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Introduction

Recent studies of North American Indian education problems have indicated that in
many ways Indian children are not culturally oriented to the ways in which classroom
learning is conducted. The Wax-Dumont study (Wax et al., 1964) of the Pine Ridge
Sioux discusses the lack of interest children show in what goes on in school and
Wolcott’s (1967) description of a Kwakiutl school tells of the Indian children’s
organized resistance to his ways of structuring classroom learning. Cazden and
John (1968) suggest that the “styles of learning” through which Indian children are
enculturated at home differ markedly from those to which they are introduced in the
classroom. And Hymes (1971) has pointed out that this may lead to sociolinguistic
interference when teacher and student do not recognize these differences in their
efforts to communicate with one another.

On the Warm Springs Indian Reservation in central Oregon, where T have been
carrying out research in patterns of speech usage, teachers have pointed to similar
phenomena, particularly in their repeated statements that Indian children show a
great deal of reluctance to talk in class, and that they participate less and less in verbal
interaction as they go through school. To help account for the reluctance of the Indian
children of Warm Springs (and elsewhere as well) to participate in classroom verbal
interactions, I am going to demonstrate how some of the social conditions governing
or determining when it is appropriate for a student to speak in the classroom differ
from those that govern verbal participation and other types of communicative
performances in the Warm Springs Indian community’s social interactions.

The data on which discussion of these differences will be based are drawn, first of
all, from comparative observations in all-Indian classes in the reservation grammar
school and non-Indian or white classes in another grammar school at the first- and
sixth-grade levels. The purpose here is to define the communicative contexts in which
Indian and non-Indian behavior and participation differ, and to describe the ways in
which they differ.

After defining the situations or social contexts in which Indian students’ verbal
participation is minimal, discussion will shift to consideration of the social conditions
in Indian cultural contexts that define when speaking is appropriate, attending to
children’s learning experiences both at home and in the community-wide social
activities in which they participate.

The end goal of this discussion will be to demonstrate that the social conditions
that define when a person uses speech in Indian social situations are present in
classroom situations in which Indian students use speech a great deal, and absent in
the more prevalent classroom situations in which they fail to participate verbally.

There are several aspects of verbal participation in classroom contexts that should
be kept in mind during the discussion of why Indians are reluctant to talk. First of all,
a student’s use of speech in the classroom during structured lesson sessions is
a communicative performance in more than one sense of “performance.” It involves
demonstration of sociolinguistic competency, itself a complex combination of lin-
guistic competency and social competency involving knowledge of when and in what
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style one must present one’s utterances, among other things. This type of compe-
tency, however, is involved in every speech act. But in the classroom there is a second
sense in which speaking is a performance that is more special although not unique to
classroom interactions. In class, speaking is the first and primary mode for communi-
cating competency in all of the areas of skill and knowledge that schools purport to
teach. Children communicate what they have learned to the teacher and their fellow
students through speaking; only rarely do they demonstrate what they know through
physical activity or creation of material objects. While writing eventually becomes a
second important channel or mode for communicating knowledge or demonstrating
skills, writing, as a skill, is to a great extent developed through verbal interaction
between student and teacher, as is reading.

Consequently, if talk fails to occur, then the channel through which learning
sessions are conducted is cut off, and the structure of classroom interaction that
depends on dialogue between teacher and student breaks down and no longer
functions as it is supposed to. Thus, while the question “Why don’t Indian kids talk
more in class?” is in a sense a very simple one, it is also a very basic one, and the lack
of talk a problem that needs to be dealt with if Indian children are to learn what is
taught in American schools.

Cultural and Educational Background of the Warm Springs Indians

Before embarking on the main task of the discussion outlined above, some back-
ground information on the setting of the research, the Warm Springs Indian Reser-
vation, is necessary to provide some sense of the extent to which the cultural,
linguistic, and educational situation there may be similar to or different from that
of North American Indians in other parts of the country.

Today the reservation of 564,209 acres is populated by some 1,500 descendants of
the “bands” of Warm Springs Sahaptin, Wasco Chinook, and Paiute Indians who
gradually settled there after the reservation was established in 1855. The Warm
Springs Indians have always been the largest group numerically, followed by the
Wasco,with the Paiutes so small in number that their influence in the culture of the
reservation has been of relatively small significance. Although they spoke different
languages, the Warm Springs and Wasco groups were geographically quite close to
one another before the reservation was established and were culturally similar in
many respects. Thus, after over a hundred years together on the reservation, they
presently share approximately the same cultural background.

