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CHAPTER 1 

Introduction 

1.1  Background 

This book treats heritage-related narrative performances by Caribbean school 

children as loci for understanding voice. While at the same time voicing 

themselves and the nation-state, they create synergies between the self and the 

institutional, synergies that can liberate but that can also exclude. The 

emergence of the modern nation-state as a political and ideological entity has 

entailed close attention to linguistic diversity, notably so in the form of 

indexical linkages established between a particular language variety or, in some 

cases, varieties and statehood.1 The recent flap in the United States over the use 

of Spanish for the performance of the national anthem illustrates well the 

emblematic value of language with regard to the state and the intensity of 

sentiments attached to it. It also illuminates the extent to which, in addition to 

the regimentation of linguistic diversity by the designation of the official 

language and its domains of use, in other words, to the discursive en-

registerment of the state (Agha 2003:231), language has come also to figure in 

the quotidian performances of genres associated with the state as a semiotic 

performative of the statehood. It is in this context that linguistic choices, 

whether intentional or faute de mieux, have been able to acquire a particular 

salience while placing their producers under scrutiny. In displaying this kind of 

dynamics, the Barbadian Independence Day narratives performed by school-

children that I examine in this book draw attention to linguistic tensions these 

performances involve and, I suggest, raise some interesting questions about the 

alignments between linguistic diversity and the ‘nation’ and the ‘state’ 

components of the nation-state in Barbados, about the tension between generic 

                                                        
1 This background was also presented as part of the paper ‘Restoring Voice: An Independence 

Day Narrative in a Barbadian classroom’, at the Society for Caribbean Linguistics biannual 

meeting in Barbados, together with Janina Fenigsen, 7-10 August 2010.  
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characteristics of a master narrative and the required resources, and finally 

about how these resources are patterned and distributed.  

During two fieldwork periods (in 2005 and 2007) I collected story per-

formances by primary school children from St. Joseph Primary School on 

Barbados’ south coast. My visits to the school followed from getting more 

acquainted with Mr. Stone, the forty-two year old president of the carnival 

committee I had been hanging out with. As I initially wanted to study 

Caribbean nationalisms (Van der Aa 2006), the organization of carnival in 

Barbados seemed like a perfect locus for doing so. However, when Mr. Stone 

mentioned that his pupils were yearly required to tell heritage-related stories 

celebrating the Independence of Barbados (an event that can be seen as 

celebrating the ‘national’ or the ‘nation-state’), I accepted his invitation to come 

along to witness such performances. The school consisted of 85 students at the 

time, 60% boys, 40% girls. Each grade (from one to six) was composed of only 

one class, so consisted roughly of 13 to 15 students.  

After being introduced to the principal of the school, Mr. Stone took me to 

the second floor of the only building on the premises, and explained that 

children were required to wait downstairs until the bell rings. He showed me 

the classroom, which was fully decorated in blue and yellow, the colors of the 

Barbadian flag. There were a few remnants of arts and crafts sessions on 

children’s desks, such as scissors and cardboard. Mr. Stone explained that 

during each subject (even maths) the event of Independence was the theme for 

the session. He then went on to say that this all culminated in special per-

formances during sharing time, normally an event reserved for ‘free expression’ 

(see Section 1.3 below for an extensive introduction to sharing time in 

Barbados, and in the literature). Once the bell rang and the children came up to 

the classroom, I was seated in front on a chair, next to the teacher’s desk. One 

child was called up-front and asked what Independence meant to her.  

What followed was a complex story interweaving historical facts, rhetorical 

interpretation of those facts and compliance with generic requirements, such as 

posturing one’s body in a particular way and using as much Standard English 

resources as possible. When the story finished, children applauded and cheered, 

and Mr. Stone called another child to the front. I imagined the first girl’s story 

to be some sort of rehearsed narrative that would be near-exactly reproduced 

by the other children. However, the second teller responded differently to Mr. 

Stone’s inquiry as to what Independence meant to him. He summed up several 

elements that were also present in the first child’s story, but attached to them 

particular interpretations of his own. For example, the flag of Barbados was an 

‘ugly flag’. Upon uttering these words, the child was immediately interrupted by 
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Mr. Stone, not for the content of them, but for the way the boy had pro-

nounced ‘ugly’, namely with an aspirated initial vowel ‘hugly’, a feature of 

Barbadian Creole English.  

The nine- and ten-year old children of Mr. Stone’s class thus struggled with 

a demand to tell and perform rather complex heritage-related stories about the 

Independence of Barbados, requiring an elaborated set of generic and 

(socio)linguistic resources. I asked Mr. Stone if it would be possible for me to 

record some of the other stories, after he had explained me that the perfor-

mances would go on for the rest of the month. He agreed, but indicated that I 

would need the explicit permission of the Ministry of Education, which was 

located not too far from the school. Mr. Stone ended up driving together with 

me to the Ministry where we were seated in a small waiting area. Because the 

Minister herself was absent, we were received by a replacing officer who heavily 

inquired about the nature of my investigations and what would happen to the 

recordings. I signed several papers with rules and regulations, which Mr. Stone 

explained to me later, were ‘not to be messed with’. The stage was set: the 

Ministry of Education, which produces curricula in which it is stated that 

children should speak Standard English at all times (see Barbados Ministry of 

Education 2000), had a serious grip on what happened and did not happen in 

Barbadian schools. The fact that the offices were so close to the school (and an 

officer could technically show up at any time to check upon what we were 

doing) initially recast the relation I had with Mr. Stone from informal and 

pleasant toward formal and official. It took another couple of days before our 

friendly understanding was restored.  

The next day, I came to the school carrying a tape recorder. In the docu-

ment of the Ministry it was specified that under no circumstances it was 

allowed to take pictures or to film on the school premises. Given the multi-

modal nature of the performances, I found this a pity. As such, I relied 

completely on the tape recorder and my own field notes. Several layers became 

visible almost immediately: the Ministry of Education and their language policy, 

the complex resources that children needed in order to tell the stories, and the 

competencies required of both Mr. Stone and the children to bring this 

classroom activity to a satisfying end. I returned to Barbados in 2007, this time 

just for the month of November, in order to record more stories in Mr. Stone’s 

class. Of course, the children were different from the ones I worked with in 

2005. In the rest of this chapter, I will first sketch some of the historical and 

sociolinguistic facts we need to understand Barbados and its place within the 

post-colonial world. I then continue with an explanation of sharing time 

practices in general and more particularly in Barbados, and I end this chapter by 
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giving an overview of the amount and nature of my fieldwork and data collec-

tion practices.  

 

 

1.2  Barbados: Language and education  

Barbados is a small island state in the Eastern Caribbean with a population of 

less than 300.000 inhabitants. As a former colony of Great Britain, it became 

independent on November 30, 1966. This decision was taken in England by a 

Parliamentary Act. Up to today, Barbados remains one of the more active 

members of the Commonwealth, which means that the Queen of England 

remains the official Head of State (as she is in Australia). Before 1966, 

Barbados had already gained a larger autonomy, less dependent on England as 

it started to do business with the United States (emancipation from slavery 

happened as early as 1834). In its long-standing history of slavery, Barbados has 

rarely taken on any ‘free laborers’, e.g. Indians and Chinese, as is so common in 

other Anglophone Caribbean islands such as Jamaica and Trinidad. It makes 

Barbados rather unique in the region, its history at least suggesting a remarkably 

similar descent of its inhabitants.  

The official language of Barbados is Standard English, which is the language 

of conduct in all affairs of the state, including all public services, education, 

publicly-owned broadcasting systems etcetera. Next to English, people speak 

Barbadian Creole (official name) or Bajan Dialect (as it is known informally and 

commonly referred to). Within creolistics, there is a hypothesis that claims 

Bajan is decreolizing, or rather debasilectalizing (see e.g. Holm 1988). This 

means that the most basilectal features (as evidenced by Rickford and Handler 

1994) are dying out and that Barbadian Creole is moving towards non-Creole 

varieties of English. In fact, Barbadian Creole seems to be the only Caribbean 

Creole that can actually show diachronic evidence for the decreolization 

hypothesis (Mufwene 2008:41). Interpreting this hypothesis sociolinguistically, 

it means that less speakers deploy (or even master) some of the older features 

commonly associated with Barbadian Creole. Typically these features would be 

of a lexical nature. Nowadays, most Creole features seem to be either syntac-

tical (such as the zero copula, with an influence on the formation of the entire 

sentence structure) or phonetic (such as the glottal stop).  

For many Barbadians, the decline of Creole resources means that other 

resources take a more prominent role in daily life, among them Standard 

English, hiphop English, rasta talk, Jamaican Creole, Spanish, etc. What 

remains of Bajan nowadays is a set of recognizable features that co-exist with 



INTRODUCTION   5 

these other features which are then weighed (or evaluated) in every interaction 

in order to assess their appropriateness. Barbadian speakers ‘may be capable of 

using extended parts of two or even more different sets of features’ depending 

on wherever they are and whatever purpose the conversation serves (Jørgensen 

2008:168). In fact, in ordinary Barbadian conversation, there is a substantial 

level of metalinguistic talk, and an awareness of the dichotomized objectifica-

tion of both Bajan and Standard English.  

This is not something new, Whorf (1956:212) talked already about ‘overt 

knowledge of linguistic processes’ and metalinguistic/metapragmatic awareness 

has been taken seriously for a while now (see Silverstein 1993). Barbados 

however seems an interesting case, because the idea of language as an object (or 

objects) that need to be modeled, has serious repercussions in key sectors in 

society, e.g. the job market. Employers look for certain standard features, and 

Fenigsen (2007) has described this local metapragmatic toolkit as ‘ “adjusting to 

suit,” [which] (…) points to the richness of speaker’s resources. It recognizes, 

however, only a passive, reactive role of the speaker who is seen as adjusting to, 

rather than creatively manipulating the context’ (Fenigsen 2007:465). The same 

can be said of education: there is a fairly substantial wealth in children’s 

sociolinguistic resources, but only little part of it is allowed to be used in the 

actual classroom activities. Standard English then becomes an object in the 

classroom that needs to be modeled as an ideological and coherent set of 

features (see again Jørgensen 2008). So what really exists on the Barbadian 

linguistic market is a sort of ‘scaled polycentricity’, where hierarchically ordered 

sets of sociolinguistic features or resources, each orienting to different centers 

of English (local, American through hiphop, British, Jamaican through reggae), 

and which also mirror ‘relations of sub-and super-ordination’ are available 

(Blommaert and Rampton 2011:14).  

The importance of standard resources is stressed in many of my interviews 

with school teachers, parents and children. In 2005, visiting a primary school, 

which I refer to as Westwood Primary, I interviewed Mrs. Bancroft, language 

co-ordinator who just implemented Spanish as a second language in the 

primary system. I asked her if there would be a similar way to ‘model’ Bajan as 

an object of study, or even as the ‘language of instruction’ (see Example 1). All 

transcription conventions are given in Appendix 1. 
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Example 1: Barbadian Creole as a language of instruction? 

 (November 19, 2005; Mrs. B=Mrs. Bancroft) 

01 Jef: There is little room in Barbados for Barbadian as a language of 

instruction in the classroom 02 

03 Mrs. B: Mmhm… Euhm… 

04 Jef: Little room, not to say no room, but… little room, or… t least 

for formal instruction, for uses, uses of Bajan as formal 

instruction language 

05 

06 

07 Mrs. B: Euhm…I wud seh the Ministry of Education would 

not… well… wha I have gyathered… is also information dah 

we have received via di syllabuses an so… we see dah deh wud 

be opportunity for DA type of instruction… or or for DA 

level of interaction… buh in terms of TEACHIN through 

dialec as a… a BROADA… activity, I do not think dat the 

Ministry wud want dat. 

08 

09 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 Mrs. B: Ok. 

 

In response to my rather inquisitive line of questioning, Mrs. Bancroft invokes 

the Ministry of Education as the authority in defending why Bajan could not 

function as the language of instruction, but that spaces may be carved out for 

its use in other instructional activities. The stressed ‘DA’ here refers to the use 

of Bajan as the formal language of instruction, and is in line 12 referred to as 

‘dialec’.  

In line 13, once again the Ministry is invoked to explain why this would be 

impossible. So where Bajan cannot be used as a language of instruction that 

would encompass all classroom activity, certain features of Bajan may be 

acceptable in certain interactions. In another example from the same interview 

(Example 2), Mrs. Bancroft (B) tells me where this would be appropriate.  

 

Example 2: Bajan resources 

 (November 19, 2005; Mrs. B=Mrs. Bancroft) 

01 Mrs. B: I think, when children come into school we do activities 

through play… an we are still instructin in de Standard English 

thru play, in di reception an di (xxx) an so en so. An den de 

books dat dey read, de books dat dey expose tuh, d-di types of 

cyaption dat dey ha:ve in de classroom reflec de Standard 

02 

03 

04 

05 

06 Jef: ==Yes 
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07 Mrs. B: English environment. So an… wull ok if we have ehm… 

resource material like tapes an songs and so on like… ef we jus 

celebratin anniversary of Independence… a lot of di singin 

activitiez an so on… even de (x) playz en poEMz would’ve 

reflected our Bajan-ness so de de use of dialec as… you know 

dat medium… for understanding who we are as baJANZ 

08 

09 

10 

11 

12 

13 Jef: ==Yes 

14 Mrs. B: Buh in termz of putting a greater emphasis on it? in de 

curriculum… I do not see it… ovaTAkin… Standard English 

or even bein at de same level as how we duh teach. So… I-I 

dohn know if de Barbados case is different tuh Jamaicuh in dat 

way buh I do not see us movin in dat direction… I don see it. 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 Jef: Ok, thanks a lot Mrs. Bancroft 

 

Mrs. Bancroft engages with the classroom through the Ministry of Education’s 

language policy, and the documents that reflect it (including children’s 

textbooks), and designates the classroom as a ‘Standard English environment’ 

in lines 5 and 7. However, in lines 8-10 she describes the place of Bajan in 

education: during Independence celebrations when a lot of the singing, poems 

and plays are allowed to reflect Bajan-ness. It is interesting to see that where 

that is true for certain activities, the ‘official’ storytelling which includes 

children’s performances in the classroom during these celebrations, is 

conducted in Standard English.  

The same goes for other documents about Independence and the exact 

plays and poems she mentions (see Callender 1997 for an example). She then 

goes on to say that there is no intention to put greater emphasis on it in the 

curriculum (line 14), and at the same time makes the comparison with Jamaica 

(lines 17-18). In Jamaica, as in many other Caribbean countries, there have been 

experiments since the early 2000s with using Jamaican as the language of 

instruction (see for an example Carpenter and Devonish 2010). Here again we 

can see a sort of ‘adjusting to suit’ (Fenigsen 2007) to comply with the register 

demand of the educational authorities. Throughout the stories we can notice 

that Mrs. Bancroft displays several Bajan features herself, such as the glottal 

stopss in lines 5 (‘reflec’) and 11 (‘dialec’) , features that are often corrected 

during the children’s storytelling. I will show such corrections in Chapters 3 and 

4. The fact that teachers such as Mrs. Bancroft display the same kind of 

features that they correct in their students’ language usage, points us to a deeper 

problem of access to linguistic resources, a point I will come back to through-

out the book, but especially in Chapter 6.  



8 ETHNOGRAPHIC MONITORING  

In Barbados, students typically do not acquire Standard English at home. 

There are a few exceptions to this, such as English (British or American) immi-

grants and children of some white-collar workers who hold jobs in government 

or other official institutions where Standard English is the speaking norm. This 

means that Standard English resources do not easily travel, so also not to 

students. Barbados displays a rather typical profile of a sociolinguistic economy, 

in that the distribution of resources is highly stratified and unequal, not unlike 

other postcolonial economies such as e.g. South Africa (see e.g. Blommaert and 

Makoe 2011). 

