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Transformation and School Success:

The Politics and Culture of Educational

Achievement

FREDERICK ERICKSON

University of Pennsylvania

Various explanations for low school achievement of minority students include

those of cultural differencesbetween teacher and student and low motivation

of students because of cynicism regarding their chances in the labor market.

These explanations are compared, critiqued, and reconsidered in terms of crit

ical social theory, more especially resistance theory. The article considers the

perceived legitimacyof the school and its teachers and the development of op
positional culture by students. Transformation of routine educational practice
is necessary, and culturally responsive pedagogy is one means of transforma
tion. CULTURALLY RESPONSIVE PEDAGOGY, MINORITY STU
DENT ACHIEVEMENT, RESISTANCE THEORY, OPPOSITIONAL
CULTURE

There are numerous explanations for the generally low school achieve

ment of minority students and working-class students in schools in

the United States and other developed societies. A common explana
tion has been that of genetic deficit-poor children of color or of mi

nority cultural or language background have been seen as inherently
inferior, intellectually and morally, to the children of the middle class.
In the 1960's, among professional educators, cultural deficit explana
tions began to replace the genetic deficit explanation. Nurture re

placed nature as the main reason for school failure. Minority children,
it was argued, did not achieve because they did not experience a cog
nitively stimulating environment (Bereiter and Engelmann 1966;
Deutsch et al. 1967; Hess and Shipman 1965). Their language and life

style were intellectually impoverished. They were "culturally de

prived" or "socially disadvantaged."
As the anthropology of education became a distinct field in the mid-

1960s, its members were generally appalled by the ethnocentrism of
the cultural deficit explanation. It was not literally racist, in the sense

of a genetic deficit explanation. Yet it seemed culturally biased. The

poor were still being characterized invidiously as not only deprived
but depraved. The cultural deficit explanation seemed especially re

prehensible to many because its ethnocentricism was cloaked in the

legitimacy of social science. Various critiques were presented (e.g.,
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Baratz and Baratz 1970; Valentine 1968). These did not receive much

attention within the community of professional educators; perhaps
because the cultural deficit explanation was so attractive it enabled ed

ucators, frustrated by their difficulties in working with minority chil

dren, to place the responsibility for school failure outside the school.

In the late 1960s, sociolinguistically oriented anthropologists iden

tified a factor inside the school as playing an important role in the low

school achievement and morale of minority students. This was the fac

tor of cultural difference in communication style between teachers and

their students. This was a culturally relativist position. It blamed nei

ther the children of the poor nor the school staff. Rather, it provided
a way of seeing classroom troubles as inadvertent misunderstand

ing-teachers and students playing into each other's cultural blind

spots.
In the middle 1970s the sociolinguistic position began to be criticized

strongly by Ogbu (1978a, 1982). He identified a cause of school failure

outside the school itself. Inequity in access to employment, he argued,
had over many generations made minority people cynical about their

life chances in American society. They communicated this cynicism to

their children, and that accounted for the children's school failure.

In this article I will review the sociolinguistically oriented position
and that of Ogbu. I will characterize the sociolinguistic position as a

"communication process explanation" and Ogbu's position as a "per
ceived labor market explanation." I will then discuss both explana
tions in terms of a more comprehensive frame of reference, within

which the two lines of explanation can be seen to be complementary
in some ways although contradictory in others. I will also consider the

nature of school failure and success. School failure in this discussion is

used in two senses. It refers to the reflexive ways in which schools

"work at" failing their students and students "work at" failing to

achieve in school. School success is used in a similarly reflexive sense,

as something the school does as well as what the student does. I will

conclude by arguing that, whatever the reasons for school failure may
be in schools, it is necessary for educators to transform routine practice
and symbol systems in their own school settings as well as to work for

change in the larger society. Changing society is a big order, and

changing school societies is also a big order, in that it involves reorient

ing the daily struggles of doing school from collective work at failure

toward collective work at success.

