internal composing | mental and practical -
process processes
Genre Set of situated text- | Learn the features Explicit teaching Appropriacy
types and contexts for each
text type
Social Purpose-driven Write authentic texts | Implicit/explicit Effectiveness for
practice context contingent in authentic contexts | teaching purpose
communication
Socio- Negotiable practice | Understand the Explicit teaching of | Social responsibility
political related to identity soci_opolitiggl stances | critical awareness
behind writing
options and
consciously position
oneself among them

Fig.3.3: Discourses on writing practice and learning (adapted from Ivanig, 2004:225)

Assessment criteria relate directly to the discourse adopted. Thus, within a skills
discourse, the assessment criteria will be accuracy. Within a creativity discourse, the
assessment criteria focus on content and style. Although Ivani¢, rightly, believes the
assessment criteria for a process discourse should not relate to the product of a text,
hence her view that there are no appropriate assessment criteria for this particular
discourse, I believe that assessment criteria for a process discourse may indeed be

established, and that these should take into account the writer’s editing skills.

Ivani¢ does not accord particular attention to multilingual literacy as her model is based
upon research conducted within Anglophone institutional contexts. Her framework may
nonetheless help us to expose and compare the discoursal stances adopted by learners,

teachers and pedagogical materials in multilingual settings. Her model is, then, a useful
complement to Valsiner, who analyses interactional facets, but not the latent values
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motivating these. Ivani¢’s model has been tested by her students, who confirm the
heterogeneous use of writing discourse, thus an overlap between the discoursal spaces
displayed within individual instances of theory, policy and practice. Such conclusions
map onto my own (pp136, 168, 178). The strongest merit of Ivani¢’s model is, perhaps,
that it sharpens our appreciation of how writers may be conceived, by others as much as
by themselves. This, in turn, incites me to look for more global conceptualizations of
writers as practitioners and/or apprentices within my own data, for these two subject
positions are subsumed within Ivani&’s more comprehensive framework, and, like her

six discourses, they may, and will, involve a degree of amalgamation, or hybridity.

The models presented above make clear that there are many ways from which to view a
particular phenomenon. Most perspectives, however, can be housed in the broader
distinction between an ideological and autonomous view of literacy, and therefore
according to a culture-inclusive, implicitly political, socio-culturally oriented view of
learning and practice, or else according to a culture-exclusive, universal, structural,
stage-oriented view of learning and practice (Street, 1984). These two broad
perspectives are of particular significance to a comparison between school and home
dynamics, for they capture the essential difference in the orientations of the two sites.

This essential difference may be further refined, and I would now like to present a

model which enables us to achieve this.

3.7. Understanding interactional dynamics: Valsiner

Every aspect analysed in this chapter, that is, the properties of the home and school as
ecological sites (p53, p56), the properties of language (pS9) and the orientations
towards literacy (p61) are, ultimately, reflected in individual instances of social
interaction. In Chapter Two, I introduced an interactional model by Jan Valsiner (1997)
which merits further analysis as this model seems ideally suited to my research design.

Jan Valsiner has re-conceptualised the Vygotskian notion of the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) in the hope of providing an accessible, cogent framework for the
analysis of interactional dynamics in the semi-permeable learning environments, or
zones, of the developing child (Valsiner & Hill, 1989; Valsiner, 1997). He proposes a
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theoretical framework which refines the notion of the ZPD by combining three elements.

These are:

- the Zone of Free Movement (ZFM)
- the Zone of Promoted Action (ZPA)
- the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

3.7.1. Zone of Free Movement (ZFM)

In an article showing how American toddlers are socialised into courtesy practices,

Valsiner describes the elements of this interactional model (Valsiner & Hill, 1989:165).

The ZFM, a concept inspired by Kurt Lewin’s field theory (Valsiner & Hill, 1989), is to

be perceived of as a zone in which adults, or others, structure the child’s access to a

particular environment:

The ZFM specifies the structure of the environment that is functionally available to the
developing child at a given time. Boundaries are set through negotiation with caregivers,
and are dynamically altered as the child develops or moves to an environment with a
different physical structure. The ZFM is originally a delimiter of the child’s actions, and

becomes internalised by the child.
(Valsiner & Hill, 1989:165)

Transferred to our text in Chapter Two, the ZFM refers to the physical quality of the
environment of Pia’s mother’s study, and how Pia may behave within this space, or
Zone, i.e. how it is made ‘functionally available’. We see how Pia’s actions are limited
by family rules on what to touch or take and when to leave or enter the room. We also
see that Pia has internalised these rules, which may differ once interaction is taking
place in a different ‘zone’; the kitchen, bedroom or living room, for example, or indeed
at school. In Pia’s home, writing, as a practical, physical tool, is omnipresent. In the
study, writing takes on particular significance; contained in the books filling the
bookshelves, and littering the ‘paper-strewn’ desk in a room where the child is more
likely to see her mother engaged in writing than in anywhere else in the house. All of
this is shaping Pia’s understanding of literacy, what she puts in her ‘toolbox’ and, thus,
how she behaves as a writer. It is not the zone in itself which may achieve anything — it

is not the study per se — but how successful interactions between participants are
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structured within this physical space and learnt by the child, that give the notion of the
ZFM meaning.