Some Standard English resources, such as British children’s programs and 

children’s books are often under-explored because they are expensive. Not all 

households have TV sets, let alone with a very expensive subscription to the 

island’s multichannel package. Also, from a personal communication with the 

principal of Christ Church Boys’ School I found out that schools can hardly 

afford enough copies of children’s books for them to take one home. Reading 

these books at school alone is not enough for children to acquire a thorough 

working knowledge of a language. For the same reason it is very uncommon 

for parents to buy children’s books and read these at home, or aloud to their 

children for that matter. Officially, there does not seem to be a problem of 

literacy as Barbados claims a literacy rate from 97% (Unicef) to 99,7% 

(Barbados Ministry of Education 2000), not only one of the highest in the 

region but one of the highest in the world.  

Barbadians produce high quality newspapers in Standard English (Nation 

News and Barbados Advocate), and schools seem to score pretty good in 

international comparisons. Yet, in everyday life Bajan Creole features surface 

prominently, when listening in on the playground, the market and at home. 

This being the case, one wonders why there is almost no formal or genre 

writing in Bajan Creole, except from a limited number of poems and skits.  

Why are there no newspapers in Creole, no television programs and no 

novels? Part of the answer lies in the stigma that Bajan holds for many 

speakers, and its status as a language of low social mobility. Even international 

Barbadian stars, such as Rihanna, often refer to Bajan as ‘bad’ or ‘broken’ 

English. Another explanation comes from the possible lack of a standard 

orthography, even though efforts towards developing standard tools in Bajan 

have been undertaken at the Linguistics Department of Cave Hill, the 

Barbadian branch of the University of the West Indies.  

To resume: we have seen that Standard English resources get to students 

only sporadically, and that it is expensive for students to buy these resources 

themselves. The Standard English that is offered in the classroom, is not always 
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the Standard English that is expected at an entry exam for an American or 

British university. Often, it is hard for teachers to model the particular form of 

Standard English that children would need to attend university (Fenigsen 2007). 

This particular sociolinguistic economy which I have just sketched, with all its 

inherent problems of unequal distribution, is played out in Barbadian class-

rooms. One classroom activity where this becomes highly relevant, is the 

moment of sharing time. As this is essentially a narrative activity, in which 

children’s use of resources is openly and fully displayed.  

 

 

1.3  Storytelling during sharing time  

1.3.1 Sharing time narrative practices in the classroom  

Sharing time is a moment of storytelling in the classroom, and is also known or 

referred to as circle time, news time or morning news in the work of education-

al sociologists such as Baker and Perrott (1988) and educational linguists such 

as Christie (1987, 1990) whose work on the moment of ‘morning news’ as a 

genre calls for an analysis of sharing time as a particular classroom activity that 

has its own characteristics, often quite different from other classroom tasks and 

activities. Most previous studies on sharing time have dealt with stories of 

personal, mundane experience. Cases in point are Sarah Michaels’ (1983) 

treatise of Leona, an African-American child telling a personal story whose 

structure is not recognized by a European American teacher, and David 

Poveda’s (2002) ethnopoetic analysis of a story told by Quico, a gypsy child in a 

Spanish classroom. The latter study underscores that sharing time, in spite of 

Michaels’ findings, can also be a locus for gaining attention and appreciation, 

otherwise gone unnoticed. Poveda’s teacher notices the different patterns and 

appreciates the child’s shown verbal artistry.  

During sharing time, the teacher gives students the opportunity to talk 

directly to the class. This talk usually involves reporting a piece of ‘news’ about 

something that has happened to them. Alternatively, it may be a topic drawn 

from the newspaper, but also from current sports events or even course 

material. Poveda (2001) has looked at a similar custom, called ‘la ronda’ in 

Spain.  

Principally, sharing time is an important moment for many children because 

it gives them the chance to become personal, and to make the connection with 

life outside of the classroom or even outside of the school. In fact, it has been 

argued by both Michaels and Poveda that ‘sharing time’ provides an oppor-
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tunity for children to make the connection with home. From there, it can go 

both ways. In Michaels’ (1983) case, an Anglo-American misunderstanding of 

African American children’s stories leads to a classification of these students as 

poor storytellers and a negative stereotyping of their whole communicative 

repertoire. In Poveda’s (2002) analysis of a gypsy boy’s narrative during ‘sharing 

time’, the real virtue of a poetic approach comes to light: we can see the 

dramatic/poetic qualities of the storyteller, and Quico (the boy) shines as a 

magnificent, literate and competent pupil (Poveda 2002).  

 

1.3.2 Sharing time in Barbados  

Within the sharing time periods I attended in November 2005 and 2007, I am 

specifically interested in a genre of Barbadian traditional stories: the Independ-

ence Day narratives. I put emphasis (i) on the general patterns of the stories 

during performance, (ii) on how the stories hint at a canonical ‘master’ narrative 

and (iii) on what sort of resources are needed to produce a ‘fully-formed’ 

narrative within this genre. These particular stories index genre characteristics 

of home storytelling, but also of larger-scale orders such as the construction of 

nationhood, world citizenship and, to some extent, Caribbean mythology.  

Independence Day storytelling practices do not stand on their own, but are 

culturally indexed to other forms of practicing national identity, such as 

pamphlets, sketches on radio and TV, stories told by parents and grandparents 

etc. The telling of stories in the classroom then becomes an index of national 

prosperity and the moral development of children; and it functions to 

narratively socialize children into citizens of the Barbadian postcolonial nation. 

Materially, Independence Day stories are tied to the national emblems, such as 

the flag, the coat of arms and pictures of both the Queen of England and the 

Governor General, the representative of the Queen in Barbados.  

Stories often contain typical mythological elements such as heroes, explana-

tions for the creation of the local world, and specific titles. There is a strong 

intertextuality which connects stories, but also sets them apart. Part of this 

intertextuality is the use of the material symbols as mentioned above. But there 

is more than that: stories also reproduce linguistic and economic inequality. 

Linguistic, because Barbadian Creole is not a part of the school narratives. 

Economic, because the newly formed Barbadian nation does not exist in 

relation to the pre-slavery freedom experienced in Africa, but in relation to 

freedom ‘from’ England and a continuing economic dependence on the 

‘mother country’.  
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1.4 Fieldwork and data collection  

I first undertook fieldwork in Barbados in 2005 with an interest in the dis-

cursive construction of nationhood and nationalism, both in official representa-

tions and in quotidian narratives. My data then consisted of interviews, 

newspaper articles and television broadcasts. I have extensively reported on this 

earlier (Van der Aa 2006a, 2006b). Part of the data I collected were the 

Independence Day narratives, which I did not analyze at the time. When in 

2007 I had the opportunity of returning to Barbados for a brief fieldwork 

period, I remembered the Independence Day performances in the classrooms 

which I recorded in 2005. I decided to go back to the same school, St. Joseph 

Primary school, and managed to attend more sessions with children performing 

these kinds of stories.  

During these two specific months while doing fieldwork in Barbados 

(November 2005 and November 2007), I collected three types of data: (i) 

audio-recorded data of interviews with three teachers: Mr. Stone and Mrs. Small 

of St. Joseph Primary School2, and Mrs. Bancroft of Westwood Primary School; 

(ii) audio-recorded data of narrative performances: Independence Day stories 

during sharing time and stories from regular sharing time; (iii) textual data such 

as newspapers, classroom materials and policy documents; and (iv) my own 

field notes which are a reflection of ethnographic observation. During these 

observations, I was able to talk to teachers and identify what they saw as some 

of the problems with regards to children’s performance and competence, and 

with regards to the educational system as a whole.  

All of the Independence Day stories were collected in one school, St. Joseph 

Primary. In total I have collected about 30 ‘usable’ Independence Day stories as 

well as 33 other ‘sharing time’ stories (that is: not related to Barbadian 

Independence).  

I have analyzed the stories in different ways, and these analyses will be the 

theme of separate chapters. One story, told in 2005 by Trenton, a ten-year old 

student of Mr. Stone’s class, was analyzed in full detail as an exemplary story 

(see Chapter 3). To do so, I have turned to ‘ethnopoetics’ (further explained in 

Chapter 2), a particular type of anthropological narrative analysis, that allows 

one to identify the patterns of such a telling, and relate it to the sociolinguistic 

order of the classroom. Then in Chapter 4, 25 stories by different students, 

collected in 2007 (with the exception of Trenton’s example from 2005), were 

                                                        
2 St. Joseph Primary is a pseudonym, as are all teachers’ names. Children’s names are their real 

first names, used with permission, following Hymes (2003:339).  
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analyzed to identify the narrative elements and the sociolinguistic resources that 

were needed to produce a satisfying story, or what Hymes refers to as a ‘fully-

formed’ narrative, ‘analogous to a fine lyric or sonnet (…) compressing much 

but lacking nothing of what it needs’ (Hymes 1981:307). However, this mastery 

of form, or verbal artistry is located against sharp genre requirements, which I 

analyze in Chapter 5. Here I consider story titles as maximally compressed 

narratives and compare the titles of regular sharing time stories with the titles of 

the Independence Day narratives. Finally, I bring the analysis back to the field 

by introducing teachers Mr. Stone and Mrs. Small to my analysis of a story as 

told by Shawna, a ten-year old girl from their class. The process of re-engaging 

analysis with actors in the field has been described by Hymes (1980) as 

‘ethnographic monitoring’, and will be thoroughly explained in Chapter 2.  

By engaging in these four different types of analyses (Chapters 3-6) I want 

to fully understand the stories as ‘voicing processes’: how are children heard 

and how can we best analyze this on their own terms? That is where the 

concept of ‘voice’ comes in, which I introduce, along with ways of analyzing it 

(ethnopoetics) and ways of activating and empowering it (ethnographic moni-

toring), in the next chapter. The concept of ‘voice’ itself has a lengthy history, 

from its Bakhtinian origins to its recent revival in educational anthropology. I 

will also sketch this below. 



CHAPTER 2 

An ethnographic perspective 

2.1  Ethnography 

To analyze the Independence Day narratives, we need to turn to a mode, a 

theoretical perspective, to grasp what is actually going on. The complexity of a 

non-familiar ‘way of speaking’ is studied qualitatively here with attention to 

both unfamiliar linguistic detail and contexts of usage. Functions of language 

are relative, depending on the specific functions, so then these functions need 

to be investigated empirically (Hymes 1966, Blommaert 2006). If we are to 

understand how Mr. Stone, Mrs. Small and their students negotiate a complex 

sociolinguistic order in which small phonetic details between a decreolizing 

Bajan Creole and a Barbadian English formally very close to Standard English, 

we need a description that can also bring out certain regularities and in fact, a 

system.  

This description can only be developed in a systematic way by paying 

attention to two crucial aspects that are rooted in what came to be known as 

‘the ethnography of speaking’: form and function (Hymes 1964). Ethnography 

has its roots in anthropology, and the bulk of the work done by Sapir, Whorf, 

Boas and Malinowski was the systematic study of both grammar and structural 

semantics of ‘native languages’. Starting from these linguistic data, Sapir and 

Whorf formulated a hypothesis that made it possible to infer other aspects of 

culture from looking at language. Their point of reference was always ‘relative’ 

structure: this means that function is a given and presupposes the equality of 

languages. In a ‘colonized’ world, arguing for the equality of languages, in other 

words saying that Hopi or Chinook are equal to American English was quite 

revolutionary. Of course, the world changed and in a decolonizing and 

globalizing environment such a view of languages as being equal (when they 

were really not politically) needed a different approach, but an approach that 

would not deny this formal relativity, but would complement it. Let me explain 

this by using an example. 
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Let us assume that I read the Barbadian greeting ‘how yu doin’ or ‘how yu’ 

in Barbados as a purely phatic formula, rather than a way of seeking out 

information. In other words: a rhetorical question. Even if the greeting would 

take on a Standard English form, e.g. including a copula, ‘how are you doin’, the 

function may remain purely phatic. If I only look at the form, I cannot establish 

the function such a greeting has in Barbados. It may be that the question needs 

an answer or that it is a rhetorical question. So to truly define what the greeting 

means, I need something more: a way to establish the function of utterances 

besides pure linguistic form. It is here that a systematic description of the func-

tions of language comes in the picture where function is not fixed, but fluent, 

or ‘relative’. Even though forms may be the same, their function may be very 

different. Hymes (1966) calls this ‘second’ or ‘functional’ relativity, as it brings 

more insight to the original Sapir-Whorf claim about relativity.  

If we take the example of the greeting above, I would need a systematic 

description of language-in-society, in a particular society where the utterance 

was produced, in order to arrive at a full comprehension of its function. 

However, ‘how yu doin’ in Barbados is not a purely phatic formula as it is in 

many other English context around the world; it has the specific function of 

seeking out information. Function then becomes relative (whereas for Sapir and 

Whorf form was relative), and patterns of use cannot be postulated or assumed, 

but rather need a full-fledged description and analysis. This leads us to a con-

trastive insight with regards to a particular society, group or individual use of 

particular narrative devices: what works where for whom, and what does not 

work.  

This contrastive insight of what functions when and where, and what does 

not function, does not mean that we need a microscopic depiction of every 

Barbadian school. We rather need a robust description of the particular speak-

ing situations in which Mr. Stone, Mrs. Small and the children found them-

selves, a description which shows patterned use of resources. These resources 

were then functionally mobilized within a specific situation of the Independ-

ence Day tellings, so at this point of description we cannot yet make specific 

claims about significance of these patterns in culture other than the generic 

assumption that such significance exists (Hymes 1966:114-115). So what do we 

have here? We need to describe the patterned use of particular resources, we 

need to show how they are functionally mobilized in a particular situation, and 

we need to look at the possible connection of these patterns with wider societal 

issues.  

The description we then need is hypothesis-driven because it assumes that 

there are patterns and relations between language and culture. Building on this 
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insight, Hymes argues later on that to find these relations, the indispensable 

tool would not be a tape recorder, but a hypothesis (Hymes 1981:340). The 

patterns that the teachers and children in St. Joseph Primary school use are very 

much related to the Independence Day context. And of course, the more 

relations one finds, the more refined the hypothesis becomes. There is, in other 

words, a constant dialogue between the ethnographic description (‘what hap-

pened in the field’) and the theoretical/methodological hypothesis of the 

ethnographer (‘what happened before and after fieldwork’).  

Ethnography works at the level of systematic description, at the ‘engine’ 

level, and it is at this level where ‘new theory’ is created, in constant dialogue 

with the informants/participants in the field that is being studied. The 

connection between linguistic pattern and say, ‘the rest of culture’, is explained 

through its ethnographic groundings.  

I want to add one more thing about the ‘before and after’. Ethnography as 

an act, an intervention in a particular place by a relative outsider, does not 

happen in a theoretical vacuum. In this globalized world, everything and every-

one has been ‘discovered’ and unmasked. Of course the notion of ‘discovery’ is 

a problematic one and grounded in colonial ideologies; however a lot has been 

written about almost every place in the world. Of course, not all that ‘literature’ 

is ethnographic. Still I believe it to be useful to read everything there is to read 

on the topic/region/people one genuinely wants to work with. Next to ethno-

graphic articles on Barbados (monographs are non-existent), I have immersed 

myself in newspaper articles, tourist literature, travel testimonies, and so on. 

Once one goes into the field, additional observations may be more accurate and 

more precise because they can be more directed. When one is in the field, 

materials obtained may later serve to answer very different questions than the 

initial questions one had set out to answer. Theoretical and methodological 

frameworks are not only built up beforehand and then verified in the field; they 

themselves are under constant scrutiny because of unexpected circumstances.  

