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CHAPTER FOUR
 Cross-CulturalConferencing
 A LINE OF POETRY FROM ADRIENNE RICH BURNED ITSELF INTO BELL
 hooks's memory and life.
 "This is the oppressor's language yet I need it to talk to you:' Then, when Ifirst read these words, and now, they make me think of standard English, oflearning to speak against black vernacular, against the ruptured and broken speech of a dispossessed and displaced people. Standard English is notthe speech of exile. It is the language of conquest and domination; in theUnited States, it is the mask which hides the loss of so many tongues, allthose sounds of diverse, native communities we will never hear, the speechof the Gullah, Yiddish, and so many other unremembered tongues.
 Reflecting on Adrienne Rich's words, I know that it is not the Englishlanguage that hurts me, but what the oppressors do with it, how theyshape it to become a territory that limits and defines, how they make it aweapon that can shame, humiliate, colonize. (1994, 168)
 *****
 Ben finished telling me about his plans for writing the upcomingpaper. Then, before I could speak, he leaned forward and in a rush ofwords beginning with "because," he justified all that he had just toldme, earnestly supporting each of his arguments. Perhaps I haddrawn one of those breaths that said I would challenge him; maybe Isquinted my eyes in one of those I'm-not-entirely-convinced-of-thislooks. Or maybe Ben assumed that whatever he said would be challenged. He anticipated a Wh- question (Why? Who? What?) anddidn't even wait for me to ask it.
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88 Between Talk and Teaching
 I had begun to study my own conferences, and I noted as I transcribed my conference with Ben that neither of the other two maleshad anticipated any challenge to their ideas. The women had, however. Ben was the only African American in the study. Was his justification based on some cue from me? Or was it based on a personalhistory of challenges by teachers?
 I couldn't answer that. And that made me uncomfortable, not justbecause as a new teacher I thought I needed to have all the answers,but because Ben's response to me (and perhaps mine to him) hadhighlighted for me how ethnocentric my training had been, how segregated my life experiences were. I grew up in southeasternMassachusetts at a time when the largest minority population wasthe Portuguese, who had come first to work on the fishing boats andlater worked in the cranberry bogs. I'd gone to primarily whiteschools, lived in primarily white neighborhoods, though certainlysome of them were working class or lower, and now taught at a university that was primarily white and middle- to upper-class. Whilemy own working-poor cultural background had made me feel apartfrom the usually wealthy students I taught, I still felt I "knew" theirculture and values. Nowhere in my life had I really thought muchbeyond socioeconomic class as culture. And certainly, nowhere in mythree-week teacher training course or in the year-long mentorshipthat followed had the issue of cross-cultural communication beenspoken of. We had been given advice on grading, book selection,paper assignments and writing a syllabus. I understand now that anytraining is a luxury most teaching assistants don't experience. Iunderstand the focus on logistics, on "trench work." But choices indicate values and beliefs, and not only was talk between teachers andstudents considered unimportant, but talk between teachers and students from differing cultures was even less emphasized.
 At a recent conference, a teacher from Kansas told us that in herschool district, 42 different languages were spoken by the students.Along with those languages come cultures and sets of beliefs.Statistics on population growth and change predict that by 2020,whites will no longer be the majority population in the United States(Banks, 18). As our classrooms become more diverse, the chances formiscommunication become more frequent. Consider something assimple as the words "okay" and "yes." Deborah Tannen (1982)reminds us that when we hear a familiar word seemingly used in afamiliar way, we will interpret it according to our culture. But in her
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Cross-Cultural Conferencing 89
 study of Greeks and Greek Americans, she found that while forAmericans "okay" is an affirmative response, for Greeks and evenGreek Americans, it is used as an unenthusiastic response, agreementwithout enjoyment. There are more, subtle differences that can beconfusing. "Why" can be either a request for information (Americanperspective) or an "indirect way of stalling or resisting compliancewith a perceived request (Greek perspective)" (223). Tannen tells usthat Greeks value "enthusiasm and spontaneity:' while Americansvalue planning and organization. For Americans, brevity indicates"informality, casualness, and sincerity:' while for Greeks, it is "a signof unwillingness to comply with another's perceived preference"(228). It is easy to imagine a conference in which an Americanteacher makes a number of suggestions to a Greek student for planning and organizing an essay or revising an earlier one and receivesan "okay" in response. The requests for planning or organization mayrun counter to the student's cultural response to an assignment towrite, and her response, seen as affirmative, is really unenthusiastic.What may result is an essay that does not meet the teacher's expectations as the student instead approaches the task in a way that seemsmore "natural" to her; the teacher may feel as if the student has misled her, has not been fully honest about her unwillingness to followthe well-intentioned advice.
 Experience will have taught a great deal to those of us work dailywith large numbers of students for whom English is not a nativelanguage, speakers of Black English Vernacular (BEV, also calledAfrican American Vernacular English or AAVE), and students whoare bilingual and/or perhaps come from a culture different fromthe mainstream. Some of us have our roots in those "non-mainstream" cultures. But a great many of us work with only a handfulof such students at any given time or find ourselves suddenly in asituation where our culture and language are different from most ofour students.
 It is a sharing of conversational strategies that creates the feeling of satisfaction which accompanies and follows successful conversation: the senseof being understood, being "on the same wave length," belonging, andtherefore of sharing identity. Conversely, a lack of congruity in conversational strategies creates the opposite feeling: of dissonance, not beingunderstood, not belonging and therefore of not sharing identity. This isthe sense in which conversational style is a major component of what wehave come to call ethnicity. (Tannen, 1982,217)
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90 Between Talk and Teaching
 It is this dissonance that many teachers mention when they speakof conferences with students who are, in some ways, "unlike" them.What happens when we don't feel as if we belong? When we don'thave a sense of being understood? Or when we simply assume we areunderstood? What happens when it becomes clear that we are miscommunicating, but we are unable to understand why and seeminglyunable not to keep talking at each other in the same ways? It's like theold slapstick routine where a speaker, told a listener doesn't speak hislanguage, simply repeats himself but louder this time.
 Language and Culture
 When we are in our culture, firmly a part of it, it is invisible to us.Only when I stepped out of my working-class culture into the upperclass culture of my undergraduate institution did I see how the waysthat I spoke, dressed, and thought both made me a part of where Icame from and set me apart from my new community. I was a silentstudent for years, reticent in the dorm conversations, quiet and obedient in my work-study jobs, a non-participant when floor matestalked about vacations, family jobs, career connections, and travelexperiences. I read, I listened, and I studied how they spoke andacted. I learned in an English class that Huck Finn couldn't imitate awoman successfully because he'd never had to study them, never hadto respect their power and control. But, my teacher posited, a womancould have impersonated a man-the oppressed culture always studies the oppressor. I remember the males in the class laughing andshifting position to sit with their legs demurely crossed, speaking toeach other in falsettos. We all laughed, but I realized that's what I'dbeen doing-studying my college classmates so I could impersonatethem. Clothes I could pick up at second-hand stores; I could make upstories about family or experiences or brush off such questions. But Iwas having difficulty with the speech. For a long time, silence was myonly hope of disguise.
 Until recently, the study of interethnic or cross-cultural communication has been largely the domain of anthropology, and certainlynot a part of literature and composition. The canon has only nowbegun to shift to include writing by non-mainstream authors, andonly in the last two decades has the shift to process-orientedapproaches to composition allowed teachers to better understand theways in which students from non-mainstream backgrounds must
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Cross-Cultural Conferencing 91
 shape their writing to produce the most desirable aspects of StandardEdited American English. And with the exception of Black EnglishVernacular, most of the research has focused on cultural differencesin writing, not speech. But our experiences as teachers and studentstell us that we judge and are judged on the basis of many characteristics, and when one group has the power to define, evaluate, andplace-to control effectively for many years, sometimes for a lifetime-the academic and life-path of members of another group,serious consideration ought to be given to the criteria by which thosejudgements are made. One of the ways we judge is by speech.