Often, the ZFM is delineated by the adult’s evaluation of child competence, based on
past experience. It is a means to channel the child’s development and is dispensed with
when no longer relevant, much like a playpen or a car seat (Valsiner, 1997:192). The
image of the playpen or the car seat vividly portray how the child’s movement, or
freedom, is physically restricted by the adult, who will judge when this restriction is no
longer necessary. Pia, in Chapter Two, is restricted to taking ‘used’ paper from a shared
folder for now. Later in the same chapter (p45), we see that this restriction is dispensed
with when Pia’s work is esteemed ‘good enough’ for clean sheets of paper. This change

in the physical provisions made for Pia’s development will engender further

developmental advancements in the child (p46).

3.7.2. Zone of Promoted Activity (ZPA)

Unlike the limiting properties of the ZFM, which is conceived of as an ‘inhibitory
mechanism’, like the play pen, its counterpart, the ZPA, comprises activities and objects
which are deemed conducive to the child’s development. Essentially, the ZPA refers to
proactive and reactive social/interactional characteristics as opposed to physical
characteristics as in the ZFM. However, a degree of overlap is anticipated between these
‘semi-permeable’ or ‘porous’ zones (Valsiner, 1997) as made clear by the reference to
‘objects’ within the ZPA. These objects, as I understand it, are at the interface between
the ZFM and the ZPA, and extend beyond the mere physical layout of particular space
to encompass individual objects which may promote the activity in question. Pia’s
plastic folder of paper, for example, whilst, in one sense, being a property of the study,
and thus part of the ZFM, is more importantly to be regarded as an object in the
socially-oriented ZPA, as it promotes much more than limits her writing development.
Valsiner’s description of this zone would benefit from greater clarity so that potential
misunderstanding may be avoided. Nonetheless, we may apply the concept as it stands

and see how it helps us to understand the interactional dynamics shaping Pia’s

development.
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The ZPA is of a non-binding nature (Valsiner, 1997). This means that this zone is
optional: it will not exist, or be created, if there is no particular activity being promoted.
There is evidence that Pia’s engagement with writing is shaped within the ZPA. There is
no evidence, on the other hand, of a ZPA existing for, let us say, dance or sport.
Furthermore, within the ZPA, activities are encouraged, but non-compliance has no
repercussions (Valsiner & Hill, 1989). Transferred to my data, this model should allow
us to identify the non-binding characteristics of social interaction around writing as a
promoted activity. In this thesis, we see that Pia is not ordered to write, but that writing
is ‘on offer’; encouraged and facilitated by objects put at the child’s disposal, as by a
playful, inductive interactional style. Each level of Valsiner’s interactional model is to
be internalised by the child. This fact, in my opinion, ultimately weakens somewhat the
claim to the non-binding nature of the ZPA, for internalised operations, in that they

become automatic, are less readily susceptible to change. In this sense, they are indeed

binding.

The ZFM and the ZPA, i.e. physically oriented and socially oriented characteristics,
work together to channel the child’s development by delineating and promoting specific
areas of activity. Pia’s access and free movement within her mother’s study is limited
(ZFM). There are, however, objects on offer (the folder of paper, felt-tips, the presence
of books, witnessing her mother writing) and interactional styles (non/verbal, playful,

non-imposing) which promote her development as a writer (ZPA).

Within the ZPA, the object of acquisition becomes a means for attaining other goals
(Valsiner & Hill, 1989). In section 2.4 (p32), we saw how Pia used what she has learnt
about French and German handwriting and spelling in order to write in English. She
also used her knowledge of the generic qualities of text to design her own text, playing
with the functions and format of the multiple choice, speech bubbles and the visual
aspects of narrative. The goals of Pia’s writing are explored in more detail when we

look at the purposes of her writing at home (Ch.8,9) and school (Ch.6,7).

68



3.7.3. Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)

The Vygotskian concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) has been widely,
and varyingly interpreted in contemporary child psychology, Valsiner observes
(Valsiner & Hill, 1989). Vygotsky himself describes the ZPD as:

the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.