To look at ethnography as not only a methodology (a set of fixed proce-

dures to follow to accomplish a certain result) but also as a possibility for 

theorizing, ethnography as a heuristic, has now begun to take shape in linguistic 

ethnography (Blommaert 2006, Rampton 2007, Lillis 2008, Blommaert and 

Huang 2009). This means that traditional methods such as participant obser-

vation and interviewing are not per se ‘ethnographic’. Rather, ethnography 

looks back at a rich tradition in which several methods have been successfully 

adopted, such as critical discourse analysis, nexus analysis, philology and even 

statistics, which allows for a variety of empirical ‘methods’ to verify an initial 

hypothesis based on literature research and looking around thoroughly.  
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The main way of ethnographically describing sociolinguistic function is by 

paying close attention to the speech event itself. Context plays of course a 

crucial role here. The ethnographic ‘base’ will be the main input for the func-

tional profiling of the Independence Day tellings as ‘events’. 

To grasp this, I am deploying three key theoretical/methodological con-

cepts. First, I explain the concept of voice as an analytical heuristic, which 

allows me to say something about the different pieces of discourse, or fabric 

that makes up the tellings. Second, I explain ethnopoetics as a toolkit to analyze 

this patterning, which starts from studying the discourse-internal features of the 

stories and the interactional realization of them and which has as its finality the 

restoration of the master narrative. Or as Rampton (2007:585) argues that the 

analysis ‘of the internal organization of verbal (and other kinds of semiotic) 

data is essential to understanding its significance and position in the world.’ 

Third, I work from the practice of ‘ethnographic monitoring’ (Hymes 1980, 

Blommaert 2010b, Van der Aa and Blommaert 2011), which involves a high 

degree of co-operation between the people in the field and the ethnographer, in 

my case between the teachers, the parents, the children and me.  

I will now continue with sketching these three key concepts. Along with 

that, I illustrate some key points with data examples.  

 

 

2.2 Voice as an ethnographic heuristic3 

 

Voice addresses the human problem of making oneself heard on one’s own 

terms. As a heuristic, it can function to investigate the ways in which different 

educational actors make sense of school life. Looking at narrative detail, pat-

terned use of resources and aspects of concrete classroom performances, we 

can see the voice of the student and the teacher emerge. The toolkit for this is 

ethnopoetics, which I explain in Section 2.3. Secondly, voice can also serve as a 

heuristic for empowerment by taking serious the voice of teachers and students. 

This way, real problems in the educational situation at hand can be discovered. 

Moreover, when we bring the analyses of teachers’ and student’s voice back to 

the field, a collaborative perspective can be developed which democratizes the 

scientific practice itself. This is known as ethnographic monitoring and I 

explain it in Section 2.4. Finally, the study of voice can lead to a new vision on 

education and society. Certain educational arrangements only work for certain 

                                                        
3 This section has been adapted from Juffermans and Van der Aa (2011). Analyzing voice in 

educational discourses. Working Papers in Urban Language and Literacies, 82.  



AN ETHNOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVE   17 

children. In some cases, the school system or the classroom situation needs 

rethinking in order to accommodate the needs of everyone involved. Such a 

need was pertinently raised by Blommaert and Makoe (2009) in their study of 

class issues in a primary school in a suburban area east of Johannesburg. They 

conclude that ‘we see how a group of black children are trained to “adjust” to 

the demands of ex-white education. This adjustment constructs learning as the 

natural order of things, perhaps even the only one applicable to this particular 

group of children’ (Blommaert and Makoe 2009:9). 

Voice as an ‘analytical heuristic’ (see also Hornberger 2006) allows us to 

search in our data for instances of conflict, inequality and power as well as 

resistance, creativity and counter-hegemonic practices. Voice provides a tool 

for finding and dealing with alternative understandings of language, education 

and society. Taking seriously what educational actors say, and how they say it, 

has the potential to challenge our scholarly understandings of our research 

object and its subjects, and to renew our theoretical and conceptual apparatus. 

In other words: voice makes our research object subjective.  

In what follows, I first outline the academic etymology of the concept of 

voice in sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology. I then place the notion of 

voice as a central concept in an ethical ethnographic research program, as a 

methodological tool for empowering research subjects. Finally I elaborate this 

ethical program by linking voice to a democratic vision on education and 

society.  

 

2.2.1 Theories of voice  

Voice is a concept with quite a lengthy history in sociolinguistics and linguistic 

anthropology dating back to Jakobson (1960). In the 1960s sociolinguistics and 

linguistic anthropology, voice has been tied to language and context and has 

been developed both in dialogue and in opposition to Prague School structur-

alism. Jakobson’s structuralism reached the United States in the late fifties and 

early sixties and was influential to a number of founding fathers in linguistic 

anthropology and sociolinguistics (among whom Hymes and Gumperz) and 

carried with it a strong emphasis on form-function relationships. Jakobson’s 

(1960) own focus on poetics tied back into Bakhtin’s occupation with literary 

texts and his scholarship on stylistics, or the study of poetic devices, and 

directly fed into the emergence of the ‘ethnography of speaking’, launched in 

the 1964 volume of the American Anthropologist (Hymes 1964; see Bauman 

and Sherzer 1975 for a historical review).  
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The ehnography of speaking has found its way into many handbooks of 

sociolinguistics as a model for studying the interaction of language and social 

life. Its success is largely due to the mnemonically convenient acronym of 

speaking with a contextual factor for every letter of the word (Situation, Partici-

pants, Ends, Act sequence, Key, Instrumentalities, Norms, Genres). As a model 

it is an imperative for descriptive holism rather than an instant recipe to be 

routinely applied in describing and analyzing communicative events.  

Hymes (2003) in his work with Native American storytellers and their 

respective narrative traditions insisted on restoring lost voices by reformatting 

Boas’ and Sapir’s Native American fieldwork texts as poetry. He argued that by 

doing so ‘some of the original poetic qualities of the voice can be heard’ 

(Hymes 2003:121). The occupation with restoring lost traditions also found its 

way to linguistic anthropology, and to current critical efforts of language 

documentation and salvation (see e.g. Moore et al. 2010). The concern with 

voice thus arose out of this particular school of ethnography and was largely 

developed further in two directions: an interactional and a narrative one.  

The interactional tradition was spearheaded by Gumperz (1982), and 

focused on how the quality of voice (prosody in context) was interactionally 

realized and leads to particular (mis)understandings. Possible elements of 

misunderstanding and, by extension, of misrecognition and exclusion are, for 

instance, accent, intonation and bodily hexis (Fenigsen 2003). Gumperz’ (1982) 

contextualization cues – later reconceptualised as (metapragmatic) indexicality 

(Silverstein 1993; see also Gumperz 2003) – are largely interactionally realized 

linguistic features that are immediately recognized as ‘marked’, ‘deviant’ or 

‘different’ from the norm. C. Goodwin (2011) and M. Goodwin (2011) on the 

other hand focus on the immediate realization of voice in interaction, taking 

into account the consequences of vocal quality such as intonation and pitch as 

measureable in Hertz. Also micro-interactional studies of voice with their 

analytical attention to jokes, repair work, salient turn-taking patterns and re-

current terms (e.g., Larson et al. 2011; O’Connor et al. 2011) have as their focus 

the vocal immediacy of participants as they collaborate (‘coauthor’) to make 

emergent meaning in interaction.  

The second tradition is occupied with voice from a narrative point of view. 

Michaels’ (1983) groundbreaking study with her attention to what happens with 

African-American children’s stories when they are told in school, shifts the 

focus from the immediately recognizable conversational markers to a prob-

lematic understanding of deeper structures at the level of syntax. The structure 

of African-American children’s stories, their voice, becomes problematic only 
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when told in an institutional environment led by a white American teacher (see 

also Collins 1986).  

Another strand was added by Hymes’ narrative work, first with Native 

American stories as recorded by Boas and Sapir, later with re-analyses of edu-

cational narratives, among them the ones studied by Michaels. In 1981, Hymes 

published his first narrative anthology, and in it analyzed Native-American 

myths for which he had no recordings (Hymes 2004 [1981]). Being unable to 

pay attention to actual voice quality, he found other ways in which the stories 

were ‘voicing’ form and content. He attempted to ‘make patent and to explicate 

their rhetorical power as verbal art’ (Silverstein 2010:933). At first this was done 

by paying attention to actual voices of characters in the stories told (Hymes 

2004 [1981]), but later developed into a full-fledged methodology (called 

ethnopoetics) to find larger patterns and relationships in children’s classroom 

stories (Hymes 1996).  

These ‘larger than syntax’ relations were subsequently not recognized by the 

teacher and led to social exclusion. Cazden (2001), for instance, insisted on the 

actual inequality in teachers’ recognition and appreciation of children’s narrative 

styles. Blommaert subsequently developed an ‘applied ethnopoetics’ that al-

lowed him to dissect the linguistic misrecognition during asylum seekers’ 

bureaucratic interviews (Blommaert 2006, 2009; Maryns and Blommaert 2002). 

By doing so, he pays attention to larger patterns of exclusion in encounters with 

authority, and reconciles both traditions outlined above. 

The ethnographic study of semiotic resources is fundamental to the study of 

voice in education, because voice is something that is produced through these 

resources by people who have vested interests in them. Therefore it cannot 

suffice to study a transcript without contextualizing the actual persons involved 

in its making, including the ethnographer, or without taking into account the 

semiotic means on the basis of which this interaction is triggered. Thus, an 

analysis of a sixth grade science classroom episode needs to account for the 

macro and micro education policy of the school and the state, the pedagogical 

biography of the teacher, and the discursive history and semiotics of the science 

textbook used.  

 

2.2.2 The ethics of voice  

Ethnographic approaches to language and education research entail a commit-

ment to the lived realities of ordinary people in their everyday lives (see 

Blommaert 2008a, Cazden 2001, Heller 2007, Hymes 1996, Rampton 2005 

[1995] for excellent examples). Ethnography aims to build understanding of the 
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messy, chaotic reality of social life in real time, mainly through talking with and 

listening to actors in the environment that is being investigated. In the case of 

ethnographies of education, this environment entails everything that happens in 

and around schools; and the actors include students and teachers in the first 

place, and local and central decision-makers, parents, etc. after that.  

Doing ethnography means working with human beings and gives rise to a 

range of ethical issues that need to be dealt with in a respectful manner. Ethics 

is not, or should not be, primarily an institutional affair but is in the first place a 

problem of inter-subjectivity, of human subjects relating to other human sub-

jects. In this way ethics becomes very firmly anchored in discourse and cycles 

of discourses, and becomes a problem of voice as well. The question to ask 

ourselves then is: Whose voice is being heard in ethnographies?  

The work of Cameron, Frazer, Harvey, Rampton and Richardson (2006: 

1992) provides a useful entry point for this discussion. They suggest that there 

are three positions researchers may take up in relation to the people they work 

with. The first of these is an ethical position which involves an awareness and 

attempt to minimize ‘the potentially exploitative and damaging effects of being 

researched’ (Cameron et al. 2006:139), directly as well as indirectly, on the short 

term as well as on the long term. The second position is one of advocacy, and 

involves the researcher getting involved in local concerns and agendas and 

using ‘her skills or her authority as an expert to defend subjects’ interests’ 

(Cameron et al. 2006:139) as service to the researched community in return for 

the knowledge that was shared. The third position ethnographers may take up 

is one of empowerment and this does away with the positivist notion that 

researchers need to keep distance from the object of study in order to be 

objective.  

We may refer to the people we work with in ethnographic research as 

‘ethnographees’ and acknowledge their work and input more consciously. The 

relation between researcher and the researched, or between ethnographer and 

ethnographees is a particularly precarious relation and is key in the construction 

of ethnographic knowledge, which is always intercultural communication 

(Briggs 1986, Fabian 1995). As research with an ethnographic agenda falls or 

stands with the input given and collaboration granted by human subjects in the 

field, taking voices from the field seriously is only a natural thing to do (see also 

Pennycook 2007). Evidently, there can be no ethnography without ethno-

graphees.  
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2.2.3 The vision of voice  

So far I have argued that voice has a lengthy history in sociolinguistics and 

linguistic anthropology, and that it is a key heuristic for studying patterned use 

of resources. I also argued that voice has an ethical dimension with the poten-

tial to empower knowledge generated through intense fieldwork contact. It is 

exactly through the co-operative dimension of voice that a vision, or program 

emerges. The ethnographic potential of studying voice in educational dis-

courses is twofold. Hymes (1996) links issues of voice to issues of democracy 

and freedom. Before I sketch the potential of voice, I must turn to issues of 

inequality.  

In an article entitled ‘Inequality in language: taking for granted’, Hymes 

(1992) sketches the underpinnings of this ethnographic potential for voice. He 

points out that while we take the potential equality of languages for granted 

(also in education), we bluntly ignore the actual inequality of languages in 

education. As an institution of the state, education does not only empower or 

create opportunities for everyone, but also disempowers and enforces a particu-

lar order. This is poignant with respect to what Painter (2008), referring to 

Dolar (2006), calls the domesticated or the nationalized voice:  

 

‘While language is […] certainly a symbol and instrument of national 

unification, standardization and mobilization, it eauqlly is an instrument of 

diversification, hierarchization, and restriction of movement. […] Language 

also facilitates the reproduction of the state by distinguishing between 

different kinds of human subject: between natives and immigrants; between 

citizens and non-citizens; between different economic classes; between 

racialized groups; between metropolitan elites and those from rural areas; 

and between the hegemonic national culture and those who are identified or 

identify themselves as ‘‘ethnic’’ or ‘‘minorities’’. This is not primarily a 

question of some having ‘‘voice’’ and others being left ‘‘voiceless’’ in the 

representational structures of liberal democracy. Rather, one’s voice, one’s 

audibility, literally positions one within and in relation to the state’ (Painter 

2008:178) 

 

The solution to this problem of disempowerment lies in Hornberger’s (2006) 

take on voice, in its ‘activation’. Through putting emphasis on the revitalization 

of particular sociolinguistic resources (indigenous languages in Hornberger’s 

case) we can ‘activate indigenous children’s voices [in order to] enable them to 

negotiate along and across the various continua making up the development, 
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contexts, content and media of biliteracy’ (Hornberger 2006:284). It is precisely 

this activation that ethnographers can collaboratively accomplish with 

ethnographees in education.  

Here I return to Hymes’ (1996) twofold vision of voice. This vision consists 

of a negative and a positive freedom: (1) to bring out inequality by investigating 

which voices are unrecognized or misrecognized; and (2) to empower those 

voices that deserve to be heard through qualitative contributions from the field, 

advanced by ethnographees or native researchers themselves.  

In both cases, analyzing voice becomes a matter of empowerment. Voice is 

more than semiotic artistry, it is a real problem for real people in educational 

contexts across the world. The vision of voice is a democratic vision: it is about 

analyzing actual inequality and reimagining potential equality. We need to 

situate the concept of voice in a tradition of linguistic anthropology and 

sociolinguistics that is geared toward understanding (and solving) inequality as a 

multi-layered and scalar problem in language and society. Now we need a tool 

that can bring to the surface the concrete dynamics of voice, and I will argue 

that ethnopoetics can do just that.  

 

 

2.3  Ethnopoetics  

In Chapter 3, I will analyze in-depth an Independence Day story told in 

November 2005 by Trenton, a ten-year old boy. By means of looking at the 

discourse-internal patterns of the story, I uncover poetic patterning of a 

complex kind, which points directly at Trenton’s narrative skills to produce the 

kind of story that is considered appropriate, good and interesting. I critically 

investigate Trenton’s ‘voice’, one that is obviously co-authored and measured 

against the institutional sociolinguistic order, consisting of a strict bodily 

posturing and a rigid focus on Standard English language usage.  

