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Constructing Cultural Difference
and Educational Achievement in
Schools*

Margaret A. Eisenhart and M. Elizabeth
Graue

when culiure and schools are talked about wogether in the United States,
culiure tends to be used as an explanation for why children from many
nonmainstream  homes—the culucally  differest—are less successful in
school, on average, than mainstream children. Anthropologists of education
have found important differences between the behaviors, communication
patterns, and expectations of minority commumitics (the cultures of minos-
iy communities) and the culture of the schiool. Anthropologists have also
found that when these cultural differences go undetected and unaddressed,
minority children often have trouble understanding what is expected of
them and how 1o interpret what happens 1o them at school. To these
children, school js Tike a foreign calture, often including a different language
or a dilferent version ol the language. Without help in translating between
the two cultures, many minority children find themselves confused at the
e they start school ad behind their mainstream peers on achievement
indicators from then on. Some educational anthropologists, investigating the
differences between a particular minority culiure and a school culture, have
subsequently intervened to bridge the gap. They have found that even small
in-school adjustiments that are cuburally sensitive (0 minority chikiren's
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experiences at home can improve minority sidents” academic achievement
and attitudes toward school {Heath 1983; Jordan 1985; Moll and Diaz this
volume: Vogt, Jurdan and Tharp this volume).

In this chapter we want 10 draw atlention 1o another explanation for
student performance at school. We will show that growing up a member ol a
minority family and fiving in a minority community—by virtue of skin
color, native language, rddigion. and so forth—is not the only means by
which individuals share similar characteristics or learn the behaviors and
atiitudes they exhibit ar school. Groups form and flourish al and around
school, too. From their responses 10 the school, these groups may develop

distinctive “cultural orientations,” that is, more-or-less shared ways of

interpreting the meaning ol school experiences and their place in the school.!

we will focus on wo praperties of school-related groups. First, we point
out that school-retated group boundaries and cultural oricntations may not
match those attributed 1o ethnic, or minority, groups ouside school. Tn our
first example, about the way parents talk about their children’s “readiness”
for kindergarien, we demonstrate that some parenis who “look” the same,
that is, share the same skin color, the same native language, and the same
religious and ancesiral background (or in other words, have the same
cthoicity), may develop different cultural “orientations 1o school. I our
sceond example, about black and white women on two university campuses,
we demonstrate that students who look different sometimes share culueral
orientations related to school. These two examples are intended to show that
there is not a one-to-one correspondence between the way individuoals look
and the things they believer individoals may look the same and not share
some beliefs, or aliernately, they may look different and share some beliefs,

Qur second major point is that processes of schaal-refated group fonmation
and cultural differentiation occur around the things that happen in school.
Using another set of examples, we show that groups and cultural differences
may arise {rom the policies, labels or curriculum offerings of the school
{Borko and Eisenhart 1986; Fordham and Ogbu 1986). Furiher, we suggest
that school-related groups and orientations can be produced by studens as
they attemypt 1o identily and distinguish themselves Trom their peers (Eckert
1989; Willis 1977). When students are identified or identify themselves at
school, the groups that emerge can divide and reorganize ethnic groups in
ways that familics or communities do not. The particular dimensions of

U Ouer use of the term “cultural orientations” may be unfamitiar to some'readess” By i, we
mean shared (collectivey ways of interpreting the world that are associated with social
groups in a particutar sctting (Holland 1986). Later in the paper. we will use the werm
“eubural differentiation’ 1 reler 1o the processes by which distinct orientations arise and
are mamtained. From this perspective, cobiural differences are fundamentally jdeational
diflerences (with behavioral and anitudinal correlates) about the things that matier o a
group (Epnenhart 1989),

CULTURAL DIFFERENCE, EDUCATIONAL ACHIEVEMENT 167

group formation and culural differentiation in school will vary depending
on ocal conditions and interests, and though influenced in important ways
by family and community, school-related groups and culiural ortentations
can take on a life of their own, with important implications for school
achicyement.