(Vygotsky 1978:86)

Valsiner leans upon Vygotsky’s concept when he characterizes the ZPD as entailing:

the set of possible next states of the developing system’s relationship with the
environment, given the current state of the ZFM/ZPA complex and the system. The
ZPD helps us to capture those aspects of child development that have not yet
moved from the sphere of the possible into that of the actual, but are currently in

the process of becoming actualised (Valsiner, 1997:200)

Rather than concentrating on purely cognitive properties of learning, Valsiner makes
specific reference to the physical (ZFM) and social (ZPA) affordances of the child’s
environment, which contribute towards the child’s development. It is this careful,
shifting balance and interplay of aspects of the learning environment which is at the
heart of an ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), supporting the view of the
home as an individual ecosystem (Kenner, 2004:128). Within the ecosystem of the
home, the ZPD, whilst acknowledging and interacting with physical (ZFM) and overall
social (ZPA) parameters, is meant to capture the cognitive features which bring new
levels of achievement within the child’s reach. Whilst it is commonly thought that the
ZPD is also social in that it depends on social interaction with important others, we
must remember that the ZPA relates to people and objects as social phenomena whereas
the ZPD relates to meaning-making strategies as a psychological phenomenon. In other
words, whereas the ZFM describes ‘where’, the ZPA describes ‘who and what’, and the

ZPD describes ‘how’.

The ZFM/ZPA/ZPD (i.e. where, who, what, how) complex reflects the interplay of
physical, social and cognitive processes shaping the child’s development in different
environments. In the same way that the ZFM and the ZPA were demonstrated to overlap,

the ZPD shares some common ground with the ZPA, for cognitive processes cannot

69



take place independently of social ones, at least not within a sociocultural, as opposed to
a positivist, view of child development. The salient distinction between the ZPA and the
ZPD, as I understand it, is that the ZPA relates to activities which may be offered,
whereas the ZPD relates more directly to concrete instances of learning and teaching,
and of measures taken to help the child to a higher level of knowledge. The ZPD forms
a link to the ZFM and the ZPA in as much as it sets the parameters for free movement
and promoted activity: a promoted activity which lies beyond the range of the child’s
development level will fail whereas a promoted activity coinciding with the child’s

developmental level has the best chances of success.

Valsiner’s tripartite framework may be applied to any instance of learning in any zone
of learning. As such, it does not succumb to the polarized depiction of interactional
strategies. One may, nonetheless, expect the relative availability of the ZFM, ZPA and
ZPD to vary according to the domain or ecosystem in question. We have already seen
how this model helps to identify different properties of Pia’s home environment which
shape her behaviour as a writer. If we apply Valsiner’s framework to Pia’s institutional
context, we may anticipate that the physical, social and cognitive framing will, as in any
ecosystem, exhibit a balance which is suited to that particular site. In Pia’s case, the
institutional site must also be split according to the languages and the commensurate
teaching ideologies these advocate. The institutional balance of physical-social-
psychological properties, we see, may differ to the one the child is familiar with at home.
Therein lies the gap I refer to in the title of my thesis, and which I explore by means of
this thesis. Furthermore, if, as I argue in Chapter One, schools are to build on the
knowledge children bring with them from the home to the classroom, and if teachers are
to successfully help children to higher levels of knowledge, then they must first
discover the level of knowledge children have already achieved at home. This type of

knowledge is made transparent, I hope, in the current thesis.

Valsiner’s model can be seen to relate to and complement other conceptualizations of
adult child interaction within the socio-cultural paradigm, notably Rogoff’s ‘guided
participation’ (Rogoff, 1990; Rogoff et al., 1998). Also leaning upon the Vygotskian
concept of ZPD, Barbara Rogoff’s ‘guided participation’ confirms the inseparable
nature of cognitive and social activity. This view is shared by Valsiner. ‘Guided

participation’, Rogoff explains:
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involves adults or children challenging, constraining and supporting children in the
process of posing and solving problems — through material arrangements of
children’s activities and responsibilities as well as through interpersonal
communication, with children observing and participating at a comfortable but
slightly challenging level. (Rogoff, 1990:18)

Barabara Rogoff and Jan Valsiner both speak of constraining and supporting child
development. Valsiner, however, gives each of these actions an analytical category of
its own, constraining being an aspect of the ZFM and supporting being an aspect of the
ZPA. The material arrangements, as well as the interpersonal communication mentioned
by Rogoff, too, can be located within Valsiner’s ZPA. The interactional style, pitched
‘at a comfortable but slightly challenging level’ echoes Valsiner’s interpretation of the
ZPD as capturing ‘those aspects of child development that have not yet moved from the
sphere of the possible into that of the actual, but are currently in the process of
becoming actualised’ (Valsiner, 1997:200). Valsiner’s attention to the physical,
environmental properties shaping child development (i.e. ZFM), on the other hand,

finds no parallel in Rogoff.