 What do we predict for our students as we first meet them? As weread their essays? As we hear how they respond to a question? As weobserve how they are dressed, how they seat themselves in the room?As we notice racial, ethnic, or cultural characteristics different fromour own and all the beliefs we struggle with or against come intoplay? William Labov noted, as have many other linguists and sociolinguists, that speakers of non-standard dialects have an immediatestrike against them, for listeners immediately and negatively judgetheir intelligence and sometimes their honesty (1972). VictorVillanueva (1993) writes passionately about the denigration ofAfrican Americans on the basis of their language, summarizingresearch and "findings" of cultural deprivation and low intelligence."'Round and 'round she goes. Since the question always is (What'swrong with them; the answer gets repeated too: bad language equalsinsufficient cognitive development" (11). And he reminisces abouthis kindergarten teacher's attempt to rid him of his accent; she urgedhis parents to speak to him in English, not realizing that he hadlearned his accent from his parents, who only spoke with an accentbecause they spoke English (32). She apparently did not misunderstand Villanueva, but his accent was a reminder of his otherness,something he could hide by speaking properly. The ridiculing ofBlack English Vernacular, of Ebonics, of all non-prestige dialects, thefear and fervor that fuels the English-only movement, continuingcalls for separate nations, and characterizations of affirmative actionas "reverse discrimination" are sonar images of the deep channels ofracism and ethnocentrism that lie beneath shallow democraticwaters. There is nothing special or extraordinary about MainstreamAmerican English or Standard Edited American English. What's special is the power, the status of those who speak and write it. Theyhave the power to proclaim that it's what must be spoken and written
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92 Between Talk and Teaching
 or the social consequences will be devastating-imagine: people whocan't even speak English will be running the world. It's a vicious cycle:if you can't learn to speak English you must be dumb; if you're thatdumb or don't want to learn then you shouldn't be in a position ofpower and authority. Hell, you shouldn't even be in the country.
 So much needs to be said, to be addressed, to be brought out intothe open, to be discussed. But many teachers discover that when theytry to create a dialogue in their classrooms about issues of race orethnicity, about minority and immigrant experiences, about class,students are reluctant to discuss them. Some students believe sofirmly that classrooms are places of absolute equality that they willnot taint this safe place by having such a discussion. Other studentsdiscover that they do not have a vocabulary to discuss race andracism that is not racist. Some feel inequity doesn't exist-there isnothing to discuss. Some are so angry about the injustices they havesuffered that they fear to give voice to that anger. And rightly, manydon't understand why they must discuss what the teacher wants themto discuss, what the point of this all is. They know that it will be an"academic» discussion, that the directions they might wish to take itwill be closed down, that it will result in nothing tangible. Unlessaction accompanies speech, unless learning and transformation arethe outcomes of discussion, it is just another exercise in the name ofmulticulturalism. "Critique alone is an inadequate response to actualhuman suffering» (Bruch and Marback, 278). And those who are"other» than the academic mainstream ofte~ have suffered greatly.Cross-cultural teaching and communication is "messy» and that thetraditions of education in this country don't allow for or "appreciate»such messiness. So we respond by "cleaning up» the mess. How manytimes I've heard teachers tell their students to "clean up» their writing' as if error-sometimes merely difference-was dirty.
 When student writers bring with them different languages, discourses,cultures, and world views, the culture of the academy would leech outtheir cultural uniqueness, absorb them, assimilate them, graduate themuniform in their uniforms. Admittance requires conformity and theattendant culturalloss...as language can be the great equalizer, so can itbe the great nullifier. (Okawa, 1997, 98)
 Yes, yes, we tell students, your language is valuable. We are not soexplicit in telling them: But I'm not going to learn it, you're going tolearn mine. And until you do, your essays will be graded as poor and
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Cross-Cultural Conferencing 93
 your speech will mark you as a non-member of this community. Andwhen you no longer exist as «other;' as what you are now, then we willembrace you. That's suffering.
 When issues of cultural difference and dominance remain muffled in the classroom, why should we expect it to be any differentwhen we move to a conference? Lisa Delpit (1988) brings us thewords of a Black woman, a doctoral student and school principal.
 Then, when it's time for class to be over, the professor tells me to come tohis office to talk more. So I go. He asks for more examples of what I'mtalking about, and he looks and nods while I give them. Then he says thatthat's just my experiences. It doesn't really apply to most Black people.
 It becomes futile because they think they know everything abouteverybody. What you have to say about your life, your children, doesn'tmean anything. They don't really want to hear what you have to say. Theywear blinders and earplugs. They only want to go on research they'veread that other White people have written.
 It just doesn't make any sense to keep talking to them. (281)
 Delpit goes on to widen the scenario.
 One of the tragedies in the field of education is that scenarios such asthese are enacted daily around the country. The saddest element is thatthe individuals that the Black and Native American educators speak of inthese statements are seldom aware that the dialogue has been silenced.Most likely the White educators believe that their colleagues of color did,in the end, agree with their logic. After all, they stopped disagreeing, didn't they? (281)
 I read Delpit's article not long after I began to study my own conferences. It was given to me by a colleague who worked in the writingcenter, a place where student tutors, unlike teachers, spoke openlyabout the cross-cultural difficulties they'd experienced. The vastmajority of tutors were white, middle- to upper-class students, usually female, and their clients were African American or internationalstudents. My colleague was educating herself about the politics ofconferences, for the tutors believed that because she was a T.A.,something closer to a teacher than they were, she must know somemagic way of bridging those differences. How would she? This is notsomething we usually talk about, for it highlights the gulf betweenraces in this country, and the dominance of one particular view, oneset of standards. A Black teacher tells Delpit that she cannot talk with
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94 Between Talk and Teaching
 her White colleagues, for «they listen, but they don't hear." From theclassroom to the writing center to the individual conference, we areoften speaking at odds when we speak in a multicultural setting.Without a set of shared assumptions or knowledge of each other'scultures, both parties in a conference will feel dissatisfied, frustrated;we will have spent time in a place where we did not belong.
 Hearing and Not Hearing
 As I considered and reconsidered what I was communicating inthis book, I knew I wanted to write about cross-cultural differences.But in the tapes I had available to me, there was largely an astoundingmatch, a similarity in race and class between students and teachers.As deeply imbedded as I was in this project, almost hyper-sensitive tolanguage, I did not want to tape my own conferences with studentswhose cultural or racial backgrounds differed markedly from myown, knowing I would be more careful to shape my responses. So Irecently asked colleagues for new tapes, and one offered me three.The first was with Uri, a male student from Ossetia, a small countryin the Caucasian Mountains in Russia, where the native language hasties to Farsi but the official language is Russian. The other two conferences were with female students from Japan, Yoko and Miko. Theteacher himself is not a native speaker of English; Hamid is from Iranbut has lived for many years in the United States. And so in this chapter, we will not hear the words, the voices of many "others;' those students who are so often silenced in so many ways in our educationalinstitutions. The irony of this is not lost on me. But I am uncomfortable speaking for them, and have in some ways lost my own voice inthis chapter, deferring to those who have more experience in this particular aspect of teaching and conferencing. In my first draft of thisbook, this chapter didn't exist. But I wrote in the introduction that Ihad given myself permission to ask questions that I had been afraidto ask before, and this chapter is the result. Many of us may be afraidto ask something like, «But how do you conference with NativeAmericans?" It's too close to saying, «How do you conference withthem?" It is frightening to admit to such ignorance and ethnocentrism. But to ask the question opens up the door for understandinghow the structures of our culture encourage such isolation, even in afield where supposedly the goal is to make everyone equal andequally educated.
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Cross-Cultural Conferencing 95
 Hamid told me that his conference with Uri, the Ossetian, was nottypical-it was too conversational and there were no difficulties. Uri'sunderstanding of English was excellent-he even extended an analogymade by Hamid. He was able to write humorously, and to understandanother culture's humor is to have a good grasp of the culture. So Ichose not to use this conference in this chapter. But Hamid found hisconference with Yoko a bit more typical. "Plagiarism is something Ihave to be constantly on guard about with ESL students. Writing istough for [them] and sometimes they make it more difficult forthemselves by being too concerned about getting it right in the firstdraft. Thus, the tendency is greater for ESL students to (borrow;" hewrote on his response form. Certainly, plagiarism happens among allgroups of students, but another cultural difference is the idea of«owning" ideas. We adhere rigidly in the United States to the divisionsbetween «common knowledge" and individually «owned" knowledge.For students from many other cultures, if the material is printed andthus commonly available, then why shouldn't it be used? Once theyread it, it becomes part of their knowledge, in the same way that mostof their ideas and beliefs have come initially from external sourcesas have ours. It may also be a gesture of respect to embed the words ofan authority in your own-respect for the writer whose work you feltwas important enough to use and respect for a reader in the effort toprovide the «best" information or text. But in the United States, werespect «originality" and mark the origins of work.