‘The “tribe,” as the Indians of Warm Springs now refer to themselves collectively,
today comprises a single closely integrated community with strong tribal leadership,
which receives the full backing of the people. Until after World War II the Indians
here experienced considerable poverty and hardship. Since that time, however, tribal
income from the sale of reservation timber has considerably improved the economic
situation, as has tribal purchase of a sawmill and a small resort, which provide jobs
for tribal members.
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With the income from these enterprises, and drawing as well on various forms of
federal aid available to them, the tribe has developed social programs to help
members of the tribe in a number of ways. Chief among their concerns is the
improvement of the education of their children, whom they recognize to be less
successful in school than their fellow non-Indian students. Tribal leaders have taken
numerous important steps to increase the educational opportunities of their young
people, including the establishment of a scholarship program for college students and
a tribal education office with half a dozen full-time employees supervising the tribally
sponsored kindergarten, study halls, and community center courses as well as the
federally sponsored programs such as VISTA, Head Start, and Neighborhood Youth
Corps. The education office employees also act as liaisons between parents of
children with problems in school and the administrators and teachers of the public
schools the children attend. In sum, the tribe is doing a great deal to provide the
Warm Springs children with the best education possible.

Despite their efforts, and those of the public school officials, who are under
considerable pressure from tribal leaders to bring about changes in the schools that
will result in the improvement of the academic performance of Indian students, the
Indians continue to do poorly in school when compared to the non-Indian students in
the same school system.

One of the most important things to know about the schools the Indian children
attend is the “ethnic” composition of their classes. For the first six grades, Warm
Springs children attend a public school that is located on the reservation. Here their
classmates are almost all Indians and their teachers are all non-Indians or whites.
After the first six grades, they are bused into the town of Madras, a distance of fifteen
to thirty miles, depending on where they live on the reservation. Here, encountering
their fellow white students for the first time, the Indian students are outnumbered by
a ratio of five to one. From the point of view of tribal leaders, it is only when they
reach the high school, or ninth grade, that the Indian students’ “problems” really
become serious, for it is at this point that hostility between Indian and non-Indian is
expressed openly, and the Indian students’ failure to participate in classroom discus-
sions and school activities is recognized by everyone.

There is, however, abundant evidence that Indian students’” learning difficulties
begin long before they reach the high school. The statistics that are available on their
educational achievements and problems are very similar to those which have been
reported for Indians in other parts of the country (Berry, 1969). On national achieve-
ment tests the Warm Springs Indian children consistently score lower than the
national average in skills tested. Their lowest scores are in areas involving verbal
competencies, and the gap between their level of performance on such tests and the
national averages widens as they continue into the higher grade levels (Zentner, 1960).

Although many people on the reservation still speak an Indian language, today all
of the Warm Springs children in school are monolingual speakers of English. The
dialect of Bnglish they speak, however, is not the Standard English of their teachers,
but one that is distinctive to the local Indian community, and that in some aspects of
grammar and phonology shows influence from the Indian languages spoken on the
reservation.

T
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In addition, there is some evidence that many children are exposed to talk in the
Indian languages that may affect their acquisition of English. Because older people on
the reservation are very concerned about the Indian languages’ dying out, many of
them make a concerted effort to teach young children an Indian language, particu-
larly the Warm Springs Sahaptin. Thus some infants and young children are spoken
to consistently in both Warm Springs and English. Every Indian child still knows
some Indian words, and many informants report that while their children refuse to
speak the Warm Springs Sahaptin — particularly after they start school — they
understand much of what is said to them in it.

The effects of the acquisition of a very local dialect of English and the exposure to
the Warm Springs language on classroom learning are difficult for local educators to
assess because children say so little in the presence of the teachers. Observations of
Indian children’s verbal interactions outside the classroom indicate a control and
productive use of linguistic rules that is manifested infrequently in classroom utter-
ances, indicating that the appropriate social conditions for speech use, from the
Indians’ point of view, are lacking. It is this problem with appropriate social contexts
for speaking that will now be considered in greater detail.

Conditions for Speech Use in School Classrooms

When the children first enter school, the most immediate concern of the teachers is
to teach them the basic rules for classroom behavior upon which the maintenance of
continuous and ordered activity depends. One of the most important of these is the
distinction between the roles of teacher and student. In this there is the explicit and
implicit assumption that the teacher controls all of the activity taking place in the
classroom and the students accept and are obedient to her authority. She determines
the sociospatial arrangements of all interactions; she decrees when and where
movement takes place within the classroom. And most important for our present
concern with communication, she determines who will talk and when they will talk.

While some class activities are designed to create the sense of a class of students as
an organized group with class officers, or student monitors carrying out various
responsibilities contributing to the group, actual spontaneous organization within
the student group that has not been officially designated by the teacher is not
encouraged. It interferes with the scheduling of activities as the teacher has organ-
ized them. The classroom situation is one in which the teacher relates to the students
as an undifferentiated mass, much as a performer in front of an audience. Or she
relates to each student on a one-to-one basis, often with the rest of the class as the still
undifferentiated audience for the performance of the individual child.

In comparing the Indian and non-Indian learning of these basic classroom
distinctions which define the conditions in which communication will take place,
differences are immediately apparent. Indian first-graders are consistently slower to
begin acting in accordance with these basic arrangements. They do not remember to
raise their hands and wait to be called on before speaking, they wander to parts of the
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room other than the one in which the teacher is conducting a session, and they talk
to other students while the teacher is talking, much further into the school year
than do students in non-Indian classes. And the Indian children continue to fail to
conform to classroom procedure much more frequently through the school year.