Our perspective will lead us 1o argue that those wishing to improve the
academic achievement and school outcomes of minority students must
investigate how students are placed or place themscelves in the groups that
arise in refation 10 school and what cultural orientations toward school these
groups hold. Interventions should accommodate school-related groups and
culural orientations, as well as those associated with cthnicity,

SCHOOL-RELATED GROUP BOUNDARIES AND CULTURAL
ORIENTATIONS

One Ethnic Group/Different Cultural Orientations

Among American social scientists, i1 is conmrmon 1o read that black A mieri-
cans are “culurally different” lrom white Americans, Hispanic Americans
from black or white Americans, Often, an assumption follows that within
cach group, members share many cultural charactieristics, and that between-
group differences are greater and move significant, especially when it comes
10 school performance, than within-group differences.

But studies of subgroups reveal a different picture. Subgroups of whites,
for example, ave recognizable in their relation to schools because they do nol
share knowledge and attitudes about schooling. Nor do they have equal
power (o affect their children’s schooling, In their interactions with each
other and with the school, they construct ditferent interpretations of
schooling. This process may begin very carly in children’s school careers.

An example comes from work on school readiness in three while
Colorado communities Jocated within 20 1niles of each other (Graue 1990),
Although “school readiness™ is often thought 10 be reliably determined by
following an established set of developmental indicators of a child’s maturity,
we began to suspect that the interpretation of readiness might vary by
community as Graue began o concepiualize a study of academic redshirt-
ing.” In a descriptive study of age patterns in Colorado kindergartens
(Shepard, Graue, and Catto 1989), it was found that the age ranges in 1hese
districts varicd widely, with as many as 70% and as few as 0% of the children
being overage for their grade placemem. These variations were apparent not

£ Academic redshirting occurs when children are held out of kindergarten although they
are legally cligible 1o civoll according to their chronological age.
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only across districts but across schools within a district. Taking kindcrgqncn
enrollment patterns as an indication of orientations o readiness, we found
that the meaning of readiness was not the same everywhere, that features of
the community and local school figured into decisions about whether a child
was enrolled when eligible or held out for an additional year.

Analysis of Graue’s data suggests that parents, teachers, and students in
the three communitics develop location-specific sets of ideas about when
children are ready and what constitutes readiness. Their interpretations of
carly childhood education, its purposes and goals, vary. Differences in the
meaning of readiness could be heard in the language used by participanis in
cach setting. For example, parents were differentially articulate in the
language ol “school readiness.” Parerus of children about (o enter one of the
schools, Norwood, were anxious to talk with eachers and the rescarcher
about the “facts” of their children’s ages and school-refated skills, One said
about her daughier:

Shelt be 5 September 4th and Pyve tatked to the teacher and she secemed
1o think that Katie was plenty ready because she can say her alphabet
or most of it and count and her name and stfl', .. I don't know if shell
be one of the youngest kids in the cass—the other kids will have
already been five. The preschool she goes to—they have a prekin-
dergarten class and she didn’t get to go in that because she wasn't four
yet.... Tthought that she seemed plenty ready to go into kindergarten. 1
went ahead and corolled her and T thought going 3 years in preschool
was a litde much,

In contrast, white parents about 1o send their children o another school,
Fulton, did not discuss “readiness™ in terms of birth date, relative age or
requisite skills, When asked about what she was thinking as her child
approached kindergarten, one mother in this community focused on the
possibilitics that the school experience would provide:

Because we dive ina small town and I stay home with her, she doesn’t
have a lot of friends her own age. We're real excited about it as far as
social reasons go. And then, of course we may be prejudiced like a lot of
other parents, but we think that she's pretry smart for her age. We are
loaking forward to it because we think she'll do real good. ... She’s real
willing 1o learn and we're just real enthusiastic about it