 Hamid asks his students to read aloud several samples of theirwork when they conference with him. After Yoko reads a new journalentry on a recently opened computer lab on campus and receivespraise, Hamid asks her to share with him the revisions she has madeon an earlier piece of writing. I have tried, where possible, to transcribe exactly the pronunciation of student and teacher, becausethose are the «voices" that were present in the conference. Hamid'saccent is quite subtle, often just a change in vowel sounds, whileYoko's is more pronounced. Because much of the conferenceinvolved the student reading her work, I transcribed only exchangesbetween the teacher and student. Thus, line numbers begin anewwith each segment of interaction.
 001 Hamid: Uhkay. Very good. Ahm this is the one from da last time?002 Yoko: Yes. AFtaht-003 Hamid: LOkay.
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96 Between Talk and Teaching
 004 Yoko: I totry.. changed introduction? A:nd you say you don't understand dat005 us and dem teory so I just gi- could add example?006 Hamid: Okay.007 Yoko: A:nd yeah pretty much 1- compretely changed introduction, and 1-..008 Hamid: Changed that par~009 Yoko: LGive more information about dis part and I jus-..010 Hamid: Clfanged011 Yoko: LChecked checked the gramma:r mist4J<e and this kind of thing1012 Hamid: L/uhm/ lsoyou013 make those minor s- those minor ~odifications.
 014 Yoko: LYuh.015 Hamid: Okay. And wha: dese what are these, ah016 Yoko: Oh. Dese were the fur- final ones.017 Hamid: Ah~ay.
 018 Yoko: LI went to s- uh Writing Center?019 Hamid: Vh ahkfay.020 Yoko: LTo get the I needed help?021 Hamid: Ah good! Well I'm glad you did that.022 Yoko: Csoftly) Yeah.023 Hamid: That's goodt.
 After checking on some unfamiliar markings on her paper anddiscovering she has gone for sanctioned assistance, Hamid asks her toread her first two paragraphs (the second one is quite long) to him.She agrees, but warns him that «First, le- introduction is totarychanged, so." She goes on to read her first paragraph, which tellsreaders that the Japanese speak little and rarely express their feelingsor opinions strongly or directly, but it doesn't mean they don't payattention-it's simply a cultural difference. She expands on an earlieridea: the «us-and-them" theory. She reads her second paragraph,which explains in more detail how the culture has isolated and protected itself. The language in this paragraph is anthropological, andthe syntax is graceful. She struggles to read parts of the essay.
 001 Hamid: Okay good. Now dis is very nicely ~one, it is definitely explains the idea of002 Yoko: LCSoftly) mm-hmm003 Hamid: ps-and-them very clearly. 00:, oowhat do you mean by "tacit?"004 Yoko: LMm-hmm Ta~:
 005 Hamid: LTacit006 understanding.007 Yoko: Like... it's- there's a /common/ in between us.. li~, there, uh, yeah.008 Hamid: lMmm
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Cross-Cultural Conferencing 97
 009 Yoko: (2.5 sec) Like you don't have to say a word. Like.l010 Hamid: lMmm011 Did you get these ideas from a book or an article or something?012 Yoko: I: get dis... from deh uh wait a minute. OH! I called my.. parents so I013 went- Fall--014 Hamid: LYeah. Yeah. Bwhen you talk to your parents you talk in Japanese,015 [is dis/ right? But some of the sentence structure and vocabulary herefit016 Yoko: Yeah LYeah017 Hamid: right? But some of the sentence structure and vocabulary here, it does not018 sound like your style.1019 Yoko: LO:h020 Hamid: (2 sec) Eah, I'm just wondering you know whether you were influenced by021 someb<fdy's writing.022 Yoko: LAh, what de- de difficult words I think I get frol the dictionally?023 Hamid: Yeah024 Yoko: Like I know the Japanese difficult words and den when I look da dictionally025 dat saying dis kind of difficult word lo~k like--026 Hamid: LBut did did you read someting027 before you wr- wrote this because, lfHERE'S EVIdence that you were..028 Yoko: LYuh, I WROTE, 1- wh-029 Hamid: pirectly influenced.030 Yoko: LYes, I-readda uh aricle yah in Japanese.031 Hamid: IN Japanese. 1032 Yoko: lYeah.1033 Hamid: But, eh, how about in English.034 Yoko: I don't have in Japanese so, some.. Japanese sentence I jus transrate to035 English by myself, sO..zer's no fuch uh aricle in English, ~ut I HAVE some036 Hamid: LOkay (softly) LMbut there's lots037 Yoko: ~ricle--
 038 Hamid: Lin English, yuh.1039 Yoko: ·n Japanese.040 Hamid: (very softly) Mm-hmm041 Yoko: Talk about us-and-dem teory?042 Hamid: Ahkay. (2 sec) Aahright. (4 sec) Uhkay let's go on to the next essay043 please?
 The audiotape registers a tightness, a higher pitch in Hamid's voicein the final line of this excerpt. He is clearly concerned about plagiarism, and tests her ability to explain some terminology. Yoko repeatswith some difficulty a definition in her paper, and when questionedabout where she got material, she announces after some hesitationand almost as a discovery that it came from her parents. Hamidbecomes more specific, and Yoko says that yes, she read articles in
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 Japanese and translated them. At no time does she say the ideas areher own; even as she attempts to answer Hamid's initial question, shebegins with «I get dis from de uh...:' She seems confused by Hamid'sassertion that there are indeed articles about this theory in English,for she appears to be referring directly to the articles she claims shehad in her possession when she wrote, none of which were in English.She has read and understood them, responding to his request that sheexplain more clearly a concept she had raised in an earlier draft.
 Yoko explains to Hamid that she has changed her topic for hersecond essay from a doll festival to a discussion of New Year festivities in Japan. When Hamid asks her why she changed her topic,Yoko explains that she could not generate two pages of material.She has no freewriting to accompany the new draft, but Hamidasks her to read through her essay anyway. Again, this essayemploys complex syntax and some sophisticated diction that thestudent stumbles over. After she reads, Hamid asks her to do somefreewriting for 10-15 minutes. When the tape resumes, he asks herto read her new work. This time, there is a great deal of repetitionin the syntax-Yoko uses the words «New Year" in almost everysentence, and while there are still some longer, more complex sentences, many more are short and choppy. Hamid asks her todescribe the differences between the two drafts. Yoko points outthat she had completely left out the introduction and written whatshe wanted to; given a chance, she'd go back and put an introduction in later.
 This isn't the only paper Hamid has received this time about theJapanese New Year.
 001 Hamid: And then a few things that you do on New Year's Eve such as eating this002 special ford and watfhing TV.003 Yoko: Food LYuh004 Hamid: Which are pretty much what ea:h what's her name, uh Miko wroterabout,005 Yoko: LYes006 Hamid: you remember? Yeah. So then it seems to me you were a little ~nfluenced
 007 Yoko: LMm-hmm LI yeah I008 Hamid: py her.009 Yoko: Ltotary forgot about her writ[ng though.010 Hamid: Yeah.011 Yoko: /Da bells?/012 Hamid: Uhkay.013 Yoko: And 1- uh after I
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Cross-Cultural Conferencing 99
 014 Hamid: Yeah1015 Yoko: look/ I read her ~tory. Y4h. That also.016 Hamid: LYeah. LIt seems to me that what you have017 written here (referring to freewrite) is very different from what you gave018 me at the beginning. Isn't it?019 Yoko: Oh! The k- the begilJining? Da firsffree write?020 Hamid: LYeah LDis first di- this one ph021 Yoko: LAb yes.1022 Hamid: lYeah.