In contrast to the non-Indian students, the Indian students consistently show a
great deal more interest in what their fellow students are doing than in what the
teacher is doing. While non-Indian students constantly make bids for the attention
of their teachers, through initiating dialogue with them as well as through other acts,
Indian students do very little of this. Instead they make bids for the attention of their
fellow students through talk. At the first-grade level, and more noticeably (with
new teachers only) at the sixth-grade level, Indian students often act in deliberate
organized opposition to the teacher’s directions. Thus, at the first-grade level, if one
student is told not to put his feet on his chair, another will immediately put his feet on
his chair, and he will be imitated by other students who see him do this. In non-Indian
classrooms, such behavior was observed only at the sixth-grade level in interaction
with a substitute teacher.

In other words, there is, on the part of Indian students, relatively less interest, desire,
and/or ability to internalize and act in accordance with some of the basic rules
underlying classroom maintenance of orderly interaction. Most notably, Indian
students are less willing than non-Indian students to accept the teacher as director
and controller of all classroom activities. They are less interested in developing the
one-to-one communicative relationship between teacher and student, and more
interested in maintaining and developing relationships with their peers, regardless of
what is going on in the classroom.

Within the basic framework of teacher-controlled interaction, there are several
possible variations in structural arrangements of interaction, which will be referred to
from here on as “participant structures.” Teachers use different participant structures,
or ways of arranging verbal interaction with students, for communicating different
types of educational material, and for providing variation in the presentation of the
same material to hold children’s interest. Often the notion that different kinds of
materials are taught better and more efficiently through one sort of participant
structuring rather than another is also involved.

In the first type of participant structure the teacher interacts with all of the
students. She may address all of them, or a single student in the presence of the rest
of the students. The students may respond as a group or chorus in unison, or individu-
ally in the presence of their peers. And finally, student verbal participation may
be either voluntary, as when the teacher asks who knows the answer to her question,
or compulsory, as when the teacher asks a particular student to answer, whether
his hand is raised or not. And always it is the teacher who determines whether she
talks to one or to all, receives responses individually or in chorus, and voluntarily or
without choice.

In a second type of participant structure, the teacher interacts with only some of
the students in the class at once, as in reading groups. In such contexts participation
is usually mandatory rather than voluntary, individual rather than chorus, and each
student is expected to participate or perform verbally, for the main purpose of such
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smaller groups is to provide the teacher with the opportunity to assess the knowledge
acquired by each individual student. During such sessions, the remaining students
who are not interacting with the teacher are usually working alone or independently
at their desks on reading or writing assignments.

A third participant structure consists of all students working independently at their
desks, but with the teacher explicitly available for student-initiated verbal interaction,
in which the child indicates he wants to communicate with the teacher by raising his
hand, or by approaching the teacher at her desk. In either case, the interaction between
student and teacher is not witnessed by the other students in that they do not hear
what is said.

A fourth participant structure, and one that occurs infrequently in the upper
primary grades, and rarely, if ever, in the lower grades, consists of the students’ being
divided into small groups that they run themselves, though always with the more
distant supervision of the teacher, and usually for the purpose of so-called “group
projects.” As a rule such groups have official “chairmen,” who assume what is in other
contexts the teacher’s authority in regulating who will talk when.

In observing and comparing Indian and non-Indian participation or communica-
tive performances in these four different structural variations of contexts in which
communication takes place, differences between the two groups again emerge very
clearly.

In the first two participant structures where students must speak out individually
in front of the other students, Indian children show considerable reluctance to
participate, particularly when compared to non-Indian students. When the teacher
is in front of the whole class, they volunteer to speak relatively rarely, and teachers
at the Warm Springs grammar school generally hold that this reluctance to volunteer
to speak out in front of other students increases as the children get older.

When the teacher is with a small group, and each individual must give some kind
of communicative verbal performance in turn, Indian children much more frequently
refuse, or fail to utter a word when called upon, and much less frequently, if ever,
urge the teacher to call on them than the non-Indians do. When the Indian children
do speak, they speak very softly, often in tones inaudible to a person more than a
few feet away, and in utterances typically shorter or briefer than those of their
non-Indian counterparts.

In situations where the teacher makes herself available for student-initiated
communication during sessions in which students are working independently on
assignments that do not involve verbal communication, students at the first-grade
level in the Indian classes at first rarely initiate contact with the teachers. After a few
weeks in a classroom they do so as frequently as the non-Indian students. And at the
sixth-grade level Indian students initiate such relatively private encounters with
teachers much more frequently than non-Indian students do.