Valsiner’s model, furthermore, may uncover significant indices over and above
language-based structuring in any given site. It also has the added advantage of making
us sensitive to the notion of space, which I find most useful in conceptualizing shifts in
physical, social and cognitive characteristics. In Pia’s home, literacy is clearly a
promoted activity occupying a large ‘space’ in her development. Unlike school, it
remains essentially non-binding in nature. Pia’s development is shaped by the in-house
values she has internalized as part of her enculturation into her family ‘space’ and which
make clear what type of behaviour would be out of bounds. She is not only active, but
above all creative, for within the limitations set up by her environment, she still
manoeuvres room for play. She has a perfect ‘feel for the game’, to return to Bourdieu’s
dispositions. And she plays to win. Such interactions, typical of the domestic
environment, are less likely to take place in the classroom where Pia must occupy a
different role in a different space with its own affordances, where the asymmetry
between the child and the adult is more extenuated, and where she would have to
compete with many other children for the attention of the teacher. In this concrete sense,

too, she has less ‘space’ within the institutional ecosystem, where the interplay between
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the ZPA and the ZFM, and ultimately, as I hope to prove, the ZPD, are in a different

constellation to each other than at home.

3.8. Selecting an overall interpretive framework

The approach I adopt in my thesis is informed by all the frameworks, or models,
delineated in this chapter. My sociocultural commitment embraces the ideological
stance proposed by Street (1997). I also lean on the educational and anthropological
vantages forwarded by Kress (1997), for my research involves demonstrating how
meaning is negotiated and what practice looks like in context. Schools, after all, are not
a-contextual, but represent a different context of their own, where meanings are also
negotiated and where practice takes place. Valsiner helps me to identify levels of
interaction which contribute towards the child’s development. Ivani¢’s model, finally,
allows me to take one step back from direct instances of practice so that such practice
may be located philosophically, i.e. so that I may not only identify what and how
practice is conducted, but unearth the deeper beliefs which shaped such practice in the

first place.

All of the above paradigms, then, have helped me to sharpen my understanding of my
chosen research field and how best to tackle the data. No single model, however,
appears to be wholly satisfactory. The complex, zoniferous character of my own
research calls for a particular, eclectic, or tailored blend of frameworks. A review of the
literature, coupled to my personal commitment, has motivated the decision to tailor my
interpretation within the sociocultural paradigm, refined by the interactional model of
Valsiner to address the interactional characteristics of literacy learning and practice, and

further enhanced by Ivani¢’s model, permitting me to identify the ideology behind the

practices observed.

Within the sociocultural paradigm I embrace in this thesis, writing is viewed as an
inherently social, context-sensitive activity expressed in many (un)conventional forms
resourcing several types of ‘tools’ (Bomer, 2003; Kress, 1997, Pahl, 1999). Social

features and the context-sensitive nature of learning are central, as we see from the

definitions proposed:
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(literacy is) The ability to make full sense and productive use of the opportunities
of written language in the particular culture in which one lives (Smith, 1984, in
Goelman ez al., 1984 :143)

(...)literacies as a way of describing how people negotiate and construct patterned
and socially recognizable ways of knowing, doing and using language to achieve
different social and cultural purposes within different social and cultural contexts

(Knobel & Lankshear, 2003: 55)
Such definitions differ significantly from an autonomous view to literacy acquisition:

Writing behaviour (...) involves the expression and shaping of meaning through the
manipulation of a writing code, where this includes mastery of the grammatical,
spelling, writing and punctuation systems of that code. (Christie, 2003:287)

A sociocultural perspective not only motivates an analysis of culturally contingent
interactional patterns or of how Pia’s social world is reflected in her texts (Ch.9). It also
motivates an analysis of how influential others in Pia’s environment act as a guiding
light, structuring, in their own ways, Pia’s learning and use of writing (Cruickshank,
2004; Kelly et al., 2001; Padmore, 1994). Social actors must also be contextualised
from a discoursal perspective. Ivani¢’s model makes us alert to the discoursal positions

attributed to or assumed by interactants, in addition to providing a useful means for

measuring these.

The sociocultural framework, to conclude, may provide the theoretical tools which help
us to identify and understand the myriad of factors at play in teaching and learning

scenarios, and thus in this particular study.

3.9. Filling the gap in current educational research

Many topics germane to multilingual research still require further investigation:

products of early literacy (Kendrick (2003) focuses on verbal texts and
supplies a mere two samples of children’s writing in the appendix)

writing in general, and knowledge of the acquisition of script as a social

process (Kenner & Kress, 2003:180)

73



- multimodal literacy (Kress, 1997)
- family teaching styles (Kendrick, 2003)
- how children initiate/combine educational influences in their lives (Kendrick,

2003)
- children’s awareness/application of literacy as cultural capital (Kendrick,

2003)

- out-of-school literacy (Knobel & Lanshear, 2003; Cazden, 2000; Gregory &
Williams, 2000) and how schools can learn from homes (Datta, 2000:24;
Martin-Jones & Jones, 2000:32, Roskos & Christie, 2001)

- unsolicited texts (most texts have been invited/incited, e.g. Kenner, 2000.