 The free-write includes information on the usual events of theJapanese New Year celebration, but it is missing the historicalcommentary that bracketed the draft she first presented Hamid. Yokodoesn't expand on any of the differences she sees, and Hamid doesn'task her to. Instead, he asks her to write another draft, workingdirectly from the free-write done in his office and forget completelyabout what she first presented. He asks her to provide him with aseries of drafts showing exactly how she gets from the free-write tothe finished essay he will see later. Yoko agrees, but returns to the historical material that she wants to include.
 001 Yoko: But in this first write uh freewriting I don't have definition I don't have like002 definition of da newrears, so when I wro(te da first essay, I: got da definition003 Hamid: LVh-huh L(Very soft)okay004 Yoko: of da new ear fvhat dey used to do? In.. like ancient like, ~here I come from005 Hamid: LVh LYeah006 Yoko: wh why we start cerebrating the the new ears, and den I-got the007 information about ancesnors? And like, we- but I didn't know dat before,008 before I... get da full information about our new ears. And I got it and den009 Hamid: LWrote dis010 Yoko: jus transrate it (laughing) py myself, like..~ got da definittion..011 Hamid: LMm-hmm L/?/ LSo I'll I'll write012 here then what you need to do. Develop- this is what you want to do,
 right? Write on this one·l
 013 Yoko: Mm-hmm LYes.014 Hamid: Develop this draft (Sounds of writing heard)015 Yoko: Mm-hmm016 Hamid: And then take it to the Writing Center.017 Yoko: Okay.018 Hamid: (2 sec, writing) and get feedback (3 sec, writing) Keep a record of019 everything, uhkay?020 Yoko: Okay.
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 021 Hamid: (writing) Keep a record (2.5 sec, writing) and then eahm, eahm, revise..022 And te- show me all drafts... I'm gonna ke- make a: copy of this one, and023 keep a copy of the first one you gave me and we have agreed that this will024 be a completely different essay.025 Yoko: Mm-hmm. Okay. 1026 Hamid: LUh-huh? Great. Thanks a lot. Do you have any027 questions?028 Yoko: No, I don't.
 To any experienced teacher-and quite probably to mostAmerican students-Hamid's final instructions are clearly designedto prevent this student from plagiarizing and to support any case hemay make in the future regarding her «misconduct" in using outsidesources. Yoko seems somewhat aware of Hamid's concern, as sheraises the topic herself, telling him that she translated some sourcesto provide information in her first draft. But she seems to have theconcept that since she was the translator, the words are now hers. Herlaughter and insistence that she got the definition may imply that sheis proud of her work in developing a new essay.
 Why didn't Hamid just talk with her about plagiarism? Why didn'the tell her directly about his concerns? Curious, I asked him. He toldme, angry still that Yoko had plagiarized, that he didn't need to, it was«implied, it was understood." He wrote on his response sheet that thisstudent was really a «capable writer" but she «wants to boost her gradewith minimal effort:' He makes it a rule to not talk about plagiarismwith a specific student unless he is prepared to «go the whole route;'following the university guidelines for dealing with plagiarism. Hehandles the issue delicately, not only because of the complicated institutional procedures he might put in motion but because «you don'twant to say what you don't know." He pointed out that she didn't challenge his implication; had she done so, he would have had to be moreforceful, more assertive. He didn't even believe, he said, that the journals she took the information from were Japanese, for she did nothave the English skills to translate the Japanese into such graceful andlengthy English sentences.
 Certainly, the change in style marks another «voice" in the twoessays, and like Hamid, I am convinced that the writing is not herown. But Yoko's lack of challenge does not necessarily mean that shehas understood the unspoken, her breach of one of the foundationaltenets of western academic writing. She seems proud of her new
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 knowledge about her own culture and about her ability to developher draft in such a way that her teacher more fully understands aconcept she wants to explore, that, in fact, he asked her to say moreabout. Indeed, speaking in a way she herself says is rare in her culture, she asserts loudly and over Hamid's questioning that she DOEShave these articles in Japanese. And she seems to want to restore toher essay the historical information Hamid wants her to forget about.She translated it herself, she got this information. She doesn't challenge Hamid enough to make him become more forceful in hischarge, but little in her response indicates she understands exactlywhat lies behind his concerns. Her repetition of «I got the information" implies that, rather than concerns about plagiarism, she maythink Hamid believes she is fabricating information. At the time thischapter was written, Yoko had not yet resubmitted her essays, but itwould not be surprising to me to see the disputed material reappearing in the next version as well.
 Talking with Non-Native Speakers
 Ulla Connor (1997) reminds us that «cultural mismatches manifest themselves in several classroom situations: conversation, collaborative groups, and student-teacher conferences" (206).Unfortunately, research on differences in writing skills-as opposedto speaking patterns-between non-native speakers of English andnative speakers has received the most attention. Tony Silva (1997)summarizes the results of a number of such studies which includedspeakers of 17 different languages. On the whole, he reports, thewriting of ESL students is judged to be «simpler and less effective"by NES (Native English Speakers); their essays are «shorter, containmore errors...and their orientation to readers was deemed lessappropriate and acceptable." They were, overall, less "sophisticated"(215-216). Villanueva points out that studies on the written prose ofSpanish speakers, including such diverse cultures as Ecuadorians,Puerto Ricans, and speakers of Mexican Spanish, found longer sentences, a tendency toward the abstract, stronger reader-writer interactions, and logical connections between sentences that weren'timmediately apparent to native English speakers. There was alsomore repetition and "ornateness" in prose by these writers thanprose by native speakers of standard English (85). Such differencesmean that in collaborative groups, many peers spend time working

Page 16
						

102 Between Talk and Teaching
 on surface features with the writer rather than ideas and issues. Thesame can happen in conferences. For example, when Hamid andMiko, another Japanese student, conferenced, Hamid asked a question about osechi, food cooked and stored in multi-leveled containers and eaten throughout the Japanese New Year celebrations. Mikoresponded by describing the container; again Hamid asked aboutthe food and again Miko returned to the container. Hamid persisted,explicitly asking not about the container but the food, and sheresponded this time with some additional details: fish, eggs, vegetables in a sauce. Perhaps in her culture the two-food and container-are not separable? What might be only an aside in aconference with a native speaker becomes time-consuming, andtime is usually in short supply for conferences. Curiousity, evenniceties, may have to go by the wayside.
 The differences in writing styles also mean that many ESL students spend significant time in writing centers and in conferencewith their teachers, being taught conventions they may not fullyunderstand. Villanueva remembers the comment «Logic?" beingwritten on paper after paper, even in graduate school. His Anglofriends could not explain to him how his thinking differed fromtheirs, and he would not ask the teacher. "To ask would be an admission of ignorance, 'stupid spic' still resounding within. This is hisproblem" (73). Does Yoko understand plagiarism? Hamid plannedon a general discussion in class soon after his conference with her; hesaid that the one or two students who were plagiarizing would knowit was directed toward them. Perhaps given the indirection that ispart ofYoko's culture, Hamid's approach will both save face for students and teacher and help his class learn. But it is a difficult concepteven to explain to American students.
 How well do teachers and students understand each other's cultures?
 Japanese and Chinese tend to be more indirect that Americans; Finns andEnglish speakers have different coherence conventions, the Finns leavingthings unsaid that they consider obvious and the English speakersexpecting them as clarification; and Korean students do not want to takestrong positions in defending...decisions. (Connor, 207-208)
 Muriel Harris (1997) reports that ESL students from various countries shared a common belief that it is a teacher's job to lecture, whiletutors discuss. It is the teacher's job to evaluate, to point out problems,but a tutor's job to offer specific help, to answer questions (223). For
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 many ESL students, then, the conference is an extension of their ownclassroom experiences, where they are passive learners; active learningtakes place with peers only. Teachers who challenge that role may findthemselves met with silence. And she reminds us of an Asian customof making friends before getting down to business. In tutoring situations, that means some friendly "chat" before tackling the task athand; such "chatting" was rare in conferences I listened to, and usuallytook place only after the task was completed. Lisle and Mano (1997)highlight a Vietnamese cultural tradition that interferes with communication in conferences. In this tradition, children, even those who areover 18, are expected to remain silent, for only adults can expressopinions (14). Harris points out that European students as well asthose from Pakistan are used to being formally addressed and maytake offense at the teacher's use of their first names only. At every turn,if we are paying attention and asking questions, we will see how themany assumptions we make about communication do not holdacross cultures.