When students control and direct the interaction in small group projects, as
described for the fourth type of participant structure, there is again a marked contrast
between the behavior of Indian and non-Indian students. It is in such contexts that
Indian students become most tully involved in what they are doing, concentrating
completely on their work until it is completed, talking a great deal to one another
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within the group, and competing, with explicit remarks to that effect, with the other
groups. Non-Indian students take more time in “getting organized,” disagree and
argue more regarding how to go about a task, rely more heavily on appointed chair-
men for arbitration and decision-making, and show less interest, at least explicitly,
incompeting with other groups from their class.

Observations of the behavior of both Indian and non-Indian children outside the
classroom during recess periods and teacher-organized physical education periods
provide further evidence that the differences in readiness to participate in interaction
are related to the way in which the interaction is organized and controlled.

When such outside-class activity is organized by the teachers, it is for the purpose
of teaching children games through which they develop certain physical and social
skills. If the games involve a role distinction between leader and followers in which the
leader must tell the others what to do — as in Simon Says, Follow the Leader, Green
Light Red Light, and even Farmer in the Dell - Indian children show a great deal of
reluctance to assume the leadership role. This is particularly true when the child is
appointed leader by the teacher and must be repeatedly urged to act in telling the
others what to do before doing so. Non-Indian children, in contrast, vie eagerly for
such positions, calling upon the teacher and/or other students to select them.

If such playground activity is unsupervised, and the children are left to their own
devices, Indian children become involved in games of team competition much more
frequently than non-Indian children. And they sustain such game activities for longer
periods of time and at younger ages than non-Indian children. While non-Indian
children tend more to play in groups of two and three, and in the upper primary
grades to form “friendships” with one or two persons from their own class in school,
Indian children interact with a greater number of children consistently, and maintain
friendships and teams with children from classes in school other than their own.

In reviewing the comparison of Indian and non-Indian students’ verbal participation
under different social conditions, two features of the Warm Springs children’s
behavior stand out. First of all, they show relatively less willingness to perform or
participate verbally when they must speak alone in front of other students. Second,
they are relatively less eager to speak when the point at which speech occurs is dictated
by the teacher, as it is during sessions when the teacher is working with the whole
class or a small group. They also show considerable reluctance to be placed in the
“leadership” play roles that require them to assume the same type of dictation of the
acts of their peers.

Parallel to these negative responses are the positive ones of a relatively greater
willingness to participate in group activities that do not create a distinction between
individual performer and audience, and a relatively greater use of opportunities in
which the point at which the student speaks or acts is determined by himself, rather
than by the teacher or a “leader.”

It is apparent that there are situations arising in the classroom that do allow for
the Indian students to verbalize or communicate under or within the participant
structures their behavior indicates they prefer; otherwise it would not have been
possible to make the distinctions between their behavior and that of non-Indians in
the areas just discussed. However, the frequency of occurrence of such situations in
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the classroom is very low when compared to the frequency of occurrence of the
type of participant structuring in which Indian students fail to participate verbally,
particularly in the lower grades.

In other words, most verbal communication that is considered part of students’
learning experience does take the structure of individual students’ speaking in front of
other students. About half of this speaking is voluntary insofar as students are invited
to volunteer to answer, and half is compulsory in that a specific student is called on
and expected to answer. In either case, it is the teacher who establishes when talk will
occur and within what kind of participant structure.

There are many reasons why most of the verbal communication takes place under
such conditions. Within our particular education system, a teacher needs to know how
much her students have learned or absorbed from the material she has presented.
Students’ verbal responses provide one means — and the primary means, particularly
before students learn to write — of measuring their progress, and are thus the teacher’s
feedback. And, again within our particular educational system, it is not group but
individual progress with which our teachers are expected to be concerned.

In addition, it is assumed that students will learn from each others’ performances
both what is false or wrong, and what is true or correct. Another aspect of this rype of
public performance that may increase educators’ belief in its efficacy is the students’
awareness that these communicative acts are performances, in the sense of being
demonstrations of competency. The concomitant awareness that success or failure
in such acts is a measure of their worth in the eyes of those present increases their
motivation to do well. Thus they will remember when they made a mistake and try
harder to do well to avoid public failure, in a way they would not were their
performances in front of a smaller number of people. As I will try to demonstrate
further on, however, the educators” assumption of the validity or success of this type
of enculturation process, which can briefly be referred to as “learning through public
mistakes,” is not one the Indians share, and this has important implications for our
understanding of Indian behavior in the classroom.

The consequences of the Indians’ reluctance to participate in these speech situa-
tions are several. First of all, the teacher loses the primary means she has of receiving
feedback on the children’s acquisition of knowledge, and is thus less able to establish
at what point she must begin again to instruct them, particularly in skills requiring a
developmental sequencing, as in reading.