Thesis: The Communication Process Explanation

This position emphasizes the role of culturally learned verbal and

nonverbal communication styles in explaining the high rates of school

failure by students of low socioeconomic status and minority ethnic

and cultural background. The argument is that, especially in the early
grades, when teachers and students differ in implicit expectations of
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appropriateness in behavior, they act in ways that each misinterprets.
Their expectations are derived from their experience outside school in

what sociolinguists have called speechcommunities (Gumperz 1972) or,

more recently, speech networks. The networks are sets of people who

associate closely and who come to share similar assumptions about the

appropriate uses and styles of communication. Culturally distinctive

ways of speaking (Hymes 1974) differ from one speech network to the

next. Boundaries between networks tend to run along the lines of ma

jor social divisions in modern mass societies, such as class, race or eth

nicity, and first language background. Thus while many people in the

United States belong to the same language community (i.e., they
know the sound system, grammar, and vocabulary of English), they
are members of differing speech networks (i.e., they have differing as

sumptions about ways of communicating that show functional inten

tions such as irony, sincerity, approval and positive concern, rapt at

tention, disinterest, disapproval, and the like). In addition, other sub

tle cultural differences obtain across networks-differences in as

sumptions regarding how much emotion should be displayed or felt,
how social control should be exercised. There are differences in pre
ferred room arrangements, body ornaments, and clothing styles.
However, since it is the verbal and nonverbal aspects of interactional

style that have been most intensively studied in recent sociolinguisti
cally oriented educational anthropology, it is these differences that are

mainly addressed here.

Cultural differences in ways of speaking and listening between the

child's speech network and the teacher's speech network, according
to the communication process explanation, lead to systematic and re

current miscommunication in the classroom (Hymes 1972: xix-xxv).
For example, if a child comes from a speech network in which direct

questions are avoided because they are regarded as intrusive, when a

teacher routinely asks that child a direct question in the classroom the
child may be puzzled by the teacher's strange behavior, and assume

that the teacher is angry. If the teacher comes from a speech network
in which it is expected that listeners will show attention by direct eye
contact while listening, and a child comes from a speech network in

which it is considered impolite to look directly at a speaker, the teacher

may infer that the child who is listening with averted eyes may be

bored, confused, or angry.
To the extent that either party in these routine interactional engage

ments reflects on the situation, cultural explanations for what is hap
pening do not occur to them. The teacher tends to use clinical labels
and to attribute internal traits to students (e.g., "unmotivated") rather
than seeing what is happening in terms of invisible cultural differ
ences. Nor does the teacher see student behavior as interactionallv
generated-a dialectical relation in which the teacher is inadvertently
coproducing with students the very behavior that he or she is taking
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as evidence of an individual characteristic of the student. Given the

power difference between teacher and student, what could be seen as

an interactional phenomenon to which teacher and student both con

tribute ends up institutionalized as an official diagnosis of student de

ficiency (Mehan 1978, 1980, 1987).
There is considerable empirical support for the communication pro

cess explanation. Numerous studies have documented interactional

difficulty in elementary classrooms that is related to cultural differ

ences in communication style (e.g., Barnhardt 1982, Erickson and Mo

hatt 1982, and Philips 1982, reporting studies of Native Americans in

Alaska, Northern Ontario, and Oregon; and Heath 1983, Michaels and

Collins 1984 and Piestrup 1973, reporting studies of urban and rural

black Americans). In addition, Barnhardt and Heath, among others,
have gone beyond documenting the existence of trouble that is related

to cultural difference. They have also claimed that culturally respon
sive pedagogy resulted in higher school achievement and morale than

was typical of Native American and black students in most schools. It

should be emphasized, however, that the relationship between cul

tural difference in communication and actual school achievement is

not clear, since most of the research that has been done on cultural

differences in communication style between home and school was not

designed to test directly a cause and effect relationship with school

achievement. (Indeed, many ethnographers would argue that such in

ference is not possible in social science.)
One set of studies (Au and Mason 1981) comes as close as one can

get toward demonstrating a causal connection between the cultural

communication patterns of classroom discourse and academic

achievement. This work was part of the research and development ef

fort at the Kamehameha Early Education Project in Hawaii (see the dis

cussion in Jordan 1985). In controlled experiments, two culturally dif

fering ways of teaching reading were done with native Hawaiian first

graders. In one way of teaching, the students followed mainstream

Anglo patterns for the conduct of turn-taking while discussing reading
stories. Those patterns required that only one child speak at a time.