 Even the smallest words or gestures can be misunderstood. SusanFiksdale (1990) studied "gatekeeping" interviews between foreignstudents and international advisors-professors who were chargedwith making sure both that students were making academicprogress and had taken all the steps necessary to remain legally inthe country. The term "gatekeeping interview" refers to situationswhere the interviewer "actually holds conflicting roles: acting as aguide as well as acting as a monitor of progress for an individual'scareer" (4). Concerning herself with "timing"-the right word orgesture at the right time-she discovered that the Taiwanese students she was studying frequently offered backchanneling (yeah,uh-huh) without an accompanying nod. She points out that "sayinguh-huh without nodding only occurs during uncomfortablemoments for native speakers" (7). The disruption this caused in thetiming of the advisor's speech resulted in the advisor stopping tooffer a hyperexplanation, assuming that the student was confusedor had misunderstood him. When Fiksdale asked students abouttheir use of words like uh-huh, okay, yeah, and yes, they reportedsome confusion about how to use them. One telling comment: "Idon't know the proper word to say in English so I just..try to findsome word say-if I come out with say yes that's no problem. I won'tsay no ((laugh) )(double parentheses Fiksdale's) it keeps the communication going" (2). Whether he understood his advisor or not,
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 what was crucial was to keep the conference going. Both Fiksdaleand Harris comment on the importance of "face" and «saving" orprotecting face. In order to save face, Asian students may say theyunderstand something even if they don't; in face-to-face interactionof all kinds, not solely cross-cultural, the need for "orderly communication" and the preservation of everyone's face takes precedence(Fiksdale, 57, citing Goffman, 19). When Hamid asks Yoko if thereare any questions, she says no. She never asks why she must abandon a more fully developed draft for her freewrite, and Hamid doesnot elaborate. Perhaps, like me, she heard the anger in his voice;perhaps she understood that if she pushed him to explain, everyone's face would be in danger of damage. After all, it is not his job todiscuss but to lecture.
 If we imagine (and some of us have experienced this) a mainstream teacher conferencing with a student from Taiwan, we mightsee the teacher speaking at even greater length than usual. Promptedby repeated positive backchanneling (yes, uh-huh), the teacher continues talking. When her student nods at a time that seems inappropriate, the teacher may stop, backtrack, and explain again. Thestudent may respond positively when the teacher asks him if heunderstands now; he mayor may not actually understand. When theteacher stops and asks the student why he wrote a particular sentence, she may receive, after much prompting, a response that seemsindirect, that "begs the question:' Frustrated, she continues. The student asks some questions, but most of them are about lower-orderconcerns: punctuation, spelling. At some point, the student begins tospeak a bit more, perhaps beginning his turn with so. What a teachermight see as summarization (so) would be a new topic for an ESLstudent; the misunderstanding may mean that the teacher does nottake up the topic, instead framing it in her head as "sayback" of whatshe has already told the student. When the teacher does not respond«appropriately:' the student does not offer the topic again, for to doso would result in negative face for both participants. The teacherbegins again, marking that with now. An ESL student may not realizethat now is signaling a new topic for the teacher, and may continue toframe this new information under the umbrella of the earlier information, thus misunderstanding partially or entirely the new topic.Some misunderstandings may be worked out later in the writing center, where the student feels more comfortable asking questions, butmany will remain unresolved.

Page 19
						

Cross-Cultural Conferencing 105
 Black English Vernacular and Writing Conferences
 Hamid heard an admission of guilt from Yoko. Without the angerof the teacher facing plagiarism, with the time to read and rereadtranscripts, I heard confusion. When I turn back toward my own conferences, I have to ask: was I hearing my student Ben or just listening?Was I making it clear to him in all sorts of ways I didn't realize that Iwasn't hearing but was already judging, evaluating? What kind ofdamage do I do when I enter into a conference with a student andknow nothing of her culture, her beliefs, don't attempt to understandthe nuances of her language but impose mine instead? I thought backto Delpit's passionate article again when I began counting words inmy research, listening for Lily in her conference with Nina-thewoman who had worked in the writing center. Lily agreed with everything Nina said. She responded briefly but courteously, offering nomore than "Okay" or "Yes." Perhaps, as bell hooks writes, Lily is following the African American rule: "keep your stuff to yourself;' be"private...about your business" (Talking Back, 2) And yet, teacherssometimes encourage students to talk about themselves and theirlives; they ask questions that deal with the student's town, home, family, academic experiences, and current situation in school. (They don'talways share that information about themselves with the student,however.) But people who have lived lives under scrutiny, who havehad to answer questions that violate their privacy, who are aware ofhow such information may be used against them or may be used to fillin blanks in a stereotype, may need to protect themselves, may seesuch questions as probing, aggressive, and unnecessary to accomplishthe task at hand-improve a paper. And, if the shared cultural contextbetween teacher and student is limited, how much of that information will be understood in the way the speaker wishes it to be?
 Lily was religious, Nina told me, and was always quiet in class andconferences-she wished she spoke more. When person A says personB is religious, it often means that person B is more religious than A; apoint of difference. Nina valued participation highly and defined a keyaspect of participation as speaking up appropriately in class and conferences; Lily's level of participation disappointed her. Even though shedid not see Lily's silence as belligerent or impolite, it was still a negative.She did not consider (at least in talking with me) that it might be deference to her authority as a teacher, or that it might represent Lily'saccurate understanding of the great gulf that separated her from her
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 teacher. Perhaps Lily's speech, like her written text, included aspects ofBEY, and she knew that such non-standard speech would be viewednegatively. Which is riskier: to speak and reveal something a teachermay respond to negatively or not to speak and have the teacher see thatas a lack of enthusiasm? While the images of African Americans we seethrough the media are becoming increasingly more diverse, theemphasis on negative images for speakers of BEV is still present.
 The characteristics of Black English have been well described. Mostteachers are familiar with the way Black English Vernacular's use of thecopula ("to be") and marking of plural differs from Standard Englishor, as some researchers prefer, Mainstream American English (MAE).The presence of these items alone in an essay are usually enough tohave students placed in remedial classes, sent off to writing centers, orsummoned to conference with a teacher. But there are other lessimmediately noticeable differences from Standard English. Therhetorical structure may also be problematic for teachers used toclearly stated thesis statements and linear development rather thancircumlocution, and the clear acknowledgement of sources ratherthan the borrowing and weaving together of ideas. Bonnie Lisle andSandra Mano (1997), summarizing cultural differences in rhetoric,note Geneva Smitherman's (1986) descriptions of several BEV features: "call and response;' where listeners offer active vocal support forspeakers; «signifying:' when a speaker slyly and often humorouslychastizes another person; and the ways in which indirection in speechand a pattern of circumlocution help the speaker "stalk" the issue andultimately persuade listeners. Denise Troutman (1997) emphasizes theparticipatory nature of Black English, the ways in which the speakerattempts to involve the audience, "pulling it into the linguistic event"(29). Repetition is also an important part of BEV, perhaps an influencefrom African American preaching style. Verbal styling, playing withwords and rhyme, the twisting and turning of ideas is highly admired.Kermit Campbell writes of BEV speakers' fondness for extended,deeply-layered metaphors (1997, 93). Marsha Stanback (1985) pointsout that the "braggadocio" of BEV speech is not limited to AfricanAmerican men. "Smart talk;' or signifying, loud-talking, and braggadocio, is one of the most «outspoken" styles of speech for Blackwomen; they are as proficient as men (182-183).
 One of the values bell hooks finds in BEV is the way that historically it has served to shape a sense of community among AfricanAmericans.