A second consequence of this reluctance to participate in speech situations requiring
mandatory individual performances is that the teachers in the Warm Springs grammar
school modify their teaching approach whenever possible to accommodate, in a
somewhat ad hoc fashion, what they refer to as the Indian students’ “shyness.” In the
first grade it is not easy to make very many modifications because of what teachers
perceive as a close relationship between the material being taught and the methods
used to teach it. There is some feeling, also, that the teaching methods that can be
effective with children at age six are somewhat limited in range. However, as students
go up through the grades, there is an increasing tendency for teachers to work with
the notion, not always a correct one, that given the same body of material there are a
number of different ways of “presenting” it, or in the terms being used here, a range
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of different participant structures and modes of communication (e.g., talking versus
reading and writing) that can be used.

Even so, at the first-grade level there are already some changes made to accommao-
date the Indian children that are notable. When comparing the Indian first-grade
classes with the non-Indian first-grade classes, one finds very few word games being
used that involve students’ giving directions to one another. And even more con-
spicuous in Indian classes is the absence of the ubiquitous “show and tell” or “sharing,”
through which students learn to get up in front of the class, standing where the
teacher stands, and presenting, as the teacher might, a monologue relating an experi-
ence or describing a treasured object that is supposed to be of interest to the rest of
the class. When asked whether this activity was used in the classroom, one teacher
explained that she had previously used it, but so few children ever volunteered to
“share” that she finally discontinued it.

By the time the students reach the sixth grade, the range of modes and settings for
communication has increased a great deal, and the opportunity for elimination of
some participant structures in preference to others is used by the teachers. As one
sixth-grade teacher put it, “I spend as little time in front of the class as possible.” In
comparison with non-Indian classes, Indian classes have a relatively greater number of
group “projects.” Thus, while non-Indian students are learning about South American
history through reading texts and answering the teacher’s questions, Indian students
are doing group-planned and -executed murals depicting a particular stage in Latin
American history; while non-Indian students are reading science texts and answering
questions about how electricity is generated, Indian students are doing group-run
experiments with batteries and motors.

Similarly, in the Indian classes “reports” given by individual students are almost
nonexistent, but are a typical means in non-Indian classes for demonstrating
knowledge through verbal performance. And finally, while in non-Indian classes
students are given opportunities to ask the teacher questions in front of the class, and
do so, Indian students are given fewer opportunities for this because when they do
have the opportunity, they don't use it. Rather, the teacher of Indians allows more
periods in which she is available for individual students to approach her alone and ask
their questions where no one else can hear them.

The teachers who make these adjustments, and not all do, are sensitive to the
inclinations of their students and want to teach them through means to which they
most readily adapt. However, by doing so they are avoiding teaching the Indian
children how to communicate in precisely the contexts in which they are least able
but most need to learn if they are to “do well in school.” The teachers handicap them-
selves by setting up performance situations for the students in which they are least able
to arrive at the evaluations of individual competence upon which they rely for feed-
back to establish at what level they must begin to teach. And it is not at all clear that
students do acquire the same information through one form of communication as
they do through another. Thus these manipulations of communication settings and
participant structures, which are intended to transmit knowledge to the students
creatively through the means to which they are most adjusted, may actually be causing
the students to miss completely types of information their later high school teachers
will assume they picked up in grammar school.
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The consequences of this partial adaptation to Indian modes of communication
become apparent when the Indian students join the non-Indian students at the
junior and senior high school levels. Here, where the Indian students are outnum-
bered five to one, there is no manipulation and selection of communication settings to
suit the inclinations of the Indians. Here the teachers complain that the Indian students
never talk in class, and never ask questions, and everyone wonders why.

It does not necessarily follow from this that these most creative teachers at the
grade school level should stop what they are doing. Perhaps it should be the teachers
at the junior and senior high school levels who make similar adaptations. Which of
these occurs (or possibly there are other alternatives) depends on the goals the Indian
community has for its youngsters, an issue that will be briefly considered in the
conclusion of the paper.

Conditions for Speech Use in the Warm Springs Indian Community

To understand why the Warm Springs Indian children speak out readily under some
social conditions but fail to do so under others, it is necessary to examine the socio-
linguistic assumptions determining the conditions for communicative performances,
particularly those involving explicit demonstrations of knowledge or skill, in the Indian
community. It will be possible here to deal with only some of the many aspects of
communication involved. Attention will focus first on the social structuring of learning
situations or contexts in which knowledge and skills are communicated to children in
Indian homes. Then some consideration will be given to the underlying rules or condi-
tions for participation in the community-wide social events that preschool children, as
well as older children, learn through attending such events with their families.

The Indian child’s preschool and outside-school enculturation at home differs
from that of many non-Indian or white middle-class children’s in that a good deal
of the responsibility for the care and training of children is assumed by persons other
than the parents of the children. In many homes the oldest children, particularly if
they are girls, assume these responsibilities when the parents are at home, as well as
when they are not. Frequently, also, grandparents, uncles, and aunts assume the
full-time responsibility for care and instruction of children. Children thus become
accustomed to interacting with and following the instructions and orders of a greater
number of people than is the case with non-Indian children. Equally important is the
fact that all of the people with whom Indian children form such reciprocal nurturing
and learning relationships are kinsmen. Indian children are rarely, if ever, taken care
of by “baby-sitters” from outside the family. Most of their playmates before beginning
school are their siblings and cousins, and these peer relationships typically continue
to be the strongest bonds of friendship through school and adult life, later providing a
basis for reciprocal aid in times of need, and companionship in many social activities.