See however Kress, 1997)

research on trilingualism and multilingual literacy (Hoffmann & Ytsma,

2001; Maneva, 2004)

- studies on children aged 5-11 (Kress, 1994)

The scope of my research distinguishes it from previously conducted research on a
number of points and enables me to make contributions to all the above-mentioned
lacunae. It unites the vantages of multilingualism and multilingual authoring, providing
data which may stimulate new interpretations of these phenomena. My study takes place
predominantly where it is most difficult to gather detailed, longitudinal data, namely at
home, as opposed to creating a ‘home corner’ or literacy-enriched settings within a
classroom (Block et al., 2002; Kenner, 1999). My research also focuses on the
transitional period between preschool and primary school, which makes it of particular
relevance to investigations into the skills children bring with them into formal schooling.
Teachers, after all, cannot learn about, and from, what takes place in children’s homes
without studies, like the current one, which are conducted in children’s homes. Finally,
the analytical structure of my research provides answers not only on sow children are
shaped as writers by other social actors at home and school, but equally identifies the
latent beliefs governing interaction. By exposing these often unarticulated beliefs, the

study may motivate those who help children to learn to reflect upon their practice and

upon the possibility or desirability of change.
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3.10. Summary

In this chapter, I specify how current research has and may inform the present study,

and argue for the ability of my thesis to address a number of identified lacunae in the

field.

After reviewing general trends in literacy research, and demonstrating, even at this more
global level, the relevance of the current thesis to numerous aspects of contemporary
literacy research, I go on to look more closely at research relating to the home and
school as domains of learning, to multilingual literacy and, finally, to conceptualizations
of writing. In these three areas, I demonstrate not only how extant research informs my

study, but also how current research may be informed by my research findings.

Within the over-arching sociocultural parameters of my thesis, two complementary
frameworks have been selected and combined in order to make both the nature of
writing-based interactions and the more deep-seated, often unarticulated ideological
positions governing such interactions, transparent. These frameworks are provided by
Valsiner (1997) and Ivani& (2004). Valsiner’s framework appears adequate as it stands.
IvaniC’s framework, however, provides the inspiration for a simpler classification of
learner/apprentice orientations. How this tailored compound analytical framework

relates to the rest of the data will be specified in Chapter Four.
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Chapter Four:
Methodology I: Collecting the Data

4.1. Introduction

In this chapter I explain the overall research process and present some of the hiccoughs
and insights this protracted and reflexive route entails. After reviewing how other
scholars have approached similar topics and the extent to which their studies have and
may inform my own, I present the design of my own study, discussing the merits of the

variegated methodological approaches resorted to, but also expanding upon their

limitations.

The following two chapters (Ch.4, Ch.5) form a unit in that both involve the
methodological aspects of this thesis. Whilst the former gives the details of my data

collection, the latter addresses the related issue of data interpretation, ethical

considerations and reflections upon my role as a mother-researcher.

4.2. Research process

In this section I account for the methodological approaches chosen. I continue by

presenting the data collected.

At this point, it would be useful to retrace the path back to the beginning of my research
in order to recollect the reflections which had sparked off the whole research intention
in the first place. I asked myself how young learners experience literacy at home and
school. I wanted to probe for, illuminate and compare the values transmitted in these
two domains and to ascertain if these two domains could be seen to interact. I wanted to
chart the scope of my daughter’s writing practices to ascertain the types of skills being

brought to the classroom. All these reflections are brought together in a central question:

How do the home and school environments bear upon children’s learning and use of
writing?
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The methodology selected must be able to provide answers to all the analytical layers
implicated in my research design. As first mentioned in Chapter Two, and subsequently
refined in Chapter Three, a predominantly qualitative, explorative and eclectic
compound structure is necessary, as I first discovered from other studies in the field (e.g.
Magquire, 2001). No two studies are identical, however, thus it is not simply a question
of borrowing the methodological structure of another study, designed to meet different

ends, but of allowing work already done in the field to inform one’s own work.

In Chapter Three, I demonstrated how relevant extant research may enhance my own
thesis by sharpening my understanding of central definitions of and orientations within
literacy in general and domestic literacy in particular (Street, 1984; Kress, 1997;
Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2003; Kendrick, 2003; Ivani¢, 2004). No extant research
provides a methodological framework which neatly maps onto all the aspects involved
in my work. Thus, neither Street, Kress, nor Ivani¢ specifically accommodate the
multilingual or calligraphic aspects of writing, although Kress does draw attention to the
multimodal aspects of writing, further addressed by Pahl (2002), or Kenner (2004).
Kenner (2004) examines how a small group of 6-year-old bilinguals become biliterate,
learning Chinese, Arabic, or Spanish in addition to English (Kenner, 2004). Kenner
follows the children for one year, and invites them to expose their knowledge of
different scripts by teaching these to a classmate. Kenner’s study, like my own,
confirms children’s ability to distinguish different scripts without great difficulty, and
their awareness that the same letter, or grapheme, may represent different sounds, or
phonemes, according to the language used. My study, however, is longitudinal and
documents unsolicited behaviour of a trilingual child. Similarly, whilst the research of
Maureen Kendrick has inspired my use of the term ‘verbal snapshots’ (Kendrick, 2003),
interpreted in a fashion approaching my own in the research of Goodman & Wilde
(1992), no other study seeks to foreground the participants’ emotions as integral to the
events. Glenda Bissex’ longitudinal case study of her son’s writing development
between the ages of 5-11, like my own research, analyses spelling and learning
strategies (Bissex, 1980). Having said this, my interest, and therefore my methodology,
extends beyond analysing learning to analysing practice. Liz Brooker (2002), in her
study of how sixteen children from a disadvantaged background adapt to school, uses a