Bringing out these poetic patterns is the core business of ethnopoetics, an 

anthropological narrative analysis that looks at stories as a web of patterned 

resources. How the patterning goes, depends on both the cultural background 

of the teller as well as the individual access to particular resources. To see this 

patterned structure in a narrative, and to be able to think about it that way, we 

need some terminology.  

Best known is the work of Dell Hymes (1981, 2003) on restoring the Native 

American stories as recorded by earlier anthropologists, arguing they were really 

poetry instead of prose. Not having a tape of the narratives, Hymes was forced 

to study their internal semantics and structural poetics in order to arrive at his 
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conclusions. As Collins (2009:338f) argues, these were profound and onto-

logical: ‘Ethnopoetic theory makes strong claims: that lines, verses, and stanzas 

are universals of narrative organization, and that narrative principles are auto-

matic and unconscious resources, like the mechanisms of grammar.’  

Ethnopoetics had developed from a methodological toolkit to restore 

defunct narratives into a theoretical approach to human storytelling. It is from 

this perspective that Hymes started to analyze contemporary narratives from a 

variety of contexts, among them classroom narratives originally recorded by 

William Labov (for his New York City project) and Sarah Michaels (for her 

work on children’s sharing time stories, see also below). Ethnopoetics had 

moved from studying forgotten Native American texts to narratives in everyday 

life, hereby realizing the full potential of its modifying head: ‘ethno’ not only as 

a reference to ethnic groups, but also as a sustained attention to everyday life, as 

in ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967). The ethnopoetic scholarship estab-

lished itself within different subfields, depending on the point of view and the 

academic affiliation of the scholar. It has been occupied with educational 

narratives (Hymes 1996, Poveda 2002, Collins 2009), contemporary Native 

American storytelling (Tedlock 1983) and more recently with asylum seekers’ 

narratives (Maryns and Blommaert 2001). It can therefore be considered 

methodologically and theoretically vital within educational linguistics, literary 

studies, linguistic anthropology and folklore studies. It seems to be most pro-

ductive in environments where ‘different systems of meaning-making meet’ 

(Blommaert 2006), and where two or more narrative styles are incongruent. As 

I will argue below, even in those environments where discursive styles between 

groups of speakers are quite similar, ethnopoetics can bring out the patterned 

use of available semiotic resources and point out how the immediate context is 

made relevant through the particular ways in which a story is structured.  

Hymes soon started studying already transcribed classroom narratives 

without access to the original tapes. I want to briefly consider here the example 

of Hymes re-analysis of the sharing time story of Leona, an African-American 

child (Michaels 1983:33). 

According to Hymes (1996:175), ‘Michaels has been able to show that some 

of the stories told by African-American children had traditional patterning not 

recognized as such.’ Michaels (1983) pointed out that Leona’s narrative style is 

at variance with the teacher’s expectations, collaboration was unsuccessful, and 

over time, may negatively impact school performance and evaluation. In other 

words, Michaels’ article already had a conclusion with regards to inequality in 

narrative appreciation. Yet, Hymes (1996:181-182) decided to bring out ‘more 
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of what was there,’ and to enrich Michaels’ analysis with an organization of the 

story ‘in ethnopoetic terms, terms which suggest further expressive richness.’ 

The ‘more of what was there’ can be understood as a reference to poetic 

patterns, which can be syntactic, semantic, phonological or other. Developing a 

hybrid transcription, incorporating both narrative and interactional elements 

has proven useful in analyzing asylum seekers’ stories (Maryns and Blommaert 

2001) and in introducing corrections to some of the older ethnopoetic analyses. 

Concerning the latter, Moore powerfully argues that  

 

‘Ethnopoetics has always acknowledged the existence of variation across 

versions of “the same” story by different narrators, and by a single narrator 

on different occasions. But while the facts of variability are routinely 

acknowledged, and skillful narrators’ ability to “adapt” the material to 

different contexts celebrated, in much of the ethnopoetics literature the 

center of the artistry or “literariness” of the tradition seems to lie elsewhere.’ 

(Moore 2009:320) 

 

One can say about ethnopoetics (1) that it is part of the anthropological 

scholarship about narrative; (2) that it is at its core concerned with the human 

capacity to produce meaningful narrative in a particular social context; (3) that 

analyzing narrative from an ethnopoetic point of view enriches both the 

knowledge about the deployment of narrative resources; and (4) that by doing 

so, it empowers vulnerable voices. However, one needs to be careful to include 

in both transcription and analysis all the available elements of context, which in 

their turn shape and re-shape the texts we have recorded.  

Hymes (1981) starts from the idea of segmenting a story into lines, verses 

and stanzas (analogous with poetry) which are then considered basic units that 

together pattern stories in a certain way, i.e. in patterns that basically go beyond 

syntax and create a certain flow or rhythm to a story. These segments possibly 

underscore other types of segmentation, i.e. on the basis of prosody. Lines then 

combine into groups of lines (indicated by indentation). When the next line is 

indented, it means it is subordinate to the previous line. Groups of lines go 

together in verses, and verses combine into stanzas. Let me illustrate these basic 

units by taking a look at a bit of ten-year old Trenton’s Independence Day story 

briefly. I will first give the prose transcription I originally made (Example 3a), 

followed by the poetic transcription (Example 3b). Because the full story can be 

found in Chapter 3, I will limit my illustration here to the first two stanzas of 

the story. In Example 3b, I have divided the story into stanzas by using capital 
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letters between brackets: (A), (B), … Numbering of lines begins when Trenton 

actually begins the telling, in order to facilitate the discussion afterwards. 

 

Example 3a: Trenton’s Independence day story (fragment) 

01 Teacher: Well, Trenton man, tell Jef something about our country, 

something we learned about Independence. 02 

03 Trenton: Using the dictionary? 

04 Teacher: Yah, if you want to (1.0) Stand up man! (imitates someone 

with hanging shoulders) (1.5) 05 

06 Trenton: (postures his body, straightens his shoulders) 

07 Teacher: (nodds) (3.0) 

08 Trenton: acCORding to the dictionary, INDEPENDENCE means 

(looks in dictionary) (1.0) not controlled by others (0.5) free 

from other people or other or (1.0) influence (0.5) but to me 

it means more than that (0.5) it means that you can do 

anything you wa:nt to (5.0) 

09 

10 

11 

12 

13 Class: Just (xxx) hhh hhh 

14 Teacher: Sssshh (towards the class) (taps Trenton on the shoulder) 

15 Trenton: Independence in barbados means freedom from the mother 

country (0.5) INGLAN was once the mother COUNtry (0.5) 

they RU:led over barbadians (0.5) but (0.5) but thanks to 

independent (0.5) independence (0.3) we NO LONGER 

have to (xxxx) (0.5) 

16 

17 

18 

19 

 

Example 3b: Trenton’s Independence day story in stanzas (fragment)  

Teacher: Well, Trenton man, tell Jef something about our country, something 

we learned about Independence 

Trenton: Using the dictionary? 

Teacher: Yah, if you want to (1.0) Stand up man! (imitates someone with 

hanging shoulders) (1.5) 

Trenton: (postures his body, straightens his shoulders) 

Teacher: (nodds) (3.0) 

Trenton:  

(A)  

  01 acCORding to the dictionary, 

  02  INDEPENDENCE means (looks in dictionary) (1.0) 

  03   not controlled by others (0.5) 

  04   free from other people 
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  05   or other or (1.0) influence (0.5) 

  06 but to me it means more than that (0.5) 

  07 it means that you can do anything you wa:nt to (5.0) 

Class: Just (xxx) hhh hhh 

Teacher: Sssshh (towards the class) (taps Trenton on the shoulder) 

Trenton:  

(B)  

  08 Independence in barbados means 

  09  freedom from the mother country (0.5) 

  10  INGLAN was once the mother COUNtry (0.5) 

  11  they RU:led over barbadians (0.5) 

  12   but (0.5) but thanks to independent (0.5) independence (0.3) 

  13   we NO LONGER have to (xxxx) (0.5) 

 

In analyzing Trenton’s narrative from a poetic perspective, I begin with 

listening very carefully to how, on the one hand, prosody (stress, pitch, 

intonation), and pause on the other hand give indications of where a next line 

would begin. I am doing this gradually as the narrative unfolds itself and 

Trenton’s flow is clearly observable as a situated, moment-to-moment staged 

in-class performance. I make a rough transcription in prose, in which I indicate 

possible breaks, moments of intensification, changes in pitch, stress and 

intonation. At this point, I am not yet paying too much attention to pattern or 

overall organization. When a rough sketch is established, we need to turn to 

what is on the page and the work of segmenting the story into lines begins. 

Now what is a line, and how is it different from a sentence, or even a clause? 

Understanding ethnopoetics takes up a lot of space, and numerous re-tries. 

Because an ethnopoetic transcription is a result of analysis rather than a 

prerequisite for it, I need to discuss the constitution of lines in more detail in 

order to show its analytical underpinnings. Such a transcript can be integrated 

with a transcript that pays attention to typical interactional interests, such as 

turn-taking and prosody.  

It must first be said that ‘lines’ function as the smallest narrative unit. 

Therefore, a line should always be observed as a whole, and not as two 

different parts that have distinct functions or meanings: in that case, you would 

have to break them up into two lines. A ‘line’ also means a physical line on the 

page. One has to pay attention to indicators that demarcate narrative bits. Later 

on, these lines can be put together as ‘groups of lines’, ‘verses’ and ‘stanzas’, all 

showing relations of narrative organization.  
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Paraphrasing Virginia Hymes (V. Hymes 1987), the basic rule is to start 

assigning each predication to a line, that is the part of a sentence or clause that 

expresses what is said of the subject and that usually consists of a verb with or 

without objects, complements, or adverbial modifiers. Usually, when one is 

familiar with the narrator’s style, or familiar with the style of a group (no matter 

on what basis it is constituted), it is fairly easy to do so. This is an empirical 

question, entirely based on what speakers themselves signal as important breaks 

or shifts in a particular tellings. Dell Hymes (2003:37) says about this: ‘With 

regard to features that count, the principle is that which Roman Jakobson 

(1960) called equivalence. With regard to patterns of narrative organization, the 

principle is that which Kenneth Burke called “arousal and satisfying of 

expectation” (1925, 1941).’ So what counts as important to pattern a story 

(pause, initial particles such as ‘but’, time markers such as ‘now’) depends on 

equivalence (how do these particles contrast, create rhyme, alliteration, etc.) in 

order to satisfy or make sense to a particular audience. As such, the first thing 

we need to do is find out what counts as important, then see how these 

elements are put together in rhyme or juxtaposition, to finally investigate the 

relations among lines, verses and stanzas.  

In Trenton’s story, I propose four such possibilities of initial markers. They 

are: connectives, quoted speech and quotatives, initial time words, and finally, 

other recurring initial particles. Combinations occur, mostly of a connective 

followed by a time particle. Some of these possibilities have been adapted from 

Hymes (1998), but also depart from it, or are modified in order to accurately 

depict the logic in the organization of the narrative under scope.  

Almost all lines of Trenton’s text are signposted (33 out of 39 lines for the 

full story), and therefore one needs to pay attention to how these markers 

indicate and organize parallelism and rhyme. Let us first take a look at the 

frequency organized by type.  

 
Table 2.1:  Type of marker frequency in Trenton’s story 

Connectives Other initial 

particles 

Time words Direct quotes  Quotatives 

13 12 10 4 2 

 

The most occurring initial particles are the connectives ‘but’, organizing clauses 

into verse. At a higher level it also shapes stanzas, e.g. in stanzas A and B, 

where the connective appears to block out the final verse to contrast with the 

rest of the stanza.  
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Let us now observe stanza E, where I now introduce small letters between 

brackets to indicate verses: (a), (b), (c), … 

 

Example 4: Stanza  E in Trenton’s story 

(E)  

(a) 30 but NOW that WE have broke AWAY from England 

 31  we HAVE (1.0) we (a)re FREE to make 

 32   our own decisions (1.0) 

(b) 33 CORN crops other than (2.0) than sugarCANE (0.5) 

 34 once barBAdos was growing like many sugarcane (0.5) 

 35  ENGLAND (1.0) ENGLISH PEOPLE (0.5) used to say 

 36  that THEY want this certain (0.5) amount a sugarcane 

(c) 37   an soon as (0.3) THEY say that 

 38   we have to GO (0.5) by THEIR rule (0.5) by THEIR work (0.3) 

 39  but NOW come INDEPENDENCE(11.0) 

 

Here, it seems that the connective function of ‘but’ is reduced to an absolute 

minimum to indicate a stanza break. In line 30, ‘but’ opens the stanza, followed 

by a very powerful NOW, indicating a clear break with the colonial past 

(England made the decisions, NOW it is us who call the shots). A little further 

on in stanza E, in the final line, ‘but’ re-appears to separate this line from both 

the previous verse, but also from the rest of the stanza. I have considered 

seeing line 39 as a separate verse, but am hesitant about it since the stanza is 

opened and closed by this particle which in both cases re-affirms separation 

from the colonial past: in line 30 the freedom from English decision making, in 

line 39 the declaration of Independence. In both instances, ‘but’ is also 

followed by a stressed NOW, so given the parallelism it makes sense to keep 

line 39 within the stanza at least. Since initial particles do not seem to play such 

a big role in the organization of this narrative, then what does? One answer can 

be that it seems that quotes and quotatives make up a great deal in segmenting 

lines. Equivalence and parallelism in content (referential verse) and form 

(measured verse) play a role in segmenting stanzas and scenes (in longer 

stories). Once all that is done, it becomes possible to put together a profile for 

the story such as the one below.  
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Table 2.2:  Profile of Trenton’s story 

Stanza Verse Line 

A a 1 

A b 2-5 

A c 6-7 

B a 8-10 

B b 11-13 

C a 14 

C a 15-18 

C c 19-21 

D a 22-26 

D b 27-29 

E a 30-32 

E b 33-36 

E c 37-39 

 

Let me start from the profile above: it is the result of an analysis of poetic 

pattern in Trenton’s story, a pattern also visible in the re-formatted tran-

scription. The first point we take from here is that an ethnopoetic transcript 

itself is also a result, rather than a condition for analysis. However, it is 

absolutely crucial to consider a few issues in that respect: (1) the interactional 

context in which the data came into being, in order to carefully establish the 

conditions under which the narrative took place, as well as the participation 

structure, and (2) data histories of the participants involved, in other words: 

who came with which pre-textual resources to the narrative situation, how and 

where are the different resources mobilized and how are they evaluated (see 

also Blommaert 2006). In other words: we need to take the participants’ socio-

linguistic trajectories, which may be very unequal, into account when appre-

ciating the poetic pattern involved in narrative situations.  

Now that we have a heuristic, and a toolkit to analyze it, we need to turn to 

a perspective which allows us to address the ethical, collaborative dimension of 

voice: bringing our analyses back to the field. Here we turn to ethnographic 

monitoring.  
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2.4  Ethnographic monitoring  

The Independence Day stories are made up of a variety of multimodal semiotic 

resources that are in fact acquired both in and out of school. Children have 

unequal access to these resources and try to produce to the best of their ability, 

a narrative that both satisfies the expectations of the audience (topic-wise and 

grammatical) and generic demands. They sort of streamline the multimodal 

resources available to them into an oral narrative. Not all of the resources are 

fully mastered, some are ‘truncated’ (Blommaert 2008a). Therefore one cannot 

understand the realization of these sociolinguistic resources in performance 

without measuring and evaluating them against the institutional context of 

education that restrains them.  

To engage in a process of ‘ethnographic monitoring’ means to work from 

the voice of the pupil, over that of the analyst towards that of the teacher and 

back. Whether or not a pupil is seen as ‘competent’ by peers and teacher de-

pends on so many factors: the access to the necessary sociolinguistic resources, 

the type of competence that is expected, and so on. Without the co-operation 

of the teachers, this book would have probably led to the celebration of the 

child narrators’ artistic talent as storytellers (and thus value their narrative 

competence) but completely exclude, for example, ‘grammatical competence’, a 

skill much needed to secure upward economical and intellectual ability (access 

to jobs and universities).  