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 The rupture of standard English enabled and enables rebellion and resistance....The power of this speech is not simply that it enables resistance towhite supremacy, but that it also forges a space for alternative culturalproduction and alternative epistemologies-different ways of thinkingand knowing that were crucial to creating a counterhegemonic worldview. (171)
 Despite hooks's joy in the promise of BEV to challenge white,upper class control, this rich linguistic heritage finds little space inmost classrooms. In traditional classrooms, teachers are not «broughtinto" a student's speech. Students respond, they do not perform.Students answer directly, not with indirection. Play with words inspeech is often seen as «showing off" and wasting valuable time.Many teachers do not see how this indirection, this verbal turning ofideas parallels the ways in which traditional essays turn and twist andconsider an issue from many perspectives. Teachers may hear BEVdirected to classmates as the speaker involves them in his answer to ateacher's question, or they may hear it as a student complains about agrade, comment, or assignment, not to the teacher but within herhearing distance ("sounding off").
 But many teachers will not hear this verbal style spoken directly tothem; speakers of BEV are much less likely to use their vernacular ininstitutional situations and with white speaking partners. RebeccaMoore Howard (1996) asserts that «AAVE (African AmericanVernacular English) has no public life in American society. It is a private language of one group" (270). In a course about language, race,ethnicity and history, the largely African American class voted tohave an AAVE day, where all would speak in that language. But whenthe time came, of 28 students, only two and Howard herself actuallyused AAVE. White European students felt to do so would be to«mock" their African American classmates, and African Americansfeared that they would «appear ignorant." She argues that «AAVE [is]a private code sometimes witnessed but never spoken by outsiders, aprivate code never spoken out of context. Code switching to AAVE isprofoundly constrained" (270).
 Knowing that BEV has no prestige and conveys a negative image,most African American students will «code switch" when conferencing with teachers. That takes some concentration, especially when astudent is also being asked to use a new, disciplinary language as well.Rather than «slip" and begin speaking in a way that is comfortable
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 and familiar, rather than further set themselves apart as "other," onestrategy is to respond minimally. In doing so, the student can focuson what the teacher is saying-it's a wise learning strategy. But in notresponding as "fully" as the teacher may expect, the student is alsonot doing all those things that teachers are looking for: engagingthemselves with the material (and the teacher!); demonstrating byrepeating back to the teacher that they have been listening andunderstand this new information; indicating a willingness to developthe writing using their own ideas. It is a double bind.
 But even listening closely may not be of much help. Lisa Delpithighlights the differences between middle-class, mainstream teachers' style in giving directives and the way directives are given inAfrican American culture. Indirection-«Do you want to open yourbooks now please?"-and statements phrased as student desires, notteacher demands-"you want to avoid doing that"- contrast with«Open your books now" and «Don't do that." Delpit informs us that
 Black people view issues of power and authority differently than peoplefrom mainstream middle-class backgrounds. Many people of colorexpect authority to be earned by personal efforts and exhibited by personal characteristics....Some members of middle-class cultures, by contrast' expect one to achieve authority by the acquisition of anauthoritative role. (289)
 Members of the Black community respect a teacher who exhibitspersonal power, believes in all students, reaches out to students tocreate close personal relationships, and «pushes" students to learn(Delpit, 290). They are explicit about their power and they use itexplicitly to help their students. Michelle Foster (1995) studied theways in which an African American teacher wove elements of BEVinto her class and responded to student expectations for teacherlyauthority. Her students, largely African American, respected her.«She's a damn good teacher because she gets to the point of the conversation, is direct, and aggressive, which are signs of leadership andis why I take her seriously" (133). The teacher was also aggressive inexploring with her students the kinds of oppression, the social andeconomic structures that had so often negatively affected their lives.Lisa Delpit quotes white teachers who shake their heads about theauthoritarian teaching style of an African American colleague, whilenot realizing that their own style conflicts with those same students.Many mainstream teachers hide their power; they do not display it
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 openly but expect students to understand their "suggestions" asorders because a suggestion from a person with power IS an order.This difference can lead African American students to misunderstand the desires of mainstream teachers, to see suggestions asoptions, not demands, to believe that the teacher who does not "run"a class lacks the knowledge, skill, or desire to do so. This lack ofrespect in the classroom can translate into a reluctance to follow theteacher's suggestions in a conference. It can also lead to confusion asmainstream teachers "suggest" ways of revising or hint that a sentence construction or an interpretation is "problematic." If a mainstream teacher speaking Standard English tells a BEV speakingstudent "You might want to change your approach to this issue," forthe teacher it clearly means, "Change it." The student mayor may nothear that command. If she asks, looking for clear direction, "Doesthat mean you want me to change this? How?", the teacher maybecome very uncomfortable: she has been asked to make explicit thepower she has tried to mitigate. Such cultural and language differences mar the often "seamless" surface of conferences and remindparticipants that things are not always was they seem.
 Class is Culture, Too
 We don't like to think about it this way in the United States, the"classless society." My students say fiercely, regardless of class, "Somepeople have more money than others, so they can have more things.But that doesn't mean they are any better than a poor person." Thebootstrap doctrine, the belief in equality is so strong that many people have difficulty seeing how culture and economics play out in acountry that Martin Luther King Jr. pointed out was founded not ondemocracy but capitalism. Not until college did I begin to understand it myself. It took awhile for me to realize how many activities Icouldn't participate in because I worked on weekends and someevenings in the library; how many clubs I couldn't join because ofactivity fees; how many relationships I would never have because Icouldn't afford to share the same experiences as many of my classmates. I remember feeling desperate and singled out when a teachercommented with disdain on my use of onion-skin paper, the onlything I could afford. I borrowed typewriters and could type onlywhen one was available, since I couldn't afford one of my own. I'vealready described the ways in which those class differences played out
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 in conferences. From the sting I still feel as I list these differences, Iremember how hard it was to lose those cherished beliefs that hadsustained me as I grew up. And I fought hard to keep them.
 Twenty years later, I watched as an elementary school teacher in asouthern Ohio classroom wrote on the board a sentence that resonated with the Appalachian dialect of many of the children. Thissentence was "clearly wrong," she told them, and asked how it mightbe made "right:' A student whose clothing and speech marked her asmiddle class and less "provincial" corrected it on the board with theteacher's repeated approval while my niece turned to me and whispered in anger and some fear, "Mamaw talks like that!"
 Our students feel those class differences. They are acutely aware ofhow we signal our class, from clothing to gesture to language. But forlower- and working-class students, what seems so valuable andimportant to them at home is worthless in a school environment.Lisa Delpit puts it this way:
 I have frequently heard schools call poor parents "uncaring" when parents respond to the school's urging, that they change their home life inorder to facilitate their children's learning, by saying, "But that's theschool's job." What the school personnel fail to understand is that if theparents were members of the culture of power and lived by its rules andcodes, then they would transmit those codes to their children. In fact,they transmit another culture that children must learn at home in orderto survive in their communities. (286)
 Shirley Brice Heath's (1983) work on language use in two communities highlights how class differences in language cut across racialboundaries. Children, both black and white, from the working classand working poor misunderstood the language of their middle-classteachers. Coming from households where clear directives were thenorm, they responded slowly or not at all to the implied directives oftheir teachers. They brought a rich oral tradition, a joy in communityspeech that conflicted with the traditional classrooms. Their parents,too, had difficulty understanding what teachers wanted from theirchildren. People in these two working-class/working-poor communities saw the world holistically, learned in context, not by separatingout objects from one another. Much of what we do in school is toseparate something from its context-an idea, a word, an object, anissue-and examine it, compare or contrast it to something else. Inmainstream academic culture, understanding something discretely
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 rather than holistically has been the norm. When asked to separate,to distinguish one thing from another or to make analogies, childreneither did not respond or did not respond «appropriately." The fragmentation of knowledge modeled in the mainstream, middle-classclassroom was foreign to them. The clash between «home language"and ((school language" is also a clash between cultures, values, andways of seeing the world.