range of methods overlapping and extending beyond my own use of parental and child
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questionnaires, classroom observation and document analysis. However, her research
design is for the study of a group, unlike my own, whose methods must satisfy my aim
to provide, in the first instance, an in-depth longitudinal analysis of a single child. It is
only in the second and third instances that I investigate institutional literacy and peer
domestic literacy practice respectively. Furthermore, qualitative approaches, offering a
wide range of possibilities to illuminate social processes and personal representations,
are perhaps not well adapted to inform an analysis of the scope of products to have
emerged from my study. Here, I believe a quantitative approach, as I employ in Chapter
Eight, is more suited, and less prevalent in research on children’s writing, often based

on the analysis of a limited selection of texts (Pahl, 2002; Kendrick, 2003).

As I continued to identify the usefulness and limitations of extant research, so my own
ideas about the appropriate tailor-made means to conduct my own research became
clearer. The result is a multifaceted ethnographic methodological approach to data
collection, interpreted with the help of Valsiner’s interactional model (Valsiner, 1997)
and further reinforced by an understanding of discoursal orientations (Ivani¢, 2004)

positioning children either as practitioners or as apprentices.

4.3. Ethnographic methods

Ethnography is a generic term for a set of research tools originating from anthropology
and used as a means to understand and describe other cultures. Ethnography was later
adopted and adapted by sociology to describe and analyse others within western society.
The aim of ethnographic research is to ‘get alongside’ the participants, to be ‘taught’ by
them and to thereby understand their social and symbolic worlds (Emond, 2006:23-139).
This being so, ethnographic research may also be regarded as contextual or, better still,
as ecological due to the fact that this approach does not aim to test a hypothesis, to
predict or establish generalisable theories, but rather seeks to explain or explicitly link

the individual with the context and to foreground and acknowledge the interactive

processes between these two (Trudge & Hogan, 2006: 102-122).

The qualitative nature of my research is supported by the use of ethnographic methods

which allow me to capture and illuminate the wealth of information contained in a
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longitudinal, sociocultural perspective on childhood literacy. Ethnographic research,
drawing from a wide range of disciplines including education, psychology,
anthropology, sociology and sociolinguistics, normally focuses on group interactions.
However, the methods employed, like the aims of ethnographic research, are equally

suited to a micro study such as I have conducted and triangulated by an investigation

into classroom and peer practice.

The much quoted aim of ethnographic research, namely to make the ‘familiar strange’
(Mehan, 1981:47) corresponds entirely to my research objective. For ‘insiders’, a
child’s writing at home may be familiar to the point of passing unseen. I certainly did
not pay much attention to this developmental period of my first child, or make any
attempts to validate let alone keep the fruits of her labour and fantasy. Only upon deeper
analysis of Pia’s texts did I begin to understand the complex strategies at work, however
effortless a writing event initially appeared. As I picked at the threads of experience and
skill woven into such events, that seemingly familiar became increasingly strange,
unruly even, until the spectrum of ethnographic methods employed each added to the

picture slowly emerging so that I eventually recognised and understood something of

the mechanisms at work.

Ethnographic studies produce a ‘cultural grammar’, which seeks to make the rules
governing successful, culturally contingent interaction transparent (Heath, 1982:34). In
so doing, ethnographies aim to yield as comprehensive a picture as possible of ‘living
man’ and our ‘full-blooded facts’ (Malinowski, 1967:255). I cast my statements in more
modest a mould than Malinowski, admitting merely to understanding ‘something’, for
although ethnographic methods are lengthy, data-rich and well suited to unearthing the
quality and complexities of social interaction which may remain uncommented upon by
research conducted in a positivist ethos, I still consider it over-ambitious to claim to tell

the ‘whole’ truth, however wide the range of methods employed, and however deep we

delve. Moreover, ethnographic approaches, irrespective of their democratic,

empowering features, are not without critique (Hammersley, 1998), so that even the

emic, that is to say participant-centred, perspective they accord is not incontestable, as I

specify later (section 5.3, p114).
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My intention is not to write a cultural grammar or to present one child’s experiences as
a blueprint. I do, however, wish to make the familiar strange. Strange enough to inspire

us to want to learn as much as we can from such behaviour and to recognise the value of

this cultural capital imported daily into the classroom.