In what follows, I revisit Hymes’ concept of ethnographic monitoring based 

on a report he made in the 1980s in Philadelphia. Based on that report, I 

describe in detail the different steps of the ethnographic monitoring program. 

In Chapter 6, after we have taken a look at the Independence Day stories in 

Chapters 3-5, I engage with this program by analyzing teachers’ comments on a 

few of the stories I recorded and discover which competences matter for 

whom.  

 

2.4.1 Revisiting Hymes: Ethnolinguistic essays4 

Hymes’ work has recently started to attract the renewed attention of a new 

generation of scholars (e.g., Rampton 2007 and 2009 for a survey of the recent 

impact of Hymes’ work). In 1980 Hymes published a monograph entitled 

Language in Education: Ethnolinguistic Essays. The book contains eight essays and 

                                                        
4 Section 2.4 was previously published in a different version as Van der Aa and Blommaert 

(2011). Ethnographic Monitoring: Hymes’ Unfinished Business in Educational Research. 

Anthropology and Education Quarterly, 42(4), 319-334. 
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an introduction, four of which were republished later in the more well-known 

Ethnography, Linguistics, Narrative Inequality (1996). Even though both books are 

monographs, they are essentially a collection of articles that Hymes had 

published in the mid-and late 1970s, mostly in fairly obscure journals, books 

and as keynote presentations. ‘Finding’ Hymes’s work requires a tremendous 

effort on behalf of the interested reader; so having two collections of his work 

on education as published reference volumes is a great thing on its own.  

In what follows, I discuss the importance of some of the 1980 essays that 

were not included in the 1996 book because they are particularly relevant for 

discussing ethnographic monitoring, and place a few things in a wider per-

spective.  

I then analyze in depth the program Hymes labeled as ‘ethnographic 

monitoring’, and explore it within Hymes’ and his students’ involvement in 

Philadelphia schools through an analysis of the final report they wrote on the 

project for the National Institute of Education. Chapter 6 then discusses the 

Caribbean classroom context through an analysis of my fieldwork practices in 

education that included narrative analysis workshops for teachers. At the end of 

Chapter 5, I offer a few pathways for implementing Hymes’s call for ethno-

graphic knowledge to be shared, democratic and open to all: knowledge from 

and for the people (see also Blommaert 2010a).  

 

The ethnolinguistic essays  

As said above, Hymes (1996) incorporates quite a bit of the original 1980 

essays; the lead essay in both books is Speech and Language, one of Hymes’s most 

powerful statements on linguistic inequality, and in many ways his language-

political manifesto. Yet, both books differ in general orientation and pitch. The 

1996 book can be read as a statement on sociolinguistic ethnography: it sets out 

to explain ethnographic practice in detail and moves into a detailed analysis of 

children’s classroom narratives, all done from the viewpoint that language is not 

just an opportunity for speakers but often also a problem, a constraint, and that 

basic sociolinguistic issues such as the distribution of linguistic and narrative 

resources have to be part of any ethnographic inquiry.  

The earlier 1980 book, in contrast, develops a meticulous and robust frame-

work for making ethnography a full part of educational research, even beyond 

Hymes’ interest in narrative or even language issues. It can be seen as Hymes’ 

program for educational ethnography.  

The 1980 book also has a different order than its later counterpart. It starts 

with a lecture Hymes originally gave at the invitation of Sol Tax in a lecture 

series aimed at bringing together ideas about human evolution from the four 
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fields of anthropology. The 1962 paper, entitled Functions of Speech: an 

Evolutionary Approach (Hymes 1980:1-18), is programmatic: it is the first real 

‘call’ for anthropologists and linguists to seriously consider meaning as some-

thing that extends beyond the referential function of language, a point that has 

proven to be extremely valuable in considering children’s linguistic repertoires, 

especially when studying children’s narrative meaning making. Most of this 

narrative view on children’s ways of speaking has later found its way to the 

1996 collection.  

The second essay in the book, Speech and Language: On the Origins and 

Foundations of Inequality (Hymes 1980:19-61) points the reader to inequalities in 

how speech forms are (largely) politically organized by deploying a Bernsteinian 

complication of the message-form (or meaning-form) as consisting of both 

elaborated and restricted codes. In the third essay, Qualitative/Quantitative 

Research Methodologies in Education: A Linguistic Perspective (Hymes 1980:62-87), 

Hymes sketches the evolution within linguistics (in the United States in 

dialogue with anthropology) from a science largely occupied with internal 

structures to one that engages with social context and use, and extends beyond 

the linguistic sign: towards a semiotic view of language issues in the classroom, 

a point elaborated on in the final essay: Language in Education: Forward to 

Fundamentals (Hymes 1981:139-160).  

The three following essays form a cluster, and it is a pity that the middle one 

was left out when preparing the 1996 collection. Two of these three essays were 

republished there under the heading Part 1: Ethnography namely What is 

Ethnography (1980:88-103) and Educational Ethnology (Hymes 1980:119-125). 

Hymes develops the idea that ethnography as a social practice (also aiming at 

social change) is cumulative, cooperative and comparative; and consequently, 

that knowledge also needs to have these three elements if it wants to count as 

‘democratic knowledge’ (1980:119). The middle essay, Ethnographic Monitoring 

(Hymes 1980:104-118), exactly discusses the cooperative part of ethnography, 

and it is this part that forms the foundation of his real long-term goal for social 

change in education. We will get back to this below. The seventh essay, 

Narrative Thinking and Storytelling Rights: A Folklorist’s Clue to a Critique of Education 

(Hymes 1980:126-138) ties back in with the narrative inequality issue that was 

raised in the second essay, and elaborates this with concrete examples from the 

lecture hall, discussed by both Hymes and Courtney Cazden. The final essay, 

Language in Education (Hymes 1980:139-160), raises a few fundamental points 

about where knowledge about education is located. To Hymes, ‘part of what we 

need to know in order to change is not known to anyone; teachers are closer to 
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part of it than most linguists’ (Hymes 1980:139). Let me now delve somewhat 

deeper into the basic assumptions and ideas articulated in the 1980 collection.  

 

Cumulative, co-operative, comparative  

In his 1980 book, Hymes defines what we would now call a learning environ-

ment and offers it as an object of research (see Heath 1983 for a discussion of 

the breadth and depth of such an environment). Cazden (2001:78) notes that in 

studies of nontraditional classrooms outside of the ethnographic tradition, 

‘mention of affective qualities of the learning environment are hard to find.’ 

This is to say that a lot of educational research has simply ignored its positive 

qualities. For Hymes and his contemporaries Cazden and Heath, the school, a 

local institution where children come to learn and be reproduced as social 

beings, is part of this learning environment, and too often educational research 

stops at the school gates. For Hymes, research on schools should take into 

account neighborhoods, homes, parents, teachers, and the like. Schools can 

then become case studies, of which we can collect many, and compare those 

cases against each other. By activating the voices of parents, teachers and 

children (Hornberger 2006:284) and have them cooperate in the research 

project, it becomes possible to incorporate their voices in creating a new theory 

about schools, how children learn in such an institutional environment, and 

how some children are excluded from the resources that one needs to have 

access to in order to be successful.  

Hymes then identified the problem with most educational research: it was 

not really focused on the child, a real child, performing real learning practices in 

a real social environment. When in the 1960s and 1970s ethnographers entered 

the field of educational research, their preoccupation with particular specific 

cases (a child, a group of children, an individual school) was seen as ‘not 

representative’ and ‘anecdotal’, and most of their findings were quickly dis-

carded as falling within the ‘error margin’ of serious research yielding averages 

and patterns of ‘normal’ development. Hymes reacts by designing in the three 

articles mentioned above (What is Ethnography, Ethnographic Monitoring and 

Educational Ethnology) a sustainable long-term program for an ethnography of 

education, part of which consisted in making education and educators them-

selves more ethnographic, that is, more democratic, more accessible to voices 

presently unheard or marginalized, more concerned with real processes than 

with the metric of averages and normalcy.  

This program is threefold and operates at three levels: it is cumulative at the 

micro level, cooperative at the meso level, and comparative at the macro level. 

At the micro level, Hymes’ ethnographic project in education is concerned with 
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narrative inequality (as demonstrated in the 1996 book) and his ethnographic 

program at the micro level consequently consist of a cumulative series of 

ethnopoetic analyses of classroom and home narratives (of children, see 

Cazden 2001 and Poveda 2002; of educators, see Juzwik 2004 and Willaert and 

Creve 2005; of parents, see Jinkerson 2010) as the basis for any ethnographic 

enterprise in education of this kind. It is at the meso level that ethnographic 

monitoring, the cooperative aspect, operates. It provides the link to what 

members know and an accumulated comparative understanding of what mem-

bers of communities more generally have known and done (the ethnological 

macro level; Hymes 1980:105). Yet, ‘the ethnography of Malinowski and most 

other classic ethnography, mere ethnography, does not address such questions 

as “How can we make this canoe better?”’ (Erickson 1979:186). It is precisely 

by being involved in a process of ethnographic monitoring, or in other words 

by becoming more participating than observing, that this can become a reality. 

Participant-observation has always been a part of ethnography, but it is crucial 

to extend this into a cooperative effort at the level of communication through-

out our involvement, to bridge the ‘timing and sequencing’ problem, also raised 

by Erickson (1979:183). In other words: if we want ‘school people’ to be more 

observant as participants then we must become more participating as observers. 

What I will do next is to provide an example of what ethnographic monitoring 

is and can mean in educational research. It must become clear that it positions 

itself at the meso level, that is, between an interest in accumulated cases and a 

comparative generalization, and that it extends in its practice to both ends. In 

other words: it mediates the interests of everyone involved. This will become 

clear through Hymes’ endless concern of developing intimate, and thus vulner-

able relationships with schools (elaborately demonstrated in his 1980 report to 

the National Institute of Education in Philadelphia). 

 

2.4.2 The Philadelphia report  

From 1978 onward, Hymes and David M. Smith (who became director of the 

Center for Urban Ethnography at the University of Pennsylvania  around that 

time) started to receive funding from the National Institute of Education for 

the ethnographic study of learning in various contexts (see also Gilmore and 

McDermott 2006:203-204 for the historical context). The funds were adminis-

tered through the Graduate School of Education (GSE) at the University of 

Pennsylvania of which Hymes was Dean. Concretely, the project focused on 

‘unspecified issues surrounding the acquisition of language art skills’ (Smith 

2002:173). In this realm Professor Morton Botel, also of GSE, had developed a 

state-approved plan for a major curriculum reform in the field of language arts. 
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From the beginning it was stressed how important and vital the active leader-

ship of the three principals of the participating primary schools would be. Part 

of this involvement was shown by the fact that each of them was enrolled in a 

doctoral program at GSE. Their respective dissertations also investigated one 

aspect of the implementation of the program. It is in this context that one 

should situate Hymes’ Philadelphia project on ethnographic monitoring.  

The three-volume report, which I retrieved from the Hymes archives kept at 

the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, consists of more than 800 

pages discussing the theoretical and methodological rationale (the latter one 

mostly written by Hymes himself) followed by extremely detailed reports on the 

schools under scope, written by colleagues and graduate students (Hymes 1981 

et al.). David M. Smith, coauthor on the first grants, later author and PI for the 

final grant, wrote a section The report ends with a section on general findings 

and an epilogue that discusses the scope of such a project by analyzing one 

teacher and one principal’s story regarding their experience as collaborators. Let 

us now go into a more detailed account of this program.  

 

The ethnographic monitoring program  

In the first pages of this extremely detailed and comprehensive report, Hymes 

discusses the mode of inquiry consisting of a threefold purpose and three 

practical steps. Let us begin with the purpose (Hymes et al. 1981:5). First, 

Hymes makes an epistemological point by saying that this program should 

contribute to our knowledge of teaching and learning. This epistemological 

stance was firmly interdisciplinary and Hymes was addressing multiple audi-

ences, including anthropologists, linguists, educational scientists, educators, and 

much more (see, e.g., his broad vision in the essay on educational ethnology, 

also included in the 1980 collection). Secondly, he is concerned that such a 

program, and by extension any ethnographic work in education, should develop 

and sustain cooperative relationships with a set of schools in a largely black 

urban setting.  

From Hymes’s later work we can easily see that this can be replaced by any 

educational setting where voice, the praxis of meaning with real interests, or 

perhaps meaning with consequences, is a real problem (Blommaert 2008a). 

Ethnographic monitoring is intended to make visible emic knowledge from 

educational voices that are vulnerable (Blommaert 2008a), and that are ob-

scured by capitalist-homogeneous responses to a multiplicity of voices (as is 

often the case with national or federal language policies). Finally, Hymes sees 

the purpose of an ethnographic mode of inquiry into education as one that 

should be compatible with both the demands of knowledge and the demands 
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of cooperation. Canonical educational research often suffers from paying 

attention to one over the other, or to none at all. Then Hymes turns to three 

practical steps to make this purpose operational.  

First, ethnographers consult teachers (or principals) to identify what issues 

concern them mostly (Hymes et al. 1981:5). Of course it is implied that the 

ethnographer would prefer schools that are already seen as problematic, or 

schools where it is suspected that voice is an issue.  

A second step is to observe behavior relevant to that issue in a series of 

contexts in and out of the classroom (Hymes et al. 1981:5). Hymes’s interdis-

ciplinary view shines through in the use of the term ‘behavior’, which could 

refer to any practice in the classroom, or even any educational practice outside 

of the classroom. Educational linguists could understand here a sort of ethno-

poetic intertextuality, or perhaps a study of narrative resources that at a micro 

level inform us of the core issues having to do with gaining or losing voice.  

The final step would be to share our findings with the teachers and the 

principal (Hymes et al. 1981:5). Mind here that Hymes does not take this last 

step lightly, nor does he imply here that the microanalysis is the sole business of 

the ethnographer. Rather, he says that ‘the purpose of the third step is to make 

the findings the possession of the school people who have contributed to their 

discovery’ (Hymes et al. 1981:6).  

Hymes used a range of compelling arguments for taking narrative as a 

privileged locus of issues of voice (see Blommaert 2009 for a detailed discus-

sion). There is, however, no reason why other communicative resources would 

not be worthy of inclusion in a Hymesian ethnographic program for education, 

and Rampton (2006) provides an excellent case for interactional sociolinguistics 

as an approach that offers us the critical cumulative micro-evidence that enters 

into ethnographic monitoring. The question of ‘narrative versus conversation’ 

does not occupy me here, because both obviously provide us with patterns of 

systematic marginalization, silencing and disenfranchisement. This also counts 

for literacy resources (see Wortham 2006 for an exemplification of this metho-

dological pluralism, and Heath 1983 for an impressive early account of the 

various dimensions of communicative economies that enter into a learning 

environment).  

 

The anthropological logic  

In a next section of the report, Hymes then points out the ontological status of 

a program such as ethnographic monitoring by paying attention to its anthro-

pological roots (something that obviously never escaped from his attention). 

He describes for each of the steps also its ‘anthropological logic’ (Hymes et al. 
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1981:10-13). It is imperative to stress this, because it seems at first that the 

steps are pretty straightforward and (perhaps apart from the cooperative aspect) 

not very different from other, more canonical approaches (Hymes et al. 

1981:6). This is of course where the real craftsmanship of Hymes comes in, a 

craftsmanship much needed to fully grasp the humanistic and democratic 

change that is embedded in the program described above.  