Because it is in these uses of language that the meanings of readiness are
developed and communicated ininteraction among parents an.d with the
school, ways of assisting and assessing readiness come (o be different in cach
place. The parents at Norwood have one version of the language of readiness
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which focuses on age, sex, academic skitls, and pressures 1o excel at school
work. This mcaning system corresponds with the one used a1 Norwvood
School and allows the parents (o talk abowt and prepare their preschool
children in terms of the academic indicators and attitudes valued by the
school weachers and administrators. Parents and school personnel make
decisions ubout whether 1o hold a child out based on their assessment of the
child’s relative position on their readiness scale. Fulton parents are much less
able, by their language at least, 10 make this kind of assessment or decision,
While their ideas about readiness also correspond 1o 1heir school's ideas, (hey
focus on the school as an opportunity for their children, like a gate that is
open and waiting for the children (o walk trough. Holding out is not a
strategy used by these parents, at least in part because they do not have a
scale of academic skills to measure their children, and because they hope
thetr children will enjoy, more than compete in, school work,

In sum, the cultural orientations—in this case the meaning of “readi-
ness”—for interpreting, conducting, and negotiating school business—
differ among these American whites. These differences exist even though
they share many “background”” characteristics and live very close together.?

Two Ethnic Groups/Same Cultural Orientation

Holland and Eisenhart (1988a,b, 1990) have writien aboul the “culture of
romance”—a meaning system of student peer groups at two universitics.
Derived from a cultural systeny of the wider society, the campus culture of
romance flourished at both the black university, Bradfoed, and the while
school, SU. On both campuses, the culture of romance was used by students
10 categorize women into groups according to their physical atractiveness
and their ability 1o attract appealing men as romantic partners,

The meresting thing about this example s that the culiure of romance
was almost identically constructed by the black and white women. Their
racial difference made little difference when it came 10 romance.* On both
campuses, the women arrived at college with strongly expressed interests in
school work and a carcer fater. However, for all the women, interest in

P As might be anticipated, onaverage the two communitics differ by sacial class: Fulton's
{amilies are predominanily working class while Norwood's are predominantly middle class,
They do not, however, differ by ethnicity {by physical characieristics, native language, or
retigion; nor are they afforded a special status or identity in the U.S. sociopalitical sysiem).
Because ol iheir shared ethnicity, we think that U.S. school officials, velormers, and
researchers often (though not always) overlook or diminish any diflerences in culieral
orientations, and their implications for schooling, in favor of those associated with cthnic
groups. We raise this last point again later in the chapier.

TA few dilferences in the ideational systems of the black and white wonien were
identilicd. See Holland and Bisenhart {1989) for a discussion of thea.
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romance came to ake precedence over interest in school work. Although the
black and white women had different ideas about the purposes and value of
their college coursework (Holland and Eisenhart 1988a), the majority of
women on both campuses ended up devoting the bulk of their time and
energy during college 1o their romantic alfairs. By graduation, most had little
ol themselves invested 1nschool work and were not indined o pursuc
additional schooling or the carcers they had once envisioned,

To forestall stereotypical thinking about the origins and sources of school
groups and the cultural orientations they exhibit at school, we think it is
quite important for teachers and other observers of schools to realize that the
distinction between minority and mainstream groups and their cultural
orientations is not sullicient 1o account for some major ways in which school-
related groups and culwural orientations affect the school performance of
students. Using the familiar model of cultural difference, the groups and
cultural orientations described in the examples given above would likely
have been ignored because they exist in the absence of ethnic minority
proups (the seadiness example) or because they cross-cut ethnic group
boundarics (the romance example). We believe that these emergent school
groups and the meanings associated with them, in addition e students’
background or demographic characteristics, must be understood as contrib-
uting in important svays to what students do at schoot and 1o their attitudes
1oward school and academic achievement (Eisenhart 1689),

To understand Aow such groups and cultural orientations affect student
academic achievement, iU is necessary (o wirn to the processes by which
differences arise in and around schools. This is the topic of the next section.

THE PROCESS OF CULTURAL DIFFERENTIATION AROUND
AND IN SCHOOLS .

In social interactions i and around school, such as when people walk about
when childien should start Kindergarien, differences like those between the
Norwood and Fulton parents are much more than a casting of phrases. The
oricntation of the Norwood parents permits them 1o get their children ready
for school in a way that the Fulton language does not and vice versa.