 Bell hooks asserts that, after a dozen years of being prepared forcollege, ((students in public institutions, mostly from working-classbackgrounds, come to college assuming that professors see them ashaving nothing of value to say, no valuable contribution to make to adialectical exchange of ideas" (149). Those ((twelve years of preparation" separate children into those who may speak and those who ultimately may not-and sometimes cannot. In a several year study ofminority children, Ray Rist (1970) observed how class differences,even at the kindergarten level, translated into an impoverished academic life. He followed a group of African American children throughthe second grade, making formal and informal observations, interviewing the teachers, talking with the children, and visiting theirhomes. He gathered data on their families, activities, and expectations, and charted the interaction between students and between students and their teachers, all African American. The results of his study,though two decades old, remain very disturbing. Within eight days ofthe start of kindergarthen, the teacher, with no standardized testresults but with access to her students' personal files, organized herstudents into three groups, each of which sat at a single large table.The first group, comprised of children she expected to succeed, wereseated at the table in the front of the class. These children met ((prestige" standards: they spoke easily with the teacher, using standardEnglish more often than not; they were more likely to come fromhomes with two parents with at least high school and possibly collegeeducation; they had a low number of siblings; they were less likely tobe receiving government assistance; their clothes, even if not expensive or new, were clean and mended; they arrived with their hairbrushed, and had no offensive odors. The remaining two groups wereorganized by how closely they fit these characteristics, with childrendemonstrating the fewest number of them at the last table, table three.
 As Rist followed the children throughout the first year, he notedthat the children's involvement in classroom activities was directlyrelated to their placement. The teacher provided information mostly
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 to the first table, directing commands and orders for behavior moreoften to the other two tables. She chose students to speak more oftenfrom the first table, selected students from that table for coveted«jobs" in the classroom like leading the pledge of allegiance, and putthem in positions of authority over the other children (appointingone «sheriff" during an outing).
 The children from table one clearly understood their higher status, for they often called the other children «dumb" or «stupid;' andchided them for their inability to do some of the assigned tasks(although the children at table one had received direct instruction inthose tasks, unlike the other children). Even students who sat at thosetwo rear tables labeled themselves negatively, and began to show hostility toward each other, though they didn't show it with the higherstatus children. Visiting the children in their homes, Rist saw thatchildren from tables two and three were learning, though they hadlittle chance to prove it in class. They learned from listening to otherchildren actively participate in lessons; they studied their classroommaterials at home.
 At the end of the school year, «objective" standardized tests«proved right" the teacher's initial evaluation of her children's skills:students scored well largely in direct relationship to the tables they'dbeen assigned to. Children from tables two and three were labeled «atrisk" and again put at tables where they received less instruction,more control, and more criticism. Rist followed this group of children for two more years. A few students originally placed at the second table moved up to the status of those at the first table, but by andlarge, that first judgment of the children's abilities, based solely onmarkers of class, held firm in the school system.
 Rist describes a situation where the effects of language and class arepotentially devastating; that is, he describes a classroom. But in a classroom, at least, misery has company. In a conference, the individualstudent may feel on trial, even if the teacher doesn't realize it. Howdoes class play itself out in a conference? To be «wrong" when youopen your mouth is a frightening thing. I've written of my ownsilence; because it remains so close to me I've worked, through makinga personal connection, to create a safe place for my «lower class" students to speak with me. I remember an office partner turning to meafter such a conference and saying, «You'd think by now he'd havelearned not to say (ain't.' That drives me crazy." In a system based onranking, on evaluation, students who are already low-ranked societally
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 fear that their failings will be magnified in open interaction with ateacher. All of us misunderstand sometimes or find ourselves confusedby terminology or ideas. But if you have been placed at the third tablefor most of your academic life, if you have not had a chance to use thelanguage you heard addressed to others or have had little assistance inapplying techniques or gaining skills that are necessary for advancement in status, you may well need more time to process rarely used orunfamiliar vocabulary or suggestions for improving an essay. Unless astudent in this situation gives the teacher some indication of confusion (and unless the teacher creates such an opportunity for the student to speak!), the teacher may think the student is a lot ofthings-sullen, withdrawn, quiet, shy-but will probably also assumeshe understands what is being asked of her. Why ask the teacher, ifdoing so will underscore your stupidity? Your low status? When thepaper comes back, the teacher will know anyway, but why invite suchan evaluation now? Moving between classes is not easy; there are stilltimes when I must search to translate what I really want to say into alanguage that will be accepted and understood by my faculty oradministrative colleagues.
 Native American Cultures
 While most Native Americans are native speakers of English,many may be bilingual, and many have grown up in a culture thatdiffers from the mainstream in significant ways. Their language patterns reflect those cultural differences. My husband was interviewedby telephone for a position as an archivist for the Dakota Sioux. Hewas very qualified, he felt, and approached the interview withenthusiasm. I left the house during the interview to give him thespace and quiet he needed. When I returned, he was depressed, notsure what he had done wrong. He said it was the most awkwardinterview he had ever done. There were long silences, and the interviewers said little to him. Rather than blather on, he said, he hadfallen silent himself, and nothing but static passed across the phonelines. He was sure he'd lost the position. Later, after he was hired andhad lived on the reservation for some time, he learned that silenceafter a speaker's turn indicated respect. After all, the person mayhave something more to say, for not all our thoughts come out atonce. It was linguistic space, an opportunity for the speaker to movethe talk to a deeper level. There was plenty of time for other speakers
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 to join in as they wished, and perhaps they must gather theirthoughts together, changed now by what had been spoken previously. He learned that his decision to be silent himself had played apositive role in his being hired.
 Michelle Grijalva, addressing the oral tradition of many NativeAmerican tribes, encouraged her Native American students who feltashamed of their speech
 to understand silence as an effective rhetorical tool that gives shape tosound and meaning-not to confuse it with the inarticulate and illiterateor with the inchoate place of nonbeing, a void that lends itself to shameand insecurity. Rather, the silence of storytellers can remind us that thereis such a thing as the unspeakable, something we might call the silence ofthe sacred, or it can simply signal an inappropriate time to speak.Storytellers teach us that silence is the beat and pulse, the rhythm keeperof the oral tradition. Storytellers who are not afraid of silence can holdtheir audiences; they are the survivors. (1997, 48)
 The oral tradition of the Native American Pueblo culture has similarites to BEV in that communication is considered to be a communal act, where the speaker draws the story out of the listeners. It is alanguage of connectedness and inclusiveness, with stories leading toeach other in a weblike fashion. The traditional thesis and supportstructure, the linearity of mainstream narrative would not allow forsuch exploration, such connection (Lisle and Mano, 17, 19).
 Often, in writing assignments or conferences, we invite or ask students to write or speak about their personal experiences. Judith Villa(1996) points out, however, that for many Native Americans, such atopic is taboo or inappropriate (246). The personal experience isalways part of and less important than the communal experience. Inher experience teaching, tutoring, and conferencing with NativeAmericans, she found that her students would not come to conferences or tutoring sessions if they were set up by her. Instead, they followed a pattern described by Roland Tharp, Stephanie Dalton, andLois Yamauchi (1994), who argue that «most native students aremore comfortable and more inclined to participate in activities thatthey generate, organize, or direct" (37, quoted in Villa, 256). Villafound that her students would come around if she was available; thatthey would "hang around" for a long time to see if she was equallycommited to communication, and finally begin to talk with her,though always indirectly about whatever was the issue. The need to
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 establish connections, to see academic material as part of a largercontext, was fundamental to success for the students.
 Not understanding Native American culture (and of course it isnot monolithic; there can be significant tribal differences) can leadteachers to ask students to write on topics or in a way that clasheswith cultural beliefs. Villa recounts two stories which are illustrative.A Native American student was asked to critique a student art show,but instead wrote mostly about his own art. It was not part of his cultural beliefs to criticize others in the way the teacher suggested. Whilehe felt he fulfilled the assignment by critiquing his own work andthen comparing it to what he saw in the art show, this more subtleapproach earned him a «D." Another Native American student, aNavajo woman, struggled with an assignment to write about «A Rosefor Emily." Traditionally, the Navajo do not speak of the dead. Itwould be easy for a teacher, even in conference, to miss the reasonsbehind the «failure" of these two students. Remember Mary askingRick about his dead grandfather? To question the Navajo studentabout the text, about dead relatives, or about issues in the samedomain that are part of this piece of «American" literature would beoffensive, and the student response would be as silent, as noncommital as the paper this student eventually wrote. All the parties understand the words, but they attach different meanings to them.Breaches of important cultural beliefs and unfamiliarity with cultural speech patterns doom conferences to time spend in a mire ofcross-cultural misunderstanding.