Hymes comments on the first step, that anthropologists always seek knowl-

edge that is already out there, and that is known and valid for the people that 

make use of it. He argues for a comprehensive understanding of education, an 

understanding that is particular to a certain (type of) school. Therefore it is im-

portant to not only document what is already known but also support teachers’ 

quest for information that they do not yet know (Hymes et al. 1981:7).  

The logic of the second step lies in the fact that in education, children’s 

(sociolinguistic) behaviors may differ dramatically depending on context. For 

Hymes, the study of children’s sociolinguistic resources can only be really valid 

when studied in a variety of contexts: the classroom, at home, among friends, in 

the playground (Hymes et al. 1981:8-9). And he adds that a lot of their behavior 

obviously depends on what audience they are satisfying (see also Burke 1941). 

In other words: are there any adults present in the audience? Perhaps an 

ethnographer or a parent? Very important in this endeavor (an empirical study 

of sociolinguistic resources in and out of school), Hymes argues for patience: 

not everyone can report at all times accurately what one feels and experiences 

(Hymes et al. 1981:9). Therefore some ‘routine’ ways of speaking may not be 

directly observable by the teachers or the parents, but once the researcher 

brings them out (through the emic/etic ontology of anthropological fieldwork) 

teachers or parents may be surprised and interested. It means that, as opposed 

to older one-sided ethnographic work, not only the anthropologist is surprised 

at what he or she discovers but also so is the teacher, the parent, the principal, 

and so on. This type of research is processual and highly collaborative, and here 

we arrive at the term monitoring. As Hymes argues, through this monitoring 

‘one can find out what counts in fact for children on the part of the principal; 

as involved with their children’s education in part of the parents,’ and so on 

(Hymes et al. 1981:10). In other words, Hymes stresses here the need for 

sharing knowledge among all interested educational actors, including the ethno-

grapher.  

Finally, Hymes underscores that ‘the point of the third step is more than 

courtesy’ (Hymes et al. 1981:10). He proposes a continuing mutual inquiry, not 

just ‘reporting back’, because intensive and genuine cooperation is at the heart 
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of ethnographic monitoring. There are sound intellectual reasons for that 

(Hymes et al. 1981:10-11).  

Here we come to the threefold paradigm that Hymes so intricately tries to 

weave, a paradigm with multiple levels and very similar to what he once 

identified in Native American verse: a pattern of ‘onset-ongoing-outcome’. At 

the onset, or micro level, we find a cumulative ethnopoetic effort (which in-

volves narratives of teachers, children, and parents); at meso level an ongoing 

ethnographic commitment (that monitors and backchannels the analysis of 

voice to the cooperators); and at macro level an ethnological outcome: a 

cumulative knowledge of each school in relation to the whole. Hymes ends by 

saying that ‘a framework starting with issues identified by teachers, and con-

tinuing cooperation, may make findings more acceptable and likely to be 

utilized’ (Hymes et al. 1981:13). Essentially this means that close relations need 

to be developed in schools and that these relations need to be maintained. Up 

to this day the Graduate School of Education at the University of Pennsylvania 

keeps in contact with public schools in the Philadelphia area (personal 

communication, Nancy H. Hornberger, June 2009).  

 

Intimate relationships  

As indicated earlier, it is imperative in ethnographic monitoring to have a long-

term commitment to the schools that are part of the project. Hymes and Smith 

had set up a remarkably delicate web of relations in Philadelphia between the 

GSE (its Dean, professors and graduate students) and the school personnel 

(including teachers, children, and parents active in the school). As said, the 

principals of all the schools involved were also enrolled in a doctoral program 

at GSE, and many professors who worked on the project were part of the 

doctoral committee of the principals. In this way, it was easy for the principals 

to welcome the ‘additional’ relationship (working with the professors on the 

ethnographic monitoring project through their graduate students), and they 

gladly helped out in finding teachers willing to cooperate on the program 

(Hymes et al. 1981:20). The principals also participated in conferences, and 

school personnel in general have since its inception (now roughly thirty years 

ago) been invited to the annual Ethnography in Education Research Forum at 

GSE.  

Of course, teachers were also part of the intimate relationships that had 

developed. Several teachers took part in the Forum as well as in courses at 

GSE. Hymes reports of one teacher specifically, who came to ‘seek ethno-

graphic skills for study of the actual teaching of writing,’ most likely inspired by 

the cooperation and the pathways, or mobility, it offered (Hymes et al. 



AN ETHNOGRAPHIC PERSPECTIVE   39 

1981:20). Parents came into the picture in two projects that were more or less 

devised by African American graduate students studying the community setting 

of black schools in West Philadelphia. Commenting on researchers’ roles in 

working with parents, Hymes sketches here a very delicate picture of a young 

teacher who became a graduate student at Penn, but now has to learn again to 

‘take the slower route of listening and identifying the problems more surely’ 

(Hymes et al. 1981:23). On this note, David M. Smith recalls that ‘at least one 

of the African American teachers who worked with us in the project enrolled in 

and finished a doctoral program at the University of Pennsylvania’ (Smith 

2002:175). Naturally this would be the main concern in such an intimate web of 

relationships: the roles (or identities), voices and interests that the different 

actors articulate need to be made explicit. But in doing so, as in any good 

marriage, meaningful and open communication remains the key element.  

As for the children, Hymes does not mention them explicitly as active 

participants in the research, but they are of course central to the project’s 

concern with children’s literary and artistic skills, as well as in its aim of 

recentering educational research towards the individual needs and interests of 

the child, rather than focusing on defining problems in terms of variables 

common to all schools.  

 

Democratic knowledge  

On his webpage, still maintained posthumously by the University of Virginia, 

Hymes indicates being interested in combating elitism and narrowness and the 

playing of ‘Western mind games’ at the expense of the rest of the world: 

 

‘Two vital issues for the field are (a) to ensure that anthropologists are the 

knowledgeable peers of members of any other discipline concerned with 

peoples and topics anthropologists study and (b) to justify scholarship in its 

relation to the interests and abilities of others.’ [Hymes s.a.]  

 

Hymes touches here on two very important issues that are related to what we 

are discussing here. Both have to do with knowledge as being highly political. 

The first issue implicitly demarcates anthropology as a discipline concerned 

with the study of all aspects of humanity. It opens up anthropology to topics 

that other disciplines, such as educational research, exclusively consider their 

own.  

The second issue that Hymes touches on in the statement on his University 

of Virginia website is related to the different steps of ethnographic monitoring. 

Through the ongoing process of this program, ethnographers not only define 
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their research topics in relation to the interests of school personnel but also 

offer pathways to make full use of and contribute to their abilities: they find out 

what is already known and apply that emic knowledge towards their own 

theoretical framework, a framework that they are happy to share with the 

school community. This process can be situated within the cooperative frame-

work and offers teachers and principals the opportunity to take classes at the 

university for instance. In other words: it creates mobility.  

In the report, the systemic principles and structures of collaboration are very 

democratic. During the project, graduate students who did fieldwork in the 

different schools regularly met with the professor-investigators at GSE, and 

they had to engage with a different culture of exchange and dialogue. David M. 

Smith says about this that ‘seminar participants are not used to sharing data 

with their professors so that they can reflect on them together. They expect to 

be evaluated’ (Hymes et al. 1981:792). And commenting on the position of 

Hymes in all this, he adds that ‘this problem was further exacerbated by the fact 

that Hymes was both dean and a recognized name in the field. (…) Some 

graduate students found it difficult to treat him as a collaborator, and in effect, 

a peer’ (Hymes et al. 1981:792). The system that drove this project, clearly, 

faced obstacles of tradition, most importantly the tendency for democracy to 

stop in front of established position and hierarchy. Most crucial in the whole 

process, however, are the potential and systemic equality of voice and the 

facilitation of this pursuit by the numerous communications across the board: 

between graduate students and teachers, teachers and professors, the dean and 

the principals etc. To Hymes, this equality of voice defined ethnography as an 

intellectual and political enterprise, and ethnographic monitoring was the 

practical implementation of it. We have now arrived at the crux of ethnographic 

monitoring: creating opportunities to give an equal weight to people’s voice, for 

example that of the ethnographer, but also that of the collaborators in the field.  

In Chapter 3, I discuss one particular classroom narrative and show its 

narrative uptake, its poetic patterning and the interplay between those two 

elements. Together they produce the voice of the child narrator: in a particular 

social environment with particular rules and liberties, the child produces a 

narrative in order to satisfy the expectations of the audience, in order ‘to be 

heard’ (Burke 1941). Hinging on Burke’s recognition of narrative form is 

Hymes’ elaboration: to be heard on one’s own terms. 



CHAPTER 3 

Sharing time and the poetic patterning of 
Caribbean independence: 
The narrative architecture of voice 

3.1  Where is the text? An ethnopoetic answer 

Ethnographers work with texts, with artefacts, or rather ‘artefactualized 

simulacra of lived language in order to be able to study it’ (Blommaert 2007: 

828). Even if oral recordings are used, voices from the field are always 

artefactual. We often physically carry such voices back home with us from the 

field in the form of tapes, transcripts, field notes or written artefacts. Tran-

scribing recorded material therefore involves choices. What will we put on 

paper, and what will we analyze? In other words: where is the text, and whose 

voice does it represent? The same question can be asked regarding narratives 

and their organization. When we record a narrative, what exactly are we tran-

scribing: the narrative itself, its elicitation, its ongoing emergence? The way the 

story is organized, or its ‘narrative architecture’ (Ochs and Capps 2001) illus-

trates the fact that there is a relationship between topic and underlying form. 

This relationship, or co-variation, may vary from one speaker to another of the 

same language. From an ethnographic point of view, we may be most interested 

in features of form and content that are different from our own narrative 

traditions, newly discovered form and content, exciting material to enrich 

anthropological scholarship. Such contributions have developed within ethno-

poetic scholarship through a genuine interest in reformatting or re-transcribing 

narratives in a particular lay-out so that it reflects the specificities of original 

performance, and of original voice.  

In this chapter, I take these notions to the level of the actual classroom: by 

discussing the poetic patterning of the story I intend to make visible emic 

knowledge from vulnerable voices in an educational context (Blommaert 

2008a:428). By discussing the performative aspects of the story I show that 

voice can be collaboratively accomplished in order to be heard, but also in 
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order to meet institutional goals. Sharing time is the locus to observe these 

different aspects. 

It is a moment to make announcements, to allow children to tell personal 

stories, to start the day with a friendly note, and to get acquainted with the life-

worlds of the children. (Cazden 2001, Hymes 1996, Michaels 1981, Poveda 

2001, 2002). Teachers are both participants and facilitators, and without the 

teacher there would be no sharing time obviously. The teacher thus plays a 

crucial role in monitoring the event. Sometimes it takes the form of a group 

discussion or collaborative conversation on a common problem that may have 

occurred or on a topic that is directly related to the group dynamic. Other times 

teachers may single out a child, and ask questions about issues that have 

happened recently, like ‘What did you do yesterday evening?’, ‘What TV show 

do you really like and why’ or more precise questions such as ‘When was the 

last time you went to the market and how were the prices as compared to the 

supermarket?’ In previous American studies on sharing time (Cazden 2001, 

Hymes 1996, Michaels 1981) it was found that there was often a sort of mis-

match between teachers’ and children’s discourse styles, so that children had a 

hard time getting themselves heard in the classroom. In Michaels’ (1981) case 

study of Leona for instance, and in Hymes’ (1996) reanalysis of it, it is argued 

that the narrative style of the child does not match the teacher’s expectations, 

and therefore the child’s voice is being misrecognized. The whole informal set-

up of sharing time as a place to share and collaborate therefore loses its mean-

ing completely.  

This is not the case in Poveda’s (2002) case study of Quico’s sharing time 

story from a Spanish kindergarten. The story of this five-year old Gypsy child 

was very well received by both the teacher and the rest of the class, despite 

significant differences in narrative style. Poveda ascribes this rather successful 

case of sharing time to the different goals that the teacher had set, and due to 

her previous experience with Gypsy children. He says that ‘she was able to 

relate to and incorporate Gypsy children’s experiences and forms of interaction 

as the result of prolonged and committed contact with students and community 

members from this part of the city, a lower working-class district situated in the 

south of Madrid, where sixty percent of the Gypsy population of the region 

live’ (Poveda 2002:295). In other words, she was culturally sensitive to Gypsy 

ways of speaking. To resume: Leona has not produced voice, but Quico has. In 

both cases, this was to a large extent related to the goals the teacher had set for 

sharing time (formal or informal, the type of questions asked, etc.), the way 

teachers responded or were silent during the story, and the way the story was 

evaluated.  
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Here I want to present a story that is different from the analytical cases 

above in at least two significant ways. Firstly, and contrary to the sharing time 

moments described by Michaels and Poveda, where children have freedom 

over topic choice and lack teacher restrictions on the presentation of the topic, 

here is an instance of sharing time which is highly regulated topically. It 

therefore demands a fairly complex mastery of form in order to accomplish a 

story within such a set-up. The topic is fixed with little room for deviations. 

This goes for style as well: with the very strict topic comes a strict bodily hexis 

and a strict format as well as a focus on standard language use, English in this 

case. Together these elements form the required sociolinguistic order associated 

with storytelling related to nationhood. Secondly, the discourse style of the 

teacher in my example is quite similar to that of the children: there are no 

immigrant children, and most of the children are from similar social class 

backgrounds.  

However, both teacher and children are performing sharing time in a 

language that is not their first language, have to deploy resources that are often 

heavily truncated and struggle together to accomplish voice in this exercise. 

Later on I will argue that these stories are not only echoing the state and the 

nation, but also the particular nation building efforts that come along with it, as 

well as in its required narrative elements specific mythological traits such as the 

(super)natural, heroes, history, creation and the like. Now we need to turn to St. 

Joseph Primary school.  

 

 

3.2  The topic  

The set-up of my observations at St. Joseph was similar to regular sharing time: 

a particular child is called forward and is asked by the teacher to share a story 

with the rest of the audience. When I observed ‘regular’ Barbadian sharing time, 

children were either standing next to the teacher (who is also standing or sitting 

at her or his desk) or seated on a chair in the center of a circle of other children. 

In this case, the teacher was seated at his desk, I was next to him and the child 

was standing next to the teacher, facing the class.  

The topic was limited to Barbadian history and culture, and often followed a 

very similar pattern involving a presentation of Barbados as being ‘free’ from 

England, followed by a brief presentation of Barbadian nationhood as a true 

example of Caribbean freedom. All of the stories refer to at least the flag and 

the coat of arms, which are the national symbols and are in that way emblem-

atic of statehood and important during a celebration such as Independence. 
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Also often recurring elements are natural resources (sun, sea, crops), historical 

elements (colonialism and slavery, independence from England), colonial 

heroes, and contemporary Barbados (the freedom from England, and in two 

instances the current situation of Barbadian schools).  

Each story was individually tape-recorded by me during the sharing time 

sessions, and complemented by taking field notes. It was as I already indicated, 

unfortunately forbidden to videotape due to school and Ministry of Education 

regulations. My personal involvement in picnics and cricket games allowed me 

to see the children in other settings than the classroom and in turn this allows 

me to explain the stories in their cultural as well as their institutional context. I 

was an observer (and a recorder for that matter) of sharing time, and other 

classroom activities, but I also participated and sometimes facilitated. My pres-

ence was crucial to interpret the stories in the way that I have done. Even 

though ethnopoetic analysis seems to study discourse-internal features, the cul-

tural logic behind defining those features can only be obtained through field-

work: the fieldwork engagement shows in the transcription.  

The tape-recorded and field-annotated collection of sharing time stories was 

further complemented with the collection of policy documents, teacher and 

parent interviews and more field notes with regards to Independence Day 

celebrations and the workings of St. Joseph Primary school. For this chapter, I 

explicitly draw on transcriptions of the recordings, field notes made during 

these recordings, and a limited number of other field notes.  