We cannat say, of course, what the eventual effect of these differences will
be on the academic achievement of students from Norwaood and Fulton, But
we think their potential implications are important to draw out. The
differences may anticipate what the children at each school have learned
alier a year of school, how mach of it they know. and the feeling they have
toward school. (Is it “fel” as a pressure cooker or a good 1ime?) Should the
differences persist over time, we would expect the gap between what the
1wo sets of children know o increase. If these children were later o meet at
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the same middle or high school, (0 1ake the same standardizea ests of
academic achievement, or to compete for admission 1o college or for a job, we
think that their differences could guickly become salient, with positive
owtcomies and the designation of “high academic achievement” more likely
(0 go to Norwood students.

I this hy pothietical example, we can speculate that a process of culiural
differemtiation may develop as people who interact about school readiness
fearn, use, or have access o different cultural or linguistic resources 1o think
about and act with regard 10 the school. These dilferences would be drawn
from and serve to reinforce different activities at school and ditferent
oricntations toward schooling. They could eventually lead 1o quite different
school outcomes, especially if students frons diflerent school-related groups
are ever judged in relation (o cach other.

With the next set of examples, we examine processes of cultural
dilferentiation in and around schools, The examples suggest that the process
can lake several forms.

Differentiating by Ability Group at School

Once children enter school, the school itself can extend or even iniliate the
process of cultural differentiation. For example, Borko and Eisenhart (1986)
reported how reading experiences were differemtiated in four second grades
housed in a school with a fairly homogencous population: mostly while,
middle class from a small rural Appalachian county.”

I all four second grades at the school, students were officially divided
according to reading ability into four reading groups. Rescarch in these
classrooms revealed that the high and low ability students came to differ in
their experiences with and conceplions of reading. Each reading group,
together with the teachier, seemed 10 be operating with a distinet and cosed
informational system. Each system had its own set of muwually supportive
and weinforcing reading activities, student and teacher behaviors, student
understandings of reading, and criteria for successiul performance. For
examtt Lty o tead for low ability students was defined in lerms of
behavios and using correct procedures, while for high ability students it was
related 1o global reading and comprehension strategies. Teachers focused on
these group-specific meanings of reading in their instruction.

Implicit in these reading systems were differences in their definition and
criteria of success, While the high ability group could apply its rules 1o other
class activities with a positive payoll, the low ability group coukl not. Beyond

* This study has been deseribed an lengih in Borko and Fisenhart (1986} and in Eisenharg
(1989). The reader is referred 1o those articles lor details omitted here,
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their instructional uses, the groups for reading became the basis for the
development of distinet views of reading success and its relationship to maore
peneral school success. These views, inturn, made movement between
groups dilficult because students had to construct a new meaning system Lo
become part of the other group. Working harder would not be enough; they
must come to think about reading in a dilferent way, atiending Lo a different
set of information and skills. The closed system of the reading groups reduced
low ability students” access to the opportunities given 1o the high ability
group. Further, it encouraged one group to see itself as distinctly differen
from the other and o begin 1o apportion prestige and status, as well as
knowledge, accordingly. Consequenty, the students were internalizing dif-
ferences among them, using the categories supplied by the school.

Differentiating by Activities at School

Another example of a sinilar process comes from Fordham and Ogbu’s
(1986) study ol a black high school in Washington, D.C. The Capitol High
student peer group appropriated school activities as a means of defining
what it meant to be “black” versus “white.” In this case, the school did not
make this distinction for students; the students used the schoal seuing and
school arrangements 1o make the distinction meaninglul in their everyday
schoal activitics. Certain activities, such as studying hard, excelling, and
making good grades were singled out as evidence of “acting white.”
Speaking standard English, reading poctry, or trying out for the s Academic
Club were also categorized as “white.”” Other activities, such as being good at
sports or cutting up in class, were interpreted as evidencee of acting black or
as oppasitions to acting white, and thus were viewed as more desivable for
blacks.

