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For we dare not make ourselves of the number, or compare
ourselves with some that commend themselves: but they
measuring themselves by themselves, and comparing them-
selves among themselves, are not wise.

II Corinthians 10:12
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Though it is customary for reprintings of books that remain favorites to
carry an updated prologue, I have chosen instead to extend the initial
epilogue. Believing that readers do not easily drop an interest in where
and how characters, places, and methods go beyond the final page, I
have added further steps to the outset of all these set forth in Ways with
Words. Then as now, national events shape life and work in communi-
ties and classrooms as well as how researchers pursue their questions
and teachers and students work together on strategies of learning.
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Prologue

In the late 1960s, school desegregation in the southern United
States became a legislative mandate and a fact of daily life.
Academic questions about how children talk when they come
to school and what educators should know and do about
oral and written language were echoed in practical pleas of
teachers who asked: “What do I do in my classroom on Monday
morning?”’

In the massive reshuffling of students and teachers during
desegregation in the South, I became a part of the communities
and schools described in this book. I was both ethnographer of
communication focusing on child language and teacher-trainer
attempting to determine whether or not academic questions could
lead to answers appropriate for meeting the needs of children and
educators in that regional setting. Described here are two com-
munities — Roadpville and Trackton — only a few miles apart in the
Piedmont Carolinas. Roadville is a white working-class commun-
ity of families steeped for four generations in the life of the textile
mills. Trackton is a black working-class community whose older
generations grew up farming the land, but whose current members
work in the mills. Both communities define their lives primarily in
terms of their communities and their jobs, yet both are tied in
countless ways to the commercial, political, and educational
interests of the townspeople — mainstream blacks and whites of
the region. The townspeople are school-oriented, and they identify
not so much with their immediate neighborhoods as with net-
works of voluntary associations and institutions whose activities
link their common interests across the region.

I was a part-time instructor in anthropology and linguistics at a
state university which had an excellent local reputation for
teacher-training. Black and white teachers, business leaders, minis-
ters, and mill personnel were in my graduate courses, and with
many of them I developed a research-partner relationship. Pres-
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Prologue

sures from desegregation, nationwide condemnation of the Caroli-
nas’ low performance in public education, and the general shifting
of social and work opportunities for blacks during this period
helped create an atmosphere in which individual teachers,
businessmen, and mill foremen could initiate changes in their
usual practices. Once desegregation began for schools and mills
alike, white children went to schools with black teachers and
classmates; black teachers faced black and white students; white
foremen supervised black mill workers. For the first time, black
and white worked side-by-side in the mills, and white foremen,
mostly males, worried about ways to instruct black workers, male
and female. Communication was a central concern of black and
white teachers, parents, and mill personnel who felt the need to
know more about how others communicated: why students and
teachers often could not understand each other, why questions
were sometimes not answered, and why habitual ways of talking
and listening did not always seem to work.

In my university courses on anthropology and education and
language and culture were teachers, who came to advance their
degrees and pay levels, and businessmen and mill personnel, who
came either to accompany their teacher-wives or to experience
college classroom life again. They brought a central question:
What were the effects of preschool home and community environ-
ments on the learning of those language structures and uses which
were needed in classrooms and job settings? Answers to this
question were important for black and white children who were
unsuccessful in school, and for their parents who were frustrated
in their interactions in credit union agencies (cooperative savings
institutions of millworkers), employment offices, and elsewhere as
they negotiated for critical goods and services. In my courses, I
talked about published research on language differences among
black and white children and adults of different socioeconomic
classes across the United States. The students in my courses
debated the practical applications of this research as well as its
appropriateness to the local populations. They pointed out that
the vast majority of research on child language had not treated the
issue of the community or cultural background of the children
studied. In this geographic region, where far more than half of the
families qualified for in-state social services on the basis of income,
socioeconomic differences among children seemed useless as a
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Prologue

variable against which to set their language differences. Ascribing
Black, Southern, or Standard English to speakers by racial mem-
bership was also not satisfactory to these students, for almost all
of them, black and white, could shift among these varieties as
occasion demanded. To categorize children and their families on
the basis of either socioeconomic class or race and then to link
these categories to discrete language differences was to ignore the
realities of the communicative patterns of the region.

As long-time residents of the area, the teachers, businessmen,
and mill personnel in my classes had observed differences in the
language use and general behavior patterns of children and adults
from certain communities or cultural groups. They had an endless
store of anecdotes about children learning to use language across
and within groups of the region, and they asked why researchers
did not describe children learning language as they grew up in
their own community cultures. Their questions set the stage for me
to encourage them to examine their own ways of using language
with their children at home and to record language interactions as
thoroughly and accurately as possible, without preconceived
judgments about what was happening in the exchanges in which
they observed and participated. For those members of my classes
for whom such descriptions became a serious objective, their
initial focus was on their interactions with their own children;
subsequently, they gave attention to communicative situations in
their classrooms and the textile mills.

It was, however, not enough to enable these townspeople —
mainstream blacks and whites — to strive to become objective and
accurate recorders of the language habits of their own interac-
tions. Their questions pointed to the need for a full description of
the primary face-to-face interactions of children from community
cultures other than their own mainstream one. The ways of living,
eating, sleeping, worshiping, using space, and filling time which
surrounded these language learners would have to be accounted
for as part of the milieu in which the processes of language
learning took place. Though I did not then set out to do so, my
next years were to be spent recording and interpreting the
language learning habits of the children of Roadville and Track-
ton. With these accounts of worlds about which the townspeople
actually knew very little, cross-cultural comparisons of the varia-
tions of language socialization in the predominant groups of the
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region would be possible. Using detailed facts on the interactions
of the townspeople, and my ethnographies of communication in
the communities of Roadville and Trackton, we could then move
to answer the central question: For each of these groups, what
were the effects of the preschool home and community environ-
ment on the learning of those language structures and uses which
were needed in classrooms and job settings?

The townspeople in my courses studied their own mainstream
ways of teaching, modeling, and using language with their chil-
dren and with those with whom they worked in classrooms or the
mills. They then compared these ways with those described in both
the research literature and my accounts of Roadville and Track-
ton, communities similar to those from which most millworkers
and about 70 percent of the students in the local schools came.
Mill foremen agreed to teach me about a world of learning very
different from that of school classrooms. With their help, I was
able to spend part of my time in the textile mills, learning about
the varieties of language uses adults from Roadpville and Trackton
met there, from the weaving rooms to the credit union offices. In
addition, teachers welcomed me as teacher-aide or co-teacher in
their classrooms. Together, we took fieldnotes, identified patterns
of communicative interactions, and delineated what the school
and the mill defined as “communication problems.” We searched
for solutions, wrote curricula, and tried new methods, materials,
and motivations to help working-class black and white children
learn more effectively than they had in the past. Fifteen of the
teachers had preschool children, and this cluster and their families
form one portion of the group referred to in this book as the
townspeople. This cluster recorded, analyzed, and compared their
own habits of interacting with their young children with those
of Roadville and Trackton. As associate, colleague, aide, and
sometime-co-author of curricular materials, I became a part of
the home lives, classrooms, and workplaces of many of the towns-
people. They came to recognize that in schools, commercial
establishments, and mills, mainstream language values and skills
were the expected norm, and individuals from communities such
as Roadpville and Trackton brought different language values and
skills to these situations. The story of these townspeople, especial-
ly the teachers, as learning researchers fills the final chapters of

this book.
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