Indian children are deliberately taught skills around the home (for girls) and in the
outdoors (for boys) at an earlier age than many middle-class non-Indian children. Girls,
for example, learn to cook some foods before they are eight, and by this age may be
fully competent in cleaning a house without any aid or supervision from adults.
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There are other areas of competence in which Indian children are expected to be
proficient at earlier ages than non-Indian children, for which the means of encultura-
tion or socialization are less visible and clear-cut. While still in grammar school, at
the age of ten or eleven, some children are considered capable of spending afternoons
and evenings in the company of only other children, without the necessity of
accounting for their whereabouts or asking permission to do whatever specific
activity is involved. At this same age many are also considered capable of deciding
where they want to live, and for what reasons one residence is preferable to another.
They may spend weeks or months at a time living with one relative or another, until
it is no longer possible to say that they live in any particular household.

In general, then, Warm Springs Indian children become accustomed to self-
determination of action, accompanied by very little disciplinary control from older
relatives, at much younger ages than middle-class white children do.

In the context of the household, learning takes place through several sorts of
somewhat different processes. First of all, children are present at many adult
interactions as silent but attentive observers. While it is not yet clear how adult
activities in which children are not full participants are distinguished from those in
which children may participate fully, and from those for which they are not allowed to
be present at all, there are clearly marked differences. What is most remarkable,
however, is that there are many adult conversations to which children pay a great deal
of silent, patient attention. This contrasts sharply with the behavior of non-Indian
children, who show little patience in similar circumstances, desiring either to become
a full participant through verbal interaction, or to become completely involved in
some other activity.

There is some evidence that this silent listening and watching was, in the Warm
Springs culture, traditionally the first step in learning skills of a fairly complex nature.
For example, older women reminisce about being required to watch their elder
relatives tan hides when they were very young, rather than being allowed to play. And
certainly the winter evening events of myth-telling, which provided Indian children
with their first explicitly taught moral lessons, involved them as listening participants
rather than as speakers.

A second type of learning involves the segmentation of a task by an older relative,
and the partial carrying out of the task or one of its segments by the child. In house-
hold tasks, for example, a child is given a very simple portion of a job (e.g., in cleaning
a room the child may begin by helping move the furniture) and works in cooperation
with and under the supervision of an older relative. Such activities involve a small
amount of verbal instruction or direction from the older relative, and allow for
questions on the part of the child. Gradually the child comes to learn all of the skills
involved in a particular process, consistently under the supervision of an older
relative who works along with him.

This mode of instruction is not unique to the Warm Springs Indians, of course;
many non-Indian parents use similar methods. However, there are aspects of this type
of instruction that differ from its use among non-Indians. First of all, when it occurs
among the Indians it is likely to be preceded by the long periods of observation
just described. The absence of such observation among non-Indian children is
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perhaps replaced by elaborate verbal instructions outlining the full scope of a task
before the child attempts any part of it.

A second way in which this type of instruction among the Warm Springs
Indians differs from that of non-Indians is the absence of “testing” of the child’s skill
by the instructing kinsman before the child exercises the skill unsupervised. Although
it is not yet clear how this works in a diversity of situations, it appears that in many
areas of skill, the child takes it upon himself to test the skill unsupervised and
alone, without other people around. In this way, if he is unsuccesstul his failure is
not seen by others. If he is successful, he can show the results of his success to
those by whom he has been taught, whether it be in the form of a deer that has been
shot, a hide tanned, a piece of beadwork completed, or a dinner on the table when the
adults come home from work.

Again there is some evidence that this type of private individual's testing of
competency, followed by public demonstration only when competency is fully
developed and certain, has been traditional in the Warm Springs Indian culture. The
most dramatic examples of this come from the processes of acquisition of religious
and ritual knowledge. In the vision quests through which adolescents, or children
of even younger ages, acquired spirit power, individuals spent long periods in isolated
mountain areas from which they were expected to emerge with skills they had not
previously demonstrated. While some of these abilities were not fully revealed
until later in life, the child was expected to be able to relate some experience of a
supernatural nature that would prove that he had, in fact, been visited by a spirit.
Along the same lines, individuals until very recently received and learned, through
dreams and visions, ritual songs that they would sing for the first time in full and
completed form in the presence of others.

The contexts described here in which learning takes place can be perceived as an
idealized sequence of three steps: (1) observation, which of course includes listening;
(2) supervised participation; and (3) private, self-initiated self'testing. It is not the case
that all acquisition of skills proceeds through such phases, however, but rather only
some of these skills that Indian adults consciously and deliberately teach their children,
and which the children consciously try to learn. Those which are learned through less
deliberate means must to some extent invoke similar structuring, but it is difficult to
determine to what extent.