In a school that was 99% black, the influence of this black peer culiural
orientation on students” orientation toward  academic achievement was
profound. Black students who acted “white” in school risked being os-
tracized by their peers. and few of the aclivities associated with school
success were deemed appropriate for blacks, Thus, the majority of students
gave up any interest they might have had in excelling at school work. The
few black students who wished to do well in schoal despite their peers had (o
keep their academic achievements hidden behind school pranks or athletic
ability, il they wanted 1o have any friends. In other words, school achicve-
ment came with a high price: give it up and fit in with one's peers or pursue
it and risk losing one’s peers. Not surprisingly few of the school’s students
excelled at school work.

In this example, the process ol differentiation is developed by the students,
not primarily to distinguish among themselves at school but 1o establish
their collective identity as a group in relation Lo others in the larger society.
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Unfortunately from the standpeint of school achievement and attainment,
success in school is a devalued part of the identity these students construct
for themselves,

Differentiation by Student Groups at School

Several studies illustraie how informal swudent groups differentiate them-
selves by the nature of their responsesio cultural [eatures of (heir home
communities and of the school, From the conjunction of culiural ¢lements
from home and school, at least some of these groups actively create their own
cultural categorics at school, Paul Willis (1977), for example, describes how
some British, white, working-class boys at Hammmertown School drew on
certain ideas and practices fromy their white working-class community 1o
forge a particular, oppositional response to their schoaling. Beginning during
the age period of American middle schools, a student group known as the
“lads” emerged at the school. When they were at school, members of the
group demenstrated behaviors such as having a “laff” smoking, drinking,
and boasting of sexual exploits. They expressed attitudes such as a preference
for manual (rather than memal) labor and an irreverence for formai
authority. All these behaviors could be found in the hames and shop floors
where adult members of this primarily working-class community lived and
worked. By reproducing these behaviors in school where everyone knew
they were inappropriate, the lads constructed and expressed their disdain for
the school, its authority, and credentials. In this confrontation of sclected
communily norms with the nonins of the school, the lads produced. Tor
themselves, a cultural system based on privileging some cultural oricntations
ol the working class and opposing some school-sanctioned behaviors and
nerms.

At the same tme, other working-class boys in the school, who would not
or could not join the lads, drew on their orientations from the same whiie
waorking-class community—orientations that were more consistent with
middle class orientations. This group, dubbed “caroles” by the lads, had a
peer group identity and o oared cultural orietations at school too, but
they cononnad more closely to school norms than did the lads. Although
drawing [rom the same working-class comnmumity, the lads and caroles took
up dilferent elements and used them o oppose cach other at school.

The school eutcomes for the boys were dillerent 10o, The lads renounced
the value of the school and thereby the credentials (good grades, a high
school diploma) that might have permitied them (o leave the working class,
The ear‘oles, in aceepting the school's program including the need Tor good
grades and a diploma as the best preparation for work, paved a way toward
some social mobility by mecting the requirements for supervisory jobs, for
higher education, and for middle-class consciousness. Although the seeds of
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disappointment, radicalisn, and conformity were present (and later enacied)
by some members of cach group, the interpretations of later events and
possibilities were quite ditferent. ‘

willis emphasizes that the “class cultures” that came 1o Lli.\'lingmsh the
tads and caroles ar Hammertown were in many ways peculiar to that site.
Thus, there was no reason that working-class students in other locales or in
the next generation would produce meaning systems exactly like those of the
lads or ear'vles: the oucome was locally determined and always in doubt
from one generation to the next. However, because other working class
students would share strictural characteristics with the lads and car'oles,
certain themes could be expected o persist across sites.