The other way of teaching was to allow students to overlap in speaking
while others were speaking. This allowed students to comment and

build on each other's comments. Overlapping talk of this kind was

characteristic of certain kinds of speech situations that were common

in students' experience in family and community life, especially in a

named speech event, "talk-story." The way of teaching that incorpo
rated talk-storylike ways of speaking can be called a culturally respon
sive pedagogy because it accommodated to community cultural norms

for conversation.

When conversation in reading lessons was organized in a talk-sto

rylike way the students' participation was manifestly more enthusias

tic than it was when overlapping turns at speaking were prohibited.
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Moreover, the students' understanding of the reading texts, as mea

sured by tests given immediately after each lesson, was markedly
greater when the talk-storylike conversational format was used by the

teachers.

Why might so seemingly simple an adaptation as altering the struc

ture of conversational turn-taking in a lesson enhance the school

achievement of minority students? One line of explanation comes

from anthropology-the cultural adaptation may reduce culture shock
in the classroom, enabling students to feel conversationally competent
in familiar ways in an otherwise unfamiliar setting. In addition, the

school's acceptance of ways of acting that the children employ in a

mode of interaction that is positively regarded in their community
may, even for young children, be perceived by them at some level as

a symbolic affirmation of themselves and their community by the

school. There may be a chance to feel a bit at home, to feel you know

what you are doing, that what others do makes sense. You can feel

that there is some safety in this new world, and that the teacher likes

you.
Another line of explanation comes from cognitive psychology and

cognitively oriented theories of reading instruction. By using a familiar

conversational organization to approach the practice of unfamiliar

concepts and skills (those of reading a text) the overall cognitive task

structure is made simpler than it would be if both the social organi
zational aspects of the task and the academic subject matter organi
zational aspects of the task were unfamiliar. Thus students are able to

concentrate mental effort on the reading rather than on the reading
and the talking simultaneously. Moreover, the nature of talk-story like

conversation, in which conversational partners repeat and amplify
each other's ideas, makes for a conversational environment appropri
ate for the kind of reading that was being asked of the children-" com

prehension" of full sentences and of even larger discourse units in the

written text, as contrasted to "decoding" of smaller text units, such as

letter/sound combinations, morphemes, and words. When students
talk overlappingly about the sense of the story, echoing each other and

adding ideas in a conversational "Dagwood sandwich" of many lay
ers, they may, by the very repetition and overlapping in their talk, pro
vide mutually constructed cognitive scaffolding for each other. This
form of conversation may make it easier for students to grasp the idea
of the story than if those ideas were strung out one by one, in more

linear fashion, with less repetition.
In sum, the communication process explanation seems reasonable.

It is warranted by theory in anthropology and psychology and empir
ical evidence. Let us now turn to what has been presented as a com

peting explanation for school failure and success.

Antithesis: The Perceived Labor Market Explanation
This position, as articulated by its chief proponent, John Ogbu

(1974, 1978a, 1982, 1987b), argues that the main reason for the low
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school achievement of many minority students in the United States is

that those students (and their parents and peers) are convinced that

school success will not help them break out of a cycle of poverty that

they attribute to the racism that is endemic in American society. Such

minority students are members of what Ogbu calls "castelike" minor

ity groups (e.g., blacks, Chicanos, Puerto Ricans) who have resided

for generations in the United States in situations of oppression. Such

groups are distinguished from immigrant minority groups who have

not yet experienced oppression across many generations (e.g., Pun

jabis, Southeast Asians). In the castelike minority group, according to

Ogbu, members share a fatalistic perspective-there will never be jobs
(because of racism), so why try hard to succeed at school? Ogbu sees

the members of immigrant minority groups as much more optimistic
about their life chances in American society. Things may be bad here,
but not as bad as in the old country. Immigrant minority people in the

United States may still be committed to their ethnic heritage yet also

see the United States in a basically positive light. Since conditions in

the United States are better than the extremely negative conditions

they left when departing their home countries, the immigrants expe
rience America, despite its flaws, as being a land of opportunity for

them. Consequently, immigrant minority students and their parents
believe that effort devoted to school success is likely to pay off in future

employment. Students persist in their school work, encouraged in this

by their parents, and this persistence accounts for their school success.