The use of speech in the process is notably minimal. Verbal directions or instructions
are few, being confined to corrections and question-answering. Nor does the final
demonstration of skill particularly involve verbal performance, since the validation
of skill so often involves display of some material evidence or non-verbal physical
expression.

This process of Indian acquisition of competence may help to explain, in part,
Indian children’s reluctance to speak in front of their classmates. In the classroom, the
processes of acquisition of knowledge and demonstration of knowledge are collapsed
into the single act of answering questions or reciting when called upon to do so by
the teacher, particularly in the lower grades. Here the assumption is that one will
learn, and learn more effectively, through making mistakes in front of others. The
Indian children have no opportunity to observe others performing successfully
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before they attempt it, except for their fellow classmates who precede them and are
themselves uninitiated. They have no opportunity to “practice,” and to decide for
themselves when they know enough to demonstrate their knowledge; rather, their
performances are determined by the teacher. And finally, their only channel for
communicating competency is verbal, rather than non-verbal.

Turning now [rom learning processes in the home to learning experiences
outside the home, in social and ritual activities involving community members
other than kinsmen, there is again considerable evidence that Indian children’s
understanding of when and how one participates and performs individually, and
thus demonstrates or communicates competence, differs considerably from what is
expected of them in the classroom.

Children of all ages are brought to every sort of community-wide social event
sponsored by Indians (as distinct from those sponsored by non-Indians). There is rarely,
if ever, such a thing as an Indian community event that is attended by adults only. At
many events children participate in only certain roles, but this is true of everyone.
Sociospatially and behaviorally, children must always participate minimally, as do
all others, in sitting quietly and attentively alongside their elders.

One of the social features that characterizes social events that are not explicitly kin
group affairs, including activities like political general councils, social dinners, and
worship dances, is that they are open to participation by all members of the Warm
Springs Indian community. While different types of activities are more heavily attended
by certain Indians rather than others, and fairly consistently sponsored and arranged
by certain individuals, it is always clear that everyone is invited, both by community
knowledge of this fact and by explicit announcements on posters placed in areas where
most people pass through at one time or another in their day-to-day activities.

A second feature of such activities is that there is usually no one person directing
the activity verbally, or signaling changes from one phase to another. Instead the
structure is determined either by a set procedure or ritual, or there is a group of people
who in various complementary ways provide such cuing and direction. Nor are there
any participant roles that can be filled or are filled by only one person. In dancing,
singing, and drumming there are no soloists, and where there are performers
who begin a sequence, and are then joined by others, more than one performer takes
a turn at such initiations. The speaking roles are handled similarly. In contexts where
speeches are appropriate, it is made clear that anyone who wants to may “say a few
words.” The same holds true for political meetings, where the answerer to a question
is not necessarily one who is on a panel or council, but rather the person who feels
he is qualified, by his knowledge of a subject, to answer. In all situations thus allowing
for anyone who wants to to speak, no time limit is set, so that the talking continues
until everyone who wants to has had the opportunity to do so.

This does not mean that there are never any “leaders” in Indian social activities, but
rather that leadership takes quite a different form from that in many non-Indian
cultural contexts. Among the people of Warm Springs, a person is not a leader by
virtue of holding a particular position, even in the case of members of the tribal
council and administration. Rather, he is a leader because he has demonstrated ability
in some sphere and activity, and many individuals choose to follow his suggestions
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because they have independently each decided they are good ones. If, for example,
an individual plans and announces an activity, but few people offer to help him
carry it out or attend it, then that is an indication that the organizer is not a respected
leader in the community at the present time. And the likelihood that he will repeat
his efforts in the near future is reduced considerably.

This type of “leadership,” present today among the people of Warm Springs, is
reminiscent of that which was described by Hoebel for the Comanche chiefs:

In matters of daily routine, such as camp moving, he merely made the decisions himself,
announcing them through a camp crier. Anyone who did not like his decision simply
ignored it. If in time a good many people ignored his announcements and preferred to
stay behind with some other man of influence, or perhaps to move in another direction
with that man, the chief had then lost his following. He was no longer chief, and another
had quietly superseded him. (Hoebel, 1954, p. 132)

A final feature of Indian social activities, which should be recognized from what
has already been said, is that all who do attend an activity may participate in at least
some of the various forms participation takes for the given activity, rather than
there being a distinction made between participants or performers and audience.
At many Indian gatherings, particularly those attended by older people, this aspect
of the situation is reflected in its sociospatial arrangement: People are seated in such
a way that all present are facing one another, usually in an approximation of a square,
and the focus of activity is either along one side of the square, or in its center, or a
combination of the two.

And each individual chooses the degree of his participation. No one, other than,
perhaps, those who set up the event, is committed to being present beforehand, and all
participating roles beyond those of sitting and observing are determined by the indi-
vidual at the point at which he decides to participate, rather than being prescheduled.