Class cultures are created specifically, coneretely in determinate condi-
tions, and in particular oppositions. They arise through  definite
struggles over time with other groups, institutions, and tendencies,
Particular manilestations of the culiure arise in particular circum-
stances with their own form of marshalling and developing ol familiar
themes. The themes are shared between particular maniflestations
because all locations at the same level in a class saciety share similar
basic structural properties....[and] face similar problems.  (Willis
197750

Eckert’s recent (1989) account of “jocks and burnouts” in an American high
wehool makes some similar points. hin it she describes how a social division
into jocks (who had a cooperative relationship with the school) and
burnouts (who had an adversarial relationship with the school) emerged in
daily interactions at Belten High. Like the fads and car'oles, Eckert's jocks
andd burnouts drew selectively on their neighborhood and family experiences
1o wrn ways of talking, behaving, dressing, identifying rerritorics, and using
illicit substances into indicators of distinet peer ovienlations at school. Also
like Willis, Fokert emphasizes that community-based behaviors and norms
were only the starting point for social-class differentiation within the school,
Once outside norms and behaviors were brought 16 schoot by students, they
Became the fucal points for further differentiation and competition between
jocks and burnouts.

Similar o willis, Eckert found that although the jocks drew up(m middle-
class culwaral orientations while the burnowts drew upon working-class
orientations, membership in cach group was not consistently determined by
class backgronnd (16% of selbidentified jocks came from working class
backgrounds: almost 50% of burnouts from middle-class backgrounds).
Furiher, the students’ carcer aspirations were more closely related 10 whether
they identilied themselves as a jock or a burnout than 1o their dass

backgrounds.
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Iy Eckert’s interpretation, the jock/burnout distinction is not primarily a
maltter of actual group membership; in fact, the majority of stndents said they
Leloigedt 1o neither group. Eckert views the distinction as a social organiza-
tional principle—a cuttural dimension—Tlor interpreting behavior and social
identity at the school,

Thus Jocks and Burnouts do not constitute clear groups or cliques; they
arc cuhural categorics, which defint and unify collections of groups
and cliques. The Jock and Burnout categories organize the ideologies of
the groups within the social network of the school, aligning groups ai
dilflerent parts of the network according to key issues in the adolescent
society. They are cultural foci rather than clearly defined groups, and
their differences are organizing principles within the community
rather than definitions of individuals or groups of individuals. (Eckert
1989:20)

I sum, cubtural differences may arise from students needs o locate
themselves in their social worlds at school, Forging their own identities from
the resourees available 1o them and in response 1o their experiences of
school, they reconstruct and somcetimes create for themselves school-related
groups and dislinctive orientations toward school work,

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

From the examples we have given, i is cear that familiar indicators of
culural difference—skin color, native language, religious and ancesiral
background-—are not the sole determinants of the behaviors, attitudes, and
performance of students. Group boundaries and cultural orientations emerge
in and around schools, organized around the factors that are or become
salient there. Groups formed at school may divide ethiic or minority group
members indifferent ways than do families or communitics. And the
cultural orientations of a school group may encourage members 1o think
about school and act at schoal in ways that distinguish them from (heir
ethpic counterparts in other school groups. Further, similar cultural orienta-
tions toward school can be produced in more than one cthnic group, such
that members of various ethnic groups come to share aricntations toward
school. Such situations do exist, as onr rescarch has shown, and they are
important to recognize because they alfeet how students feel about school
and what they do there.

We realize, however, thai soch situations blur ethnie boundaries and
thereby complicaie reatments and remedics conscientiously designed to help
targeted groups. Because the statistical trends are clear—some ethiic group
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members do consistently less well in school, on average, than their majority
counterparts—explanations for the trend are sought, so that remedies may
be proposed. Kesearchers find it casier to generate or test cxplanalinnsjl lllg
group is asstimed 1o be homogeneous. Similarly, schools and teachers {ind it
casier 10 plan interventions, receive support for them, and implement them il
the benefits of the program are thought to be genceralizable to a large, “ai-
risk” group. However, these practices, as they are presently conducted in the
United States, also contribute 10 stereotyping, in that they often lead 1o
labeting, separating, and ranking of students by ethnic membership and to
treating everyone within an ethnic group the same. Eisenhart experienced
an extreme case of tis when she worked at a black university, Because 99%
of the students were black, the school could receive federal money for many
remcdial programs. Thus it set up an exteasive program of remedial courses
for freshmen, Within a few years, all freshman courses had  become
remedial, and all entering studemnts, regardless of academic skills, were
requited o enrott in them. When remedics such as this one are apphc'd
across the board to members of etlmic groups, they may well miss their
mark, or worse, they may depress, rather (han encourage, students’ interest
in schoal.