The research process may, in some ways, be likened to a tapestry. With the needle, we
at first stick into an empty space, which is demarcated by our initial inspiration and
hunches. For what seems an incredibly long time, we work hard without seeing what
such endeavour will concretely amount to. A structure will gradually emerge according

to the colour of the yarn selected and the many little stitches made along the way.

In what follows, I present the yarns and the routes of the ethnographic methods selected.

I begin by presenting Pia’s home environment then go on to detail the data collected

there.

4.4. Data collection at home

In this section, I specify the context of Pia’s home, together with the primary and

secondary sources of data collected there.

4.4.1. The domestic cultural context

Pia was 3 years old when I began my thesis and 9 years old when I stopped collecting
data on her. She has a sister who is seventeen months her senior. Her father, an engineer,

is German. I, her mother, a research student, teacher and writer, am British-Caribbean.

We live in Alsace, in the north east of France. In this region, the local Germanic dialect,
Alsatian, is still spoken, predominantly by the older generation, although attempts to
revive it are increasing. Alsatian can be heard on local radio and television, in church
and it may be read in the regional daily paper, the Derniéres Nouvelles d’Alsace,
published in two editions, the one in French, the other in German and Alsatian. As a

result of measures to keep the regional dialect alive (Sallabank, 2006), the number of
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public and private nursery and primary schools offering bilingual French-

Alsatian/German education is on the rise.

I make every attempt to speak to my children exclusively in English. In practice,
however, the ability to consistently speak one’s native tongue when living abroad,
without the support of a native linguistic community, is restricted (Bursch, 2005). Pia’s
father, similarly, speaks predominantly to her in German. Like her sister, Pia has three
native languages: English, German and French. Although every family member is
multilingual, each has their own ‘ecolinguistic’, that is, a very personal and dynamic
rapport with the languages spoken (Maurer-Hetto, 2007). How these languages are
distributed (represented in order of predominance) and spoken between family members

and to oneself (i.e. self speech) on a daily basis in Pia’s household is represented in

Table 4.1 below:

Speaker B

Father Mother Pia Whitney
Speaker a
Father G,E G,E, F G,E, F G,E, F
Mother G, E E,GF E,G,F E,G,F
Pia G,F,E F,G,E F,G E F,G,E
Whitney G, FE F,GE F,GE F

Table 4.1: Family Language Distribution, Bursch (2005)

Thus we see that Pia speaks predominantly in French to her mother, sister, and indeed to
herself, then in German and last of all in English, whereas her mother addresses her
daughters predominantly in English, then in German and least of all in French. The

language distribution documented in 2005 persists even until today.

In Pia’s domestic environment, print is ubiquitous. Her parents have a high-level
engagement with print, both professionally and privately (Ch.2). Pia witnesses and
actively participates in a wide range of print-related interactions at home. She has a
large collection of books in all three languages and in various genres, from the narrative
to the scientific, from the comic to friendship books or calendars. She showed a keen
interest in learning to read and write, spurred by the new books her elder sister brought
home from school, which were occasionally fought over; a battle Pia invariably lost.

Despite the school’s recommendation to parents not to teach their children to read or
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write prior to formal schooling, I acted upon my daughter’s genuine interest and bought

Pia her first ‘readers’ at a flea market when she was four years old.

4.4.2. Primary domestic texts

For a period of six years, beginning in September 1999 and ending in August 2005,
hence a period spanning from Pia’s pre-school years (1999-2002) to her early primary
school years (2002-2005), I collected as much material as possible which my daughter
had freely produced at home and which related to her development and behaviour as a

member of a literate community. I term this material primary texts or data as they are

the most important for my research.

The beginning and end of data collection were chosen to coincide with the school year
(September-August). Such an arbitrary measure does not necessarily map onto any
distinctions in Pia’s mind, but seemed more practical than using the calendar year or
Pia’s birth date. By the time I had registered as a research student in 2003 I had already
collected and annotated the majority of the texts which were to make up my corpus and
which had represented the core data for my Masters. The annotations, expanded into
fieldnotes, vary in length, accuracy and consistency, particularly because, originally, the
data was not analysed with the present thesis in mind, albeit continually motivated by
my longstanding interest in early literacy development. How such eclecticism bears

upon the interpretive process shall be discussed below (p111).

For this thesis, a total of 791 items of primary data were collected, ranging beyond work
produced on paper to encompass texts that may also be regarded as multi-modal, texts
such as Pia forming the letters of her name using a plastic spoon and tin foil (p202), or

the computer she makes from cardboard boxes, complete with separate keyboard and

mouse (p200).