In summary, the Indian social activities to which children are early exposed outside
the home generally have the following properties: (1) they are community-wide, in the
sense that they are open to all Warm Springs Indians; (2) there is no single individual
directing and controlling all activity, and, to the extent that there are “leaders,” their
leadership is based on the choice to follow made by each person; (3) participation in
some form is accessible to everyone who attends. No one need be exclusively an
observer or audience, and there is consequently no sharp distinction between
audience and performer. And each individual chooses for himself the degree of his
participation during the activity.

If one now compares the social conditions for verbal participation in the
classroom with the conditions underlying many Indian events in which children
participate, a number of differences emerge.

First of all, classroom activities are not community-wide, and, more importantly,
the participants in the activity are not drawn just from the Indian community. The
teacher, as a non-Indian, is an outsider and a stranger to these events. In addition, by
virtue of her role as teacher, she structurally separates herself from the rest of the
participants, her students. She places herself outside the interaction and activity of

the students. This encourages their cultural perceptions of themselves as the relevant
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community, in opposition to the teacher, perhaps much as they see themselves in
opposition to other communities, and on a smaller scale, as one team is in opposition to
another. In other words, on the basis of the Indians’ social experiences, one is either a
part of a group or outside it. The notion of a single individual being structurally set
apart from all others, in anything other than an observer role, and yet still a part of the
group organization, is one that children probably encounter for the first time in
school, and continue to experience only in non-Indian-derived activities (e.g., in
bureaucratic, hierarchically structured occupations). This helps to explain why Indian
students show so little interest in initiating interaction with the teacher in activities
involving other students.

Second, in contrast to Indian activities where many people are involved in
determining the development and structure of an event, there is only one single
authority directing everything in the classroom, namely the teacher. And the teacher
is not the controller or leader by virtue of the individual students’ choices to follow
her, as is the case in Indian social activities, but rather by virtue of her occupation
of the role of teacher. This difference helps to account for the Indian children’s frequent
indifference to the directions, orders, and requests for compliance with classroom
social rules that the teacher issues.

Third, it is not the case in the classroom that all students may participate in any
given activity, as in Indian community activities. Nor are they given the opportunity to
choose the degree of their participation, which, on the basis of evidence discussed
earlier, would in Indian contexts be based on the individual’s having already ascertained
in private that he was capable of successful verbal communication of competence.
Again these choices belong to the teacher.

Conclusion

In summary, Indian children fail to participate verbally in classroom interaction
because the social conditions for participation to which they have become accus-
tomed in the Indian community are lacking. The absence of these appropriate social
conditions for communicative performances affects the most common and everyday
speech acts that occur in the classroom. If the Indian child fails to follow an order
Or answer a question, it may not be because he doesn't understand the linguistic
structure of the imperative and the interrogative, but rather because he does not
share the non-Indian’s assumption in such contexts that use of these syntactic forms
by definition implies an automatic and immediate response from the person to whom
they were addressed. For these assumptions are sociolinguistic assumptions that are
not shared by the Indians.

Educators cannot assume that because Indian children (or any children from
cultural backgrounds other than those that are implicit in American classrooms)
speak English, or are taught it in the schools, that they have also assimilated all of the
sociolinguistic rules underlying interaction in classrooms and other non-Indian social
situations where English is spoken. To the extent that existing cultural variation in

Participant Structures and Communicative Competence 411

sociolinguistic patterning that is not recognized by the schools results in learning
difficulties and feelings of inferiority for some children, changes in the structuring
of classroom learning situations are needed. Ultimately the nature of the changes to
be made should be determined by the educational goals of the particular communities
where this type of problem exists.

If, as may be the case on the Warm Springs Indian Reservation, the people’s main
concern is to enable Indian children to compete successfully with non-Indians, and to
have the choice of access to the modes of interaction and life styles of non-Indians, then
there should be a conscious effort made in the schools to teach the children the modes
for appropriate verbal participation that prevail in non-Indian classrooms. Thus, rather
than shifting away from situations in which children perform individually in front of
their peers only with great reluctance, conscious emphasis on and encouragement of
participation in such situations should be carried out in the early grades.

If, on the other hand, as also may be the case in Warm Springs (there are strong
differences of opinion here on this issue that complicate the teachers’ actions), there
is strong feeling in the community that its culturally distinctive modes of communi-
cation should be maintained and encouraged to flourish rather than be eliminated
through our educational system’s apparent pursuit of cultural uniformity throughout
the country, then quite a different shift in the orientation of classroom modes of
instruction would be called for. Here an effort to adapt the community’s conditions
for appropriate speech usage to the classroom should be made, not in an ad hoc and
partial fashion as at Warm Springs, but consistently and systematically. And where the
classroom situation is one in which children of more than one cultural background
come together, efforts should be made to allow for a complementary diversity in the
modes of communication through which learning and measurement of “success”

take place.
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