 What We Can Do
 It will take more than simply «celebrating diversity" to make thefundamental changes needed to truly respect the languages that eachof us is competent in. When we tell students that their home languages are valuable but make no space in the academy for those languages, we force them «to move back and forth between a privatizeddignity of difference and a public dignity of sameness and assimilation" (Bruch and Marbach, 275). We cannot «know" all cultures, butwe can begin by educating ourselves in two directions, which willeventually cross paths: we can acknowledge and respect the diversecultures around us and we can study (not just live in) our own. Formany of us who teach, school IS our life. But it is not, by and large,our students' lives.
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 To study ourselves, we need to consider those moments when wehave experienced "otherness:' For many of those in the mainstream,those are painful moments, experiences we have tried to bury-livesunmarked by otherness is the norm. My sense of otherness when 1entered college has stayed painfully close to the surface; like many ofthose from the working class or the working-poor levels, 1sometimesfeel like an imposter in academe. 1 remain convinced that one stupidcomment, one naive response to a colleague will be enough to blowmy cover. But usually I am in control of academic language, if notacademic knowledge. Being thrust into another, foreign languageculture can remind us what it feels like to not belong on a most fundamentallevel-speech. On a trip to Miami to speak at a conference,I found myself surrounded by Spanish speakers, and stood silent,unable to enter the conversation. When hotel clerks spoke in "asides"in Spanish, 1 felt momentarily angered, as if somehow 1was entitledto know what they were saying, entitled to the respect they wouldshow by speaking my language at all times. A little disoriented, tryingto figure out my reactions, 1went to the beach to sit and read. A mancame up to me, smiled, pointed at the sea shells I'd collected, andmade a comment in Spanish. 1 shook my head. He stared at me inamazement. 1 managed to stutter out some version in Spanish of "Idon't speak/understand Spanish" (which I'm pretty sure 1 picked upfrom a police drama where the officer was responding to theHispanic "perp"!) and he shook his head and walked away with a little smile. 1felt and was dumb.
 1have felt otherness when 1sat as a graduate student in a committeemeeting of all male tenured faculty members. And 1have felt othernessas 1 simply walked through a largely Black urban neighborhood. Butall of these have been fleeting experiences, and 1could always retreat tothe privilege of my whiteness, or my status as teacher, or as a memberof at least the lower middle class. I have not experienced many of thekinds of otherness I've written about in this chapter. Simply acknowledging that is a start. And another small step-admitting that when 1did feel some sense of that otherness, 1wanted not to be like those whoseemed so different from me but instead wanted them to be like me, orat least not try to make me be like them. To understand the need toretain culture, heritage, and language in the face of pressure to assimilate can provide a teacher with compassion and understanding.
 To be not just critically self-reflective but also self-revelatory isalso crucial. Educator after educator who works extensively in
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 cross-cultural situations stresses the power of narrative to bridgegaps, to create connections. Stories can be compared, contrasted,interrogated, and retold without attacking or questioning the teller.There are, after all, multiple narratives for every event. We accept allthe stories of eye-witnesses as true in some way, shaped by theirpoint of view, their past experiences, their relationship to the teller,the event-their historical, cultural, and institutional positions. Myexperiences with schooling will be different from my students.Why? Critical analysis of stories begins to clarify the constraintsand privileges of our individual lives. We learn from stories-if welisten to them, if we encourage them to be told.
 I have already discussed elsewhere the authority of the storyteller.It is a power that can be shared. And as students find themselvestelling their stories, sometimes in their own language or at least partially in their languages, as they find themselves teaching others andsee the merging of private and academic language, they begin toquestion what is so prestigious about Standard English, how it cameto be the ((standard" by which they are judged now.
 Many minority educators argue that we must be explicit aboutpower and codes of the powerful, about what is expected and what theoutcome of not meeting those expectations are. When we articulatethose expectations, there is at least the possiblity that they can bequestioned, that we ourselves will begin to question and examinethem. And when we ask, ((How are these expectations different fromwhat you do/think/believe" then we begin a dialogue on culture thatcan potentially create the conditions necessary for students toempower themselves, to make choices with knowledge and awareness,to effect some change. What if Hamid had asked Yoko about her useof sources, about her beliefs and then shared with her his own? WhatHamid does do, however, is to summarize the main points of the conference and write down for each of his students explicitly what heexpects them to do before they meet again. As he lists each process orchange, he speaks with a questioning tone not indicated in the transcripts, inviting students to ask for any additional clarification.
 Everywhere in this book, I've argued that classrooms and conferences are closely connected, that whatever we hope to accomplish inour conferences is dependent upon how we shape our classrooms. Ifreal exploration of culture and cultural difference is not part of ourclassrooms, then culture will become an undercurrent in conferences, sucking in the unwary. Just as research on gender differences
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 can become part of a classroom, so can research on cultural difference. In writing classrooms, studying what students choose to writeabout or how they approach a topic helps us understand differentrhetorical traditions and can help both peers and teachers understand how to respond to writing. Teaching our students and ourselves to ask why a student chose a particular approach or aconstruction, not simply rushing to point out that it doesn't followstandard English conventions or sometimes even the assignment, isfar more instructive and opens up spaces for dialogue. Sharing with awriter our honest responses to writing that is not mainstream helpswriters understand the effect of their work on others, and, if weexamine our responses, helps us understand our own cultural beliefsand values. Encouraging students to speak in their home languagesas much as possible and to clarify or translate what is not clear to listeners can help create a classroom where language is freely sharedand issues of competency are highlighted: if listeners cannot understand a person speaking fluently in her own language, who then iscompetent and who isn't?
 Most of us have the power to select the texts that our students willread, and our choices will reflect what we feel is most important, mostvaluable to our classrooms. Teachers know that students learn bestwhen we present new information in ways that relate to their experiences. Yet the texts we choose and the ways in which we present themare often distant from the lives and knowledge of non-mainstreamstudents. I remember struggling through long novels that took placein parlors; not a single novel moved me until I read McTeague. Then Idove into the literature of Realism and Naturalism-books that featured characters familiar to me (but often in ways I could authoritatively criticize). Only then could I go back to those earlier parlornovels with some ability to analyze. Additionally, texts that offer students alternative rhetorical patterns to the mainstream ones that sooften fill classrooms also provide the opportunity for non-mainstream students to see their language and culture centrally and postively positioned. Black educators have written of the struggle to teachAfrican Americans to value BEV in texts; Michelle Grijalva writes ofthe sense of shame and resistance she initially encountered when shebrought Native American texts into her class of Hopi and Navajo students. '~merican" literature, narrowly and Eurocentrically conceivedof for generations in academe, can be studied from many ways of

Page 33
						

Cross-Cultural Conferencing 119
 speaking and seeing. This means using whole texts, not simply readers. Many students are completely put off by the complex messagesbeing sent by the "multicultural" readers that are part of so manywell-intentioned liberal classrooms. Sandra Jamieson (1997) pointsout that the selections in such readers continue to support the statusquo, continue to position women and people of color as "other" andas victims even as they propose to "celebrate" diversity. Standards forwriting are clearly delineated, yet when the writing of women andpeople of color are held up against these standards, they fail. Texts bywriters from a variety of cultures and languages which examine thesame issues or events are particularly helpful in bringing to the forefront the ways in which language and power are connected.
 In conferences, students from such a classroom would not only beable to speak with authority about the texts they are reading, butwould be able to speak fluently, using their home language as muchas possible. Instead of minimal responses, instead of face saving,teachers and students would be more likely to engage in a dialogue.Here, in the conference, where most students receive the only individual help the teacher can offer, discussions of how their languageuse differs from the standard would be informed by a more mutualunderstanding of the cultures that give rise to difference and thepower structure that turns difference into issues of dominance.
 Sociolinguists assume that all communication is meaningful. Asteachers, we need to learn to ask not just ourselves but our students"Why?" Mina Shaughnessey (1977) gave us this lesson again andagain as she studied the writing of her "remedial" students, those"Others" the university had been forced to admit. With each choiceof a word, each selection of a piece of punctuation, a student writer isconstructing writing that is purposeful, is revealing knowledge bothcommon and idiosyncratic. And we are lucky that we do not have tofigure out this sometimes-puzzle alone-we have the student, thewriter herself to ask.
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