 

 

3.3  Narratives in ‘proper’ English: Barbadian language ideologies  

In telling the stories, children used all there is to use to bring their message 

across: oral resources (from the previously taught classes on Independence, 

from poems and songs) and written resources (phrases they may have remem-

bered from written assignments, textbooks about Barbadian history and culture, 

newspaper articles, etc.). The presentation during sharing time however is 

strictly oral and demands great poetic, artistic and narrative skills from the 

children to ‘use all there is to use’ to be successful in the telling, which is a true 

speech event in the technical sense: recurring, bounded with a clear beginning 

and end, and with consistent patterns of participation in each classroom 

(Cazden 2001:10). As said, it also follows a stricter ‘traditional lesson structure’ 

than sharing time activities normally do.  

I wondered if teachers were aware of the potential of verbal artistry in 

Creole that children were not always fully allowed to display. When asking Mrs. 
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Small, the tutor in Mr. Stone’s class, about this issue in relation to a story told 

by a child named Victor, she said the following. 

 

Example 5: Interview with Mrs. Small at St. Joseph Primary school 

 (November 5, 2005; Mrs. S=Mrs. Small) 

01 Jef: So why do you put so much emphasis on grammar, why is it 

so important? I thought the one story, eh, Victor’s stuff on the 

market place, was so interesting, you know… and… 

02 

03 

04 Mrs. S: Yeah, I know. But it is imperative that we stress the 

grammatical features of the standard. It 04 is important… it… 

we are measured by it… the ministry wants the children to go 

for the O-levels… UWI (the university, my note) has had 

decreasing enrollment since the nineties. 

05 

06 

07 

08 

 

The teacher admits that the content of Victor’s story about going to the market 

place with his grandmother on Saturdays to sell fish was interesting, and she 

immediately adds to this why she cannot afford to pay any attention to that: the 

government policy does not allow for children to make grammatical mistakes 

which is enforced by some sort of ‘measurement’, i.e. the number of children 

that pass the O-levels. But at the same time her intentions are noble. She refers 

to the university’s decreasing numbers and is concerned that children get a fair 

chance to attend higher education. On several occasions, Mrs. Small expressed 

great concern for her 14-year old son, who spoke ‘Bajan wherever he can, and 

does not give a jot about the standard.’ Here Mrs. Small transports the use of 

Standard English outside of its institutional framework (to which it is largely 

limited in Barbados) into mainstream society. It would be her ultimate dream if 

‘Barbadians were to speak ‘proper’ English at all times, so we can communicate 

with the world.’ She clearly insists at least on the fact that the formal training in 

Standard English at school is not sufficient for children to master it adequately 

in order to find a job or enter an institution of higher education.  

Mrs. Small engages here with one of the most common ideologies about 

language in Barbados, namely that Standard English should be the vehicle for 

communication in the Caribbean world. 

Concerning the use of language in education, we briefly return to Mrs. 

Bancroft, a teacher who is also the language co-ordinator at Westbury Primary 

school, which is nearby St. Joseph Primary school. In the next example, she 

expresses the attitudes towards Creole and Standard English in the classroom. 
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Example 6: Interview with Mrs. Bancroft at Westwood Primary school  

 (November 19, 2005) 

01 Well, we tend to ask children to speak in Standard English. That would 

be appropriate as we are in the English speaking Caribbean and English 

is a global world language. So we would tend to emphasize speaking of 

Standard English in our teaching environment. But at times obviously 

children will resort to using dialect to express themselves because it is 

really their first language. Is the language that they hear in their home 

communities, that they speak with their friends, and so on. But we will 

not frown upon the use of dialect. But we would want to encourage 

children to use Standard English for answering in the classroom. 

Teacher ask the question or to even eh… if you have activities where 

children are speaking to report something that has happened. We 

would want to emphasize the use of Standard English as a correct way 

of communicating within the school environment. 

02 

03 

04 

05 

06 

07 

08 

09 

10 

11 

12 

13 

 

The language co-ordinator emphasizes that Standard English is the national 

language of Barbados and other Caribbean countries, and that that it is the 

appropriate language to use as the language of instruction and the language for 

teacher-student communication. However, at one point the co-ordinator also 

takes an affective stance toward Creole usage by children, tempered by the use 

of the term ‘resort’ (as in final resort, when really nothing else works), firmly 

placing Barbadian Creole at the bottom of the prestige ladder. However, she 

acknowledges that Creole is the language that people would usually speak and 

that the institutional environment sees Standard English as the only correct way 

of speaking.  

 

 

3.4  Trenton’s story  

Now I turn to the story told by Trenton, a ten-year old student at St. Joseph 

Primary school. The transcript below shows the elicitation of the story by the 

teacher during sharing time, as well as its ongoing turn-taking (often as inter-

ruptions by teachers and peers) and the evaluation of the story by the audience. 

In the same transcript however, some of the story elements are re-formatted to 

show their patterned narrative properties through indentation and numbering 

(in terms of lines, verses and stanzas).  

As discussed in Chapter 2, I consider a line to be a sentence-like, predicate 

structure which is usually (but not always) signposted by an initial particle such 
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as a time word. Verses are groups of lines that belong together based on 

principles of equivalence such as repetition and parallelism (Hymes 1996:163). 

Several verses form stanzas, bigger units that also belong together based on 

these same principles. In my transcription below, indentation indicates the 

verses’ beginnings, and shows subordinate clauses as being an essential part of 

the narrative flow. Numbering serves to clearly identify the different units: lines 

are indicated by Roman numerals, verses by small letters and stanzas by capital 

letters (based on Hymes 2003:135-138).  

This implicit verbal structure may be a systematic way of performing, of 

speaking, particular to a certain group. These sorts of ethnopoetic analyses at-

tempt, as Blommaert (2009a: 269) notes, ‘to unearth culturally embedded ways 

of speaking, materials and forms of using them, that belong to the socio-

linguistic system of a group, and that have a particular place in a repertoire due 

to their specific form-function relationships.’ This (separate) focus, or ‘spot-

light’ on individual narrators pays not only attention to what is said explicitly 

(sentence level); it also allows the analyst to discover relations between lines and 

verses in the narratives (see also Hymes 2003:36-80). These relations are often 

not noticed or consciously produced by narrators, and may therefore be con-

sidered to be the ‘cultural dimension’ of narration. This gives stories a certain 

flow or rhythm, which in previous ethnopoetic classroom analyses turns out to 

be consistent and ‘measured’ (see e.g. Hymes 1996, Poveda 2002). In previous 

analyses of sharing time, twice a sort of verse-based analysis has been at-

tempted, and turned out to be quite successful: both Michaels’ (1981) and 

Poveda’s (2002) analyses of children’s storytelling present a poetic structure of 

telling on the page.  

The story analyzed here is quite different from what Michaels and Poveda 

have offered; however it is not very different from the sort of historical Native 

American stories (sometimes also called ‘myths’) that were analyzed by Hymes 

(1981, 2003). In fact, in Chapter 5, I argue that these stories are actually a sort 

of postcolonial ‘myth’ tellings and that they contain mythological elements. 

Michaels (1981) never used ethnopoetics, even though she argued for segmen-

tation of stories into lines and for analyzing patterns beyond syntax. Poveda 

(2002) certainly, and very successfully, deployed the sort of ethnopoetic frame-

work that Hymes used to distinguish poetic structure in stories (act, stanza, 

verse) but does not make use of the sort of ‘rhythmical markers’ such as 

indentation, grouping of lines and verses etc. These markers stress exactly the 

kind of historical, canonical stories that need to be remembered, retold, etc. 

rather than the spontaneous stories as analyzed by Michaels and Poveda. This is 

also a very common mythological trait (see e.g. Hymes 2003).  
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Trenton’s story came to me on the second day of my presence at St. Joseph 

Primary school in November 2005. He was the first teller of the afternoon and 

felt a little nervous. Trenton’s mother, unaware of the fact that he was going to 

be asked for Independence Day sharing time, had carefully put on a badge that 

said ‘Wuh Loss! It’s Bajan Independence!’ in orange neon-letters below the 

national flag. ‘Wuh Loss’ means something like ‘oh Lord’ or ‘Good Lord’ in 

Bajan. During Independence Month, the teacher often replaced regular class-

room materials by special worksheets that had questions about the history and 

significance of Barbados in the Caribbean and in the world. Typical sheets 

contained about five questions, with suggested answers in four bullet-form 

options. Other materials were newspaper articles concerning Barbadian history 

and culture. A regular transcript of Trenton’s story has been presented in 

Section 2.3., Example 3a. In the following I will present it ethnopoetically.  

 

 

3.5  The narrative architecture of voice 

This section opens with a transcript of Trenton’s story that resulted from an 

ethnopoetic analysis of the narrative. Stanzas are represented by capital letters 

(A, B, C, …), verses by small letters (a, b, c, …) and lines are grouped by using 

indentation. Other transcription conventions are found in Appendix 1. 

 

Example 7: Trenton’s Story  

 (November 5, 2005) 

Teacher: Well, Trenton man, tell Jef something about our country, something 

we learned about Independence 

Trenton: Using the dictionary? 

Teacher: Yah, if you want to (1.0) Stand up man! (imitates someone with 

hanging shoulders) (1.5) 

Trenton: (postures his body, straightens his shoulders) 

Teacher: (nodds) (3.0) 

Trenton:  

(A)  

(a)  01 acCORding to the dictionary, 

(b)  02  INDEPENDENCE means (looks in dictionary) (1.0) 

  03   not controlled by others (0.5) 

  04   free from other people 

  05   or other or (1.0) influence (0.5) 

(c)  06 but to me it means more than that (0.5) 
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  07 it means that you can do anything you wa:nt to (5.0) 

Class: Just (xxx) hhh hhh 

Teacher: Sssshh (towards the class) (taps Trenton on the shoulder) 

Trenton:  

(B)  

(a)  08 independence in barbados means 

  09  freedom from the mother country (0.5) 

  10  INGLAN was once the mother COUNtry (0.5) 

(b)  11  they RU:led over barbadians (0.5) 

  12   but (0.5) but thanks to independent (0.5) independence (0.3) 

  13   we NO LONGER have to (xxxx) (0.5) 

(C)  

(a)  14 INDEPENDENCE is shown by national symbols (0.3) 

(b)  15  (for) example de FLAG (0.5) 

  16   we had to use the england (0.3) england flag 

  17    but no longer (0.5) 

  18   now we HAVE our own flag (0.5) 

(c)  19   and it (1.0) have different meaning (0.3) 

  20    the yellow means the SUN (0.3) of Barbados 

  21    the blue is the sea (0.5) 

(D)  

(a)  22  the NATIONAL anthem (3.0) 

  23  but NOW we have our (0.3) OWN 

  24   and NO LONGER have to use THIS 

  25   the MA:(r)ker was also england’s own 

  26   but NOW we have our (4.0) but NOW we HAVE our own 

(1.5) 

(b)  27  and the governor GENERAL was (0.3) an english MAN (1.0) 

  28   but now we have our (0.5) barbadians governor general (1.0) 

  29  discussion make (1.0) DECISION making was (2.0) disc (1.0) 

DECISION making was (xx) (0.5) england (3.5) hardly? 

Teacher: Go deh (in Creole) 

Trenton:  

(E)  

(a)  30  but NOW that WE have broke AWAY from England 

  31   we HAVE (1.0) we (a)re FREE to make 

  32    our own decisions (1.0) 

  33  CORN crops other than (2.0) than sugarCANE (0.5) 

  34  once barBAdos was growing like many sugarcane (0.5) 
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  35   ENGLAND (1.0) ENGLISH PEOPLE (0.5) used to say 

  36   that THEY want this certain (0.5) amount a sugarcane 

  37    an soon as (0.3) THEY say that 

  38  we have to GO (0.5) by THEIR rule (0.5) by THEIR work 

(0.3) 

  39   but NOW come INDEPENDENCE(11.0) 

Teacher: Now you can sit UP (1.0) alRIGHT (0.5) right? (0.5) 

Trenton: (walks back to his seat at this point) 

Jef: Good 

Teacher: Mmm anything (x) 

Audience: (applause) 

 

Please note that line 29 is theoretically (within my explanation of what lines are 

in ethnopoetic theory) one line, but that due to page constraints it is spread 

over two lines. For the purpose of facilitating the discussion, let me rehearse 

the profile for the story here:  

 
Table 3.1:  Profile of Trenton’s story 

Stanza Verse Line 

A a 1 

A b 2-5 

A c 6-7 

B a 8-10 

B b 11-13 

C a 14 

C a 15-18 

C c 19-21 

D a 22-26 

D b 27-29 

E a 30-32 

E b 33-36 

E c 37-39 

 

The teacher opens the narrative moment by allocating the student an inter-

actional, narrative space. After introducing the topic, he constitutes Trenton’s 

audience: first himself, then Trenton’s peers (by making Trenton stand in front 

of them) and finally the ethnographer (‘tell Jef’). He introduces the topic of 
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‘Barbados, our country’, closely followed by the sub-topic of ‘Independence’. In 

addition, it has to be ‘something we learned’, by which the teacher is referring 

to previous classes.  

Trenton then asks if he can use the dictionary and this new question for 

clarification of how to handle the topic, conveys at the same time that Trenton 

has understood the task and is willing to proceed. The teacher allows for use of 

the dictionary but initiates a new comment on the child’s posturing: Trenton is 

standing with his shoulder’s hanging, a little timid, and the teacher refers to him 

as ‘man’. He also did this in the previous sequence (‘well, Trenton man…’), so 

it is highly doubtful that this address is a reference to masculine posturing, but 

rather to the bodily hexis associated with the particular genre of official story-

telling, dealing with stories that are related to official instances such as country, 

nation and state. Trenton then acknowledges this by his action to changing his 

posture (he straightens his shoulders) and the teacher responds with a nod.  

The teacher then discursively ‘inscribes’ Trenton’s body (see e.g. Luke 1990) 

in order to set up the particular sociolinguistic order that goes together with 

institutionality: a particular bodily hexis and the strict maintenance of Standard 

English. Trenton’s body posture is ‘inextricably linked to [the] teaching and 

consequential for [his] subject position’ (Blommaert and Makoe 2011:7). The 

patterns we discover in Trenton’s story are traces of a canonical, or ‘master’ 

narrative, and Trenton sees this attempt to set up the sociolinguistic order as 

the signal that it is now his time to talk. One could say that bodily hexis is 

prerequisite (which needs to be maintained as well during the telling) and 

standard language usage a textual requirement. Meanwhile, Trenton has opened 

the dictionary and reads the definition of the word ‘Independence’ out loud. He 

then embarks on the story, offering a rather skillful contrast between the 

dictionary meaning of ‘Independence’, and what it means to him. After stanza 

A, the audience starts laughing because Trenton has made a funny remark: ‘it 

means that you can do anything you want to’. Of course one is never com-

pletely free to do what one wants, so Trenton’s comment is positively evaluated 

by the audience for its social, humorous nature. The teacher takes an affective 

stance toward Trenton, whose intentions clearly were not to make the audience 

laugh. The teacher silences the children and pats Trenton on the shoulder. 

Trenton is then able to tell the bulk of his story.  

In line 29, Trenton encounters the difficult word ‘decision’ and confuses it 

with ‘discussion’. The teacher silences another uproar of the children and 

encourages Trenton to continue with the final part of his story by using the 

Creole form ‘go deh’, meaning ‘to go on’. Trenton acknowledges the affective 

stance of the teacher and continues the story until the end. Because the story 
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seems to be so monologic, it is not only intersubjectively managed as is often 

the case with the rapid turn-taking in Leona’s story (Michaels 1981). However, 

the minimal turntaking does serve the storytelling order or structure that partly 

arises exactly through the teacher’s minimal interruptions.  