The labor market explanation has much to recommend it. First,
there appears to be empirical support for it. In cross-cultural demo

graphic and school achievement data (Ogbu 1978b), it appears that do

mestic minority students fare less well in school than do immigrant
minority students. Indeed, immigrant minority students who come

from groups that were in the position of being a domestic minority
group in their country of origin in some cases seem to have done better

in school in the United States than did comparable students from that

ethnic group in the home country.
There seems also to be evidence that goes beyond that of formal re

search. The recent dramatic success in American schools of many stu

dents who were refugees from Southeast Asia is being mentioned in

the press and in political debate as evidence that culturally differing
students whose first language is not English can succeed in school

without the special assistance of bilingual or multicultural education

programs. Asian-American students represent an ever-increasing pro
portion of the graduate student population in American universities.

This is also pointed to as evidence that cultural difference is not nec

essarily a barrier to school success.

Ogbu' s demographic evidence appears to be borne out in ethno

graphic case studies of immigrant minority groups. For example, a

study of Punjabi immigrants in a California town (Gibson 1987b, this



Erickson Transformation and School Success 341

volume) reports that despite linguistic and cultural differences be

tween home and school and despite overt stigmatizing of Punjabi stu

dents in high school, those students showed higher graduation rates

and academic performance than did domestic minority students

within that same school system. Analogous case studies have been

conducted in other immigrant ethnic communties.

The labor market explanation can also be justified because of its the

oretical force. It is comprehensive in scope, linking phenomena across

diverse levels of social organization. Ogbu' s analysis shows how labor

market conditions can be related to the local decisions of individuals

in everyday life, as mediated by socially shared perceptions derived

from experience as members of a social group that is either a domestic

or an immigrant minority ethnic community. The explanation con

nects individual thought and action with the situation of individuals

at the local school and community level and in the wider society and

political economy.
In sum, on both theoretical and empirical grounds, it would seem

that the perceived labor market explanation for school failure had

much to recommend it. Yet so does the communication process expla
nation. The two positions are not mutually exclusive. Ogbu has re

peatedly claimed that they are, however, arguing that the labor market

explanation is the far more powerful factor (Ogbu 1982). He has dis

tinguished between primary and secondary cultural differences
those characterizing domestic and immigrant minority groups, re

spectively. Using this distinction, he has argued that the cultural dif

ferences between speech networks in a mass society are so slight as to

be trivial (Ogbu 1982, 1987b:276). This seems too extreme a claim. It is

necessary to reexamine the two positions in relation to each other.

Synthesis: The Politics and Culture of School Failure and Success

One way to reconcile the two positions is to consider school moti

vation and achievement as a political process in which issues of insti

tutional and personal legitimacy, identity, and economic interest are

central. To do this we must also consider as well the nature of the sym
bolic discourse through which issues of legitimacy, identity, and in

terest are apprehended and framed by individual students and teach

ers in local communities and schools. Social theory as related toped
agogical theory-more especially, implications of resistance theory
provides a framework within which the alternative explanations can

be reconsidered (see Giroux 1983; see also Apple and Weis 1983; Ev

erhart 1983). I will begin the synthesis with a negative critique of the
two positions as originally stated. Within that critique some facets of
resistance theory will be mentioned. These will be elaborated later in

the discussion.

Both the communication process explanation and the labor market

explanation have some inadequacies. The first type of inadequacy in-
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volves accounting for certain kinds of school success. The kinds of

school success that go unaccounted for differ for the two explanations.
First I will consider the communication process explanation. That ex

planation can account for the success of strategies for teaching caste

like minority students that involve culturally responsive pedagogy.
But some teaching strategies have been successful that do not involve

culturally responsive pedagogy-at least the strategies do not involve

use of communication styles found in children's homes.