we have also demaonstrated that the processes of cultural differentiation
occurring at school take several forms. Some children arrive at school with
livtle that dilferentiates them, yet the school's policies of assessment,
grouping, and ranking may create its own set of different groups and
orientations. Other differences are produced primarily by the students, as
they tespond o the way the schoal treats them or they work out their own
sodal identities among their peers.

There are several reasons why we think these processes of differentiation
occur. First, differenn orientations are likely to arise in local communiiies
because parents, teachiers, and students negotiate the micaning ol school
primarily in thei face-to-face dealings with each other; thus, the orienta-
tions formed in one serting will veflect its social organization. When
members of one community encounter other orientations as a consequence
ol sending children to school (where they usually encounter other students
from a Jarger and more helerogeneous area), a new social dynamic will be
created and is likely 1o produce sone new groupings of students and some
changes in orientattons.

Secomd, all schools use same form of student grouping and academic
ranking system, Thus, every child finds him- or hersell i some kind of
school group, according o the school's assessment of the child's academic
ability and potential. By this formula, some in-school groups are always
disadvantaged relative to others: Some groups muast be “low’ groups; some
muist be “high.”” The organization and policies ol schools do not, for example,
permit teachers consistenly 1o put all their students in a high group or to
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give everyone inthe class an A, The requirement that schools group and rank
students creates condidions in which school groups and distinet arientations
toward school may form, regardless of cthnic group membership.,

Furiher, stadents are affecied in dilferent ways by messages from home.,
their community, or the mmedia about schooling. A few of the black students
in Fortham and Ogbu’s study were persuaded by the view that school
success s an himportant siep 1oward a successiul adulthowd: they worked
hard 10 do well in school despite the peer pressure to do otherwise. Most of
the students, however, learned from the experiences of adulls around them
and frony their peers to question the school’s claim that hard work and
sticeess al school translates into good jobs later. In other words, students’
responses 1o school may dilferentiate the culiural oricniations of ethnic
group members, 100,

Finally, students may need, for psychological or sociological reasons, 1o
identify like-minded peers and distinguish them from others in order 1o
develop their own social identities. This process may result in the cultural
differentiation of an otherwise homogencous group, as occurred among the
working-class boys Willis studied and the mostly middle-class students in
Eckert's study.

Il these are the reasons, they are unlikely 1o go away any time soon, as
they are deeply rooted aspects of American life and schools. We are
optimistic, however, that the processes of dilferentiation can be recognized if
we do not settle for the aken-lor-granted markers of gioup membership,
Further, we believe that il we can identify the groups that form within
schools, we can work 1o create the conditions that foster more positive school
outcomes. Shirley Brice Heath's (1983) waork, for example, illustraies how
teachers who understand some of the cultural orientations held in the
communitics from which their students come can create classroom aclivities
that disrupt the normal pattern by which some childien tend 1o be labeled
“behavior problems,” assigned 1o low ability groups, and come 1o dislike
school, T her examples, a few teachers were able 10 raise both youny
students”and their parenty” interest and enthusiasm for school, Simitarly, the
work of Cathic Jordan and her associates to understand and change the
pattern of disinterested school performance among Hawaiian and Navajo
children is encouraging. While theie work is based on a more conventional
definition of groups and cultural difference, the steps they wok show that
atlempts 10 make education maore culiurally compatible work: When cthnic
groups and their cultural oricntations are acconnmodated by teachers,
stdent achievement improves. Our appeal is 1o enlarge the scope of such
interventions se that groups formed in schools and their cultural erieniations
also become the subject of research and infervention efforts. We want 1o
apply the anthropologists wols for understanding groups and cultures
beyond familiar categories for distinguishing chikiren at school so we can
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know more about students and hopefully produce more responsive eaviron-
ments for their education.
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