I did not systematically collect ephemeral texts written in sand or with beads or other
tools, for the simple reason that I did not possess the foresight to film or photograph
everything I saw, and hence to transform them into ‘hard’, durable data. In this respect,
the claim to have documented everything produced by my daughter must be qualified,

particularly given the impossibility of me being around her during every waking hour.
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For the large part, the items collected were brought to me by my daughter herself. Other
items were retrieved from various sites: the toilet, bedroom, hallway, kitchen walls,

doors, study, sometimes long after they had been produced, and always with Pia’s

consent,

All the data was initially stored in files. Each item was given a title and dated (yy-mm-
dd), either immediately, or else after respondent validation to ensure the highest degree
of chronological accuracy. I added Pia’s age to each item in pencil before it transpired

that she objected to such ‘disfigurement’ of her work (fig 4.1):

Witch For Anett, Anton & Sophie (her drawings are always for someone*)._]
03-10-30 | Cartoon. Pumpkin = hallowe’en. Drawn 06.42am Pia glad to see that |
am not writing on her txt. P: you can write some things on it like: Pia
didn’t draw it, she only coloured it in. Sophie is her cousin and Anett is
her auntie and Anton is her uncle. Do...does... do what do you say: do
she or does she? M: does she. P: does she understand German? M: who?
P: your teacher. M: yes, she speaks French & German. P: so you don’t
need to translate. When Pia comes back from the toilet, she sees me
writing these notes. She came over, looked, and said (in French): Phew!
You’re not writing on my drawing. She then asked me (in French) to
read her what I had written. Then smiled, nodded and said: it’s good like

this (C’est bien comme ¢a)

Fig 4.1 Research Diary extract

Once I had completed the collection of primary texts, each was scanned into my
personal computer and the language used was added after I realised that I had
completely forgotten this crucial codification: (F) for French, (G) for German and (E)
for English. Texts were then dated and given a title where one was missing. Scanning
the data proved to be a time consuming process, overlapping with my theoretical
research into other studies conducted in the same field. Any new insights gained from

my theoretical research or from my repeated ‘reading’ of my primary data were added

to the research diary entry (fig 4.2):

04.11.1 |Xmas |Noticed in the study on my table a xmas list by Pia, which leans on a text
5 list I had already noted by Whitney. NB: she doesn’t give me the text but
simply places it on my table, knowing that I sit here frequently and will
see it soon. In a sense, Pia is ‘recasting’ (Rowe, 2003) my desk into a
new function. It no longer simply ‘signifies’ (Kress, 2003) a table, but
also my letterbox.

This interaction is another extension/form of our voiceless dialogues
Fig 4.2: Research Diary extract
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The research diary proved to be a crucial support document, whose form and functions

shall be addressed more thoroughly later on in this chapter (section 4.5.5.2, p99).

The body of primary data, once scanned, was finally transferred to compact discs as a

security measure.

4.4.3. Secondary data

In what follows, I present the other types of data collected in order to provide a more

rounded picture of Pia’s socialization into writing at home.

4.4.3.1. Conversational data

In order to triangulate the picture of what Pia was doing as an author, I clearly needed to
gather at least some information on what she was saying as well. Consequently, data
was gathered not only on the talk taking place during the authoring event, but equally
on talk ‘around’ or ‘behind’ the event, e.g. the talk between Pia and myself as I tried to
understand her data and involve her directly in this process. Conversational data is,
therefore, valuable for its ability to reinforce or refute particular ideas as hunches are

gradually refined to become substantiated conclusions.

It was both impossible and unnecessary to supply transcripts of the interactions leading
to the 791 texts which make up a substantial part of the research data. A selection of
typical samples of family interactional routines would suffice. Samples of Pia’s
conversations with other family members, in as much as I was present or able to hear
them, were immediately noted, but not as faithful transcriptions, for what I managed to

retain for myself was mostly the gist rather than the exact words spoken in the particular

context.

Such notes give access to a different quality of data, providing significant clues not only
on family interactional styles, but also on how Pia thinks and feels, hence they lend
immediacy to the semiotic texts. From such oral data, we may, further, glean something

of the emotional climate of the interaction and experience the multilingual nature of the

everyday conversations in Pia’s family (fig 4.3):
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G, F | 04-04-
05 I was talking to papa. He was talking to someone else and I had to wait for

squaw | ages even though I was talking first! (she says this to me in French). When
I complained, all he said was : huh, was ist denn los? (imitates and
exaggerates his facial expression. Speaks German, like he did) M: has
papa read this? P: sais pas... (looking up at me) tu écris en anglais? M:
mhm (she is watching me all the time I stick this post it on her writing).
She asks: what’s the matter? (did she really speak English? Can’t
remember) M: I stick this on cos I don’t want to write on your work. P;
mhm. Pia nod