We can find instances of teaching domestic minority students

(Obgu's "castelike" minority students) in which teachers go to great
lengths not to have classroom interaction resemble interaction pat
terns found in the students' homes and communities. One thinks im

mediately of Black Muslim schools, of Roman Catholic parochial
schools with white teachers, of special nonsectarian schools such as

that of Marva Collins in Chicago (in which a curriculum is built on clas

sic literature of Western Europe), and of special programs designed for

minority populations, such as the intense drill and practice sessions

conducted according to predetermined scripts in the DIST AR model

for early grades education. One thinks as well of the countless cases

of individual teachers who are unusually effective with domestic mi

nority students but who know very little about the students' home cul

tural communication patterns and who do not teach by making use of

those patterns instructionally. There are the cases, already discussed,
of immigrant minority students who achieve in school without special
bilingual instruction or culturally responsive pedagogy. These are

very different kinds of instances. At some level, however, each does

"work," in that students rise to the challenge, put forth effort, and

appear to be doing well academically, in terms of achievement as mea

sured by standardized test scores. (That such measurements can be

criticized as too narrow and too literal a way of defining achievement

is an issue beyond the scope of this article.) How is such school success

possible, if the instructional processes violate the expectations of stu

dents regarding communicative routines and norms? The communi

cation process explanation as presented above cannot account for any
school success save that attributed to culturally responsive pedagogy.
This reveals the communication process explanation, taken literally
and read narrowly, as an implicitly cultural determinist position in

which cultural difference is seen as necessarily leading to trouble and

conflict and cultural similarity is seen (implicitly at least) as necessarily
leading to rapport and the absence of conflict.

The perceived labor market explanation can account for the school

success of immigrant minority students in school. It does not account

for the success of domestic minority students, whether the conditions

of that success involve culturally responsive pedagogy or not. Yet in

stances of school success by domestic minority students and their

teachers do occur. Even though, in the majority of cases, domestic mi-
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nority students do not show high rates of school success, enough ex

ceptions to that general pattern can be found so as to raise serious

questions about the adequacy of the perceived labor market explana
tion as it has been articulated presently.

The perceived labor market argument has two chief weaknesses, in

my judgment. First and fundamentally, if taken literally and read nar

rowly it is an economic determinist argument. It appears to presume
a strictly functionalist social theory in the manner of Comte and Durk

heim or of the later writings of Marx or Althusser-an organic or me

chanical view of society in which there are tight and invariant causal

connections across subsystems so that the general social structure

drives the actions, perceptions, and sentiments of particular actors in

local scenes of action. In such a view there is no room for human

agency. Such a social theory, when applied to education, implies that

neither the domestic minority students nor their teachers can do any
thing positive together educationally.

The second major weakness in the labor market explanation is less

fundamental, yet also serious. This has to do with the empirical valid

ity of the work. The very comprehensiveness of the causal argument,
for all that it satisfies one theoretically, makes the argument very
shaky on empirical grounds. Causal linkages across system levels are

asserted in the models that Ogbu has published, but those causal re

lationships are merely asserted, not demonstrated directly. Where

empirical quantitative evidence bears on the assertions it is entirely
correla tional, and no amount of correla tional evidence can demon

strate cause. Where empirical ethnographic evidence is presented, as

in the case studies of high-achieving immigrant minority students,
causal relationships are also not shown. Morever, these case studies

cannot tell us how immigrant minority students might fare in less cul

turally alien school environments than the ones they usually encoun

ter in the United States. Perhaps the immigrant minority students
would do even better than they do already if they were educated in a

more culturally responsive learning environment.

It seems necessary to consider the nature of school success or failure
from points of view not directly covered by either of the alternative

explanations as I have presented them in summary fashion. To speak
of school success or failure is to speak of learning or not learning what
is deliberately taught there. 1 Learning is ubiquitous in human experi
ence throughout the life cycle, and humans are very good at it. They
are also good at fostering learning through deliberate instruction (Poir
ier and Hussey 1982). Yet in schools, deliberately taught learning
seems to be a problem. It is differentially distributed along lines of

class, race, ethnicity, and language background.
Students in school, like other humans, learn constantly. When we

say they are "not learning" what we mean is that they are not learning
what school authorities, teachers, and administrators intend for them