This sharing time story is constructed through the accountability of the 

student’s performance and is judged at the end (Arminen 2005:123). When 

Trenton is done, there is a very long pause which is marked because one would 

expect an immediate evaluation at the end of a performance in a classroom 

context. The teacher does however take an affective stance twice during the 

storytelling, and hereby encourages the child. He does so by linguistic and 

paralinguistic (e.g., nodding) signals. Finally, the teacher initiates a sequence in 

which Trenton is asked to take his seat again. The long pause is used by the 

teacher to look around the classroom, possibly to solicit questions that pupils 

may have about the story, culminating in his question ‘mmm, anything?’, in 

order to find out if anyone has anything to ask. While asking, the teacher then 

looks at me and back to the children, as to make the evaluation collaborative, 

but neither I or the other children respond substantially. I utter a minimal 

response by saying ‘good’ and the children do the same by applauding.  

 

3.5.1 Poetic patterning  

The story carries both the teacher’s as well as Trenton’s voice. Trenton has not 

only been recognized by his peers in the moment to moment classroom inter-

action, he is also recognized and heard as performing a certain type of well-

known genre. His story displays many features of similar stories, both at the 

topical and the formal level. In what follows, I will further analyze Trenton’s 

story, and discuss it in terms of poetic performance in order to say something 

about an ‘original voice’, perhaps a canonical narrative, taking into account 

rhetorical coherence, poetic organization and pattern.  

Many lines in Trenton’s narrative end with pauses of varying length. It 

seems that the pauses do not necessarily indicate what traditionally would be 

described as ‘grammatical sentences’. If that was the case, there would be far 

less sentences than there would be lines. This is an indication that the narrator 

himself structures the story into lines, and not written sentences. Trenton does 

not pause after a sentence, but after a line. There are some mid-line pauses, but 

they rarely indicate a line break. This is similar to some of Tedlock’s (1983) 

ethnographic findings for Native-American Zuni narratives. An example can be 

found in line 26, where the four-second pause does not indicate a line break, 
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but a self-repair sequence (‘but now we have our (4.0) but now we have our 

own’).  

Moreover, Trenton does not only indicate the end of a line with a pause, he 

often stresses the time word ‘now’ in the initial article pair. By doing so he 

demarcates several lines (e.g., lines 23, 26, 30 and 39) which then form a 

contrast with the previous line. Meaning is co-varying here as the present 

Barbadian independent ‘now’ firmly contrasts with the English past. In the final 

stanza, the first and the last line both have a stressed ‘now’ which achieves a 

strong parallelism and puts emphasis on the present time. There is no contrast 

with the English past in stanza E, but stanza E as a whole contrasts with stanza 

D. This parallelism frames stanza E and sets it apart from the other ones.  

Parallelism here serves the purpose of contrasting two distinct themes in the 

story, though they are interwoven within each stanza. The contrast is achieved 

in different ways. In stanza B, the middle two lines (lines 10 and 11, out of six 

in total) are signposted by ‘English’ and ‘they’; and these are enclosed by the 

two outer lines (lines 8 and 13) which are signposted by ‘Independence’ and 

‘we’. Furthermore, in the first line, ‘Independence’ is followed by ‘in Barbados’. 

In the other stanzas, contrast is mostly achieved through juxtaposing a line or 

verse about England with a line or verse about Barbados signposted by a salient 

initial particle pair (usually connective and time word, ‘but now’). The contrast 

sometimes takes place between verses (as in stanza A between verse b, lines 

3-5, and c, lines 6-7) or within verses (such as in verse b, lines 15-18, in stanza 

C). The active deployment of initial particles and the production of a skillful 

contrast between the Barbadian present and the English past clearly show 

Trenton’s narrative skills here. Contrast achieved through parallelism occurs 

much less, if at all, between stanzas. Here, contrast is achieved through varia-

tion in pattern: there is a constant alternation between stanzas with three and 

stanzas with two verses.  

Trenton does not alliterate sounds but achieves coherence by repeating the 

same word throughout a given unit (internal rhyme or repetition). He does so 

in the first stanza by repeating the word ‘others’ in verse b (lines 2-5), and 

repeating the phrase ‘it means’ in verse c (lines 6-7). By doing so the demarca-

tion of the verses and the contrast between them becomes even clearer. He also 

demarcates bigger units by repetition: I have already discussed his use of the 

initial particle pair ‘but now’, which clearly structures the contrast in and 

between verses and stanzas; and by doing so gives the story a steady rhythm.  

Finally, I want to point out that the pattern of the story offers possibilities 

to look behind lines and verses to underlying patterns in order to appreciate 

and understand the cultural logic behind them. Trenton’s story, as analyzed 
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here, has five stanzas. Each stanza consists of either two or three verses: 

stanzas A, C and E have three verses; stanzas B and D each have two verses. 

They are not just randomly two or three verses: they alternate. The story opens 

with a three-verse stanza and then follows the following pattern: 3-2-3-2-3. It is 

precisely this alternation that gives the story its flow.  

The middle verse of each three-verse stanza always holds four lines and also 

crucial information that is pivotal in both the form and the content of the story: 

‘Independence’ in stanza A, ‘the flag’ in stanza C and ‘sugarcane’ in stanza E. In 

other words: the middle verse in each of the three-verse stanzas is about 

something crucial in the story. Finally, each two-verse stanza consists of pairs 

of threes and fives. In stanza B there are two verses, both of which have three 

lines; in stanza D there are two verses of which one has five and the other three 

lines. As ‘sequences of equivalent units commonly constitute sets’ (Hymes 

1996:166), evidence for such three/five patterning in Native-American stories 

has been found for Tewa, Kalapuya, Clackamas and Takelma in Hymes (1996) 

and for Tolowa in Collins (2009). Sets of two and four have also been found in 

earlier research, such as in African-American storytelling (Hymes 2003:102-

104). The unmarked pattern in a particular story marks emphasis and intensifi-

cation (Hymes 1996:167). From earlier research there is evidence (see Hymes 

2003, appendix) that Standard English patterns are associated with lines and 

verses of three and five elements. There are traces of this in Trenton’s story, 

and he satisfies the expectation for the standard sociolinguistic order of lan-

guage use associated with this type of official storytelling. There is an inverse 

indexicality at work here: local celebrations of nation-and statehood are only 

recognized as appropriate when realized in negotiated standard patterns.  

 

 

3.6  Conclusions: Collaborative voice  

Voice is created collaboratively in the story just analyzed: a collaboration 

between the teacher and the child. I will give the floor to both, first the teacher, 

then Trenton.  

As is clear from my analysis, the teacher plays a crucial role in navigating 

children through the telling of the Independence Day stories during sharing 

time, a particularly difficult exercise using hybrid linguistic resources (origina-

ting in Creole resources which are fairly close formally to standard resources). 

The teacher needs to steer the story, or orchestrate its telling, towards a satis-

fying end. However, the Barbadian teacher seemed to lack the appropriate 

standard resources in order to model the sort of English that students would 
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need to be successful in education. A case in point is line 30, where the Creole 

verbal construction ‘now that we have broke away’ has completely passed the 

teacher by (see an extensive analysis of this in Chapter 5). In line 31, it is 

Trenton himself who repairs a non-standard construction: ‘we have free’ be-

comes ‘we are free’.  

Nonetheless, working with limited resources, teachers and students collab-

oratively create voice; and in this case the teacher activates Trenton’s voice by 

steering him in the right direction. Voice is the entire process of meaning-

making through the deployment of appropriate resources for a particular social 

situation, and by doing so finding the pleasure to be appreciated on one’s own 

terms. Trenton is here heard as a good student, someone who knows the right 

things and puts them together in the right way. He is also appreciated by his 

peers for his humor that he is able to insert at particular moments. The teacher 

activates his voice because he keeps the floor open for him, helps him by 

encouraging to continue, and allows for a certain ‘leakage’ into nonstandard use 

(see also Hornberger 2006 for other examples of this allowance). However, 

next to being a facilitator, the teacher is also an institutional agent prescribing 

the rigid sociolinguistic order that needs to be maintained, consisting of a 

particular bodily hexis and, in general, standard language use.  

The interesting thing here is that the teacher created a particular narrative 

space for Trenton by keeping the floor open: he silenced the other children 

when needed, demanded my attention and opinion, and encouraged Trenton in 

subtle ways by paralinguistic (nodding, patting) and Creole signaling (the 

encouraging ‘go deh’). In this way he possibly stimulated both narrative and 

standard linguistic competence. By setting up, shaping the stories as they 

emerge and finally appreciating Trenton’s voice, the teacher actively negotiated 

both Trenton’s interests and the absolute institutional demand to maintain a 

standard language policy.  

However, even though the center of Standard English is not in Barbados, 

the teacher was required to orient to this external, post-imperial variety of 

English. Of course the situation is more complex, given the already tainted 

colonial relationship Barbados had with England, the exact same issue which is 

re-contextualized within the scope of Trenton’s Independence Day story. 

Trenton’s teacher has to orient himself to the children’s competencies but at 

the same time to multiple other centers where Standard English is very impor-

tant: the school’s rules, the Ministry of Education and the demands of univer-

sity entrance exams.  

Unlike other sharing time contexts where children can flourish in using 

nonstandard resources (such as in Poveda 2002), or where they are being re-
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primanded for using them (such as in Michaels 1981), this occasion navigates 

between on the one hand, a strict focus on what is part of a sociolinguistic 

order, and on the other hand, an understanding of children’s sociolinguistic 

resources, as they are the similar to the teacher’s resources. This case of sharing 

time does not deal with discrepancies in sociolinguistic resources between 

teachers and children, as they come from similar backgrounds. It rather deals 

with a situation in which both children and teachers can be celebrated as 

excellent storytellers of local epistemological value, but at the same time having 

to deal with a system that requires them to orient to resources often not their 

own.  

In listening to an Independence Day story, the audience has certain 

expectations and it will look for a performance that is culturally satisfying. In 

other words: it is normative. The creativity involved in such a telling can be 

accomplished by interactional means but also by changing relations in the 

structure of the story itself (Hymes 2003: 39ff). These relations are largely 

dependent on the context of which the audience makes up an important 

element. That is exactly what Trenton does here. Ethnopoetic patterns form a 

distinct layer of meaningful signs in narratives (Blommaert 2008a). It is through 

these signs that Trenton makes sense within the cultural logic of Barbadian 

Independence. As he voices familiar patterns to his audience, he is heard and 

understood on his own terms. It is my hope that his voice will resonate beyond 

the walls of the classroom in his later career.  

Now that we have seen how one story is poetically patterned, and the kind 

of resources needed to produce the patterning (narrative elements, (socio)lin-

guistic and rhetorical requirements, and body posturing), we need to pay 

attention to how these different elements are prompted, policed and evaluated 

by the teacher. The different elements together then form a sort of master 

narrative, a rigid and normative complex in which teacher and children need to 

collaborate to bring the performance to a satisfying end. In Chapter 4, I 

describe the components of the master narrative, and illustrate with examples 

from several stories how the teacher exerts ‘his master’s voice’ to regulate the 

narrative order. 

 



CHAPTER 4 

The flag, the coat of arms and me: 
Regulating the master narrative 

4.1  Introduction 

Within the scope of this chapter, I am specifically interested in the performative 

aspects of storytelling in the classroom, a topic that has only been cursorily 

addressed in the existing literature. Most work on classroom storytelling (e.g. 

Bamberg and Georgakopoulou 2008, but with the exception of Hymes 1996 

and Cazden 2001) has focused on so-called ‘small narratives’, the type of stories 

that naturally occur during conversation. And while very interesting, their work 

has not addressed the type of narratives that are elicited by the teacher and that 

are also known as ‘performance’ (see Hymes 1975 and Bauman and Briggs 

1990 for a detailed description of elicited stories as performance). What is 

particularly relevant are the resources that go into such a performance. In the 

previous chapter we have seen how Trenton had to stand up in a particular way 

(bodily hexis), how he was corrected when using a Bajan syntactical con-

struction (a particular language ideology), how the structure of his story was 

very important (poetic patterning), and the sort of narrative elements that were 

required (content). In this chapter I consider the story tellings to be narrative 

events, in which the different elements of the event need to be regulated in 

order to produce ‘voice’: not the individual voice of the student, nor the 

teacher’s voice, but a collaborative voice that needs to be heard every year 

around the same time. This voice is the master narrative.  

At this point, and before we embark on a description of the elements of this 

narrative, I need to introduce Mrs. Small more concretely. I met her only after 

after Mr. Stone, whom I knew before, took me to the school. Her role in the 

classroom of Mr. Stone as tutor-teacher is, as the hyphen suggests, two-fold. 

She’s a little older than Mr. Stone, most likely in her late fifties or early sixties, 

and has not attended schooling beyond high school. Nowadays, both tutors and 

teachers need to attend at least one or two years of pedagogical higher educa-

tion in Barbados before they can teach or tutor. This is important, because 
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Mrs. Small defines her own role in the classroom as mediated by her ‘lack of 

insight in new pedagogical methods’ (personal communication with Mrs. Small, 

November 19, 2005). In the older system, the tutor’s role was mostly ‘to keep 

children calm’ in class, but ‘nowadays we help with homework and such too’ 

(Mrs. Small, same date). So Mrs. Small sees herself as a sort of security guard 

that also helps the children with their homework. However, during the telling 

of the Independence Day stories (unlike during other sharing time stories), she 

suddenly becomes a ‘language inspector’ as well. While the teacher regulates 

particular aspects of the narrative, including language issues, Mrs. Small 

amplifies these by insisting on the strict maintenance of Standard English 

during the tellings. At that time, Mr. Stone and Mrs. Small function as a strong 

axe that regulates and regiments the Independence Day stories as events 

celebrating the nation-state’s autonomy. Both ‘nation’ and ‘state’ components 

are important here: the nation and the national imagination are embedded in 

the content and poetic structure, or cultural logic, of the stories. One could 

pinpoint this as the folkloristic element. The state is embedded in two other 

requirements: the bodily hexis, which reminds of official speeches; and the 

strict maintenance of Standard English, the official language of government and 

institutional affairs in Barbados.  

For the purpose of this chapter I have chosen not to discuss full stories one 

by one, but rather to organize the discussion thematically, illustrating key points 

with story excerpts, mostly drawn from the second fieldwork period in 

November 2007 (only Example 15 from Trenton’s story was recorded in 

November 2005). I have decided not to transcribe most examples ethno-

poetically, for two reasons: (1) they are rather short and it would be impossible 

to see the relations between different parts of the entire story, and (2) ethno-

poetic transcription is a result of analysis, and my analysis here is pitched 

towards teacher’s regulation of more than the poetic structure of the story.  

In this chapter, I start with the set-up of the stories by showing what 

Mr. Stone, Mrs. Small, the children and I were doing at the moment it was time 

to embark on sharing time; I then move on to discuss the different ways in 

which Mr. Stone elicits the stories, followed by an in-depth analysis of how he 

regulates the narratives during the telling including the prompting of required 

narrative and rhetorical elements, language use and body posture. I end by dis-

cussing the different types of story closings.  
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4.2  Story openings 

In this section I show five examples of story openings, in other words, the ways 

in which the stories are set up. I will focus on two important issues here: the 

organization of the different roles participants take on (teacher, tutor, children 

and ethnographer) and the different ways in which Mr. Stone elicited the 

stories. The first two examples, 8 and 9, show the announcement of the teach-

er, the setting up of the stage (e.g. the invitation of a teller), and the addressing 

of recipients (the class and me). Examples 10 to 12 show the elicitation 

practices.  

 

4.2.1 Participant roles  

Example 8: Marsha’s story 

01 Teacher: (to the class) Class, this afternoon, (1.0) (in a hush voice, to 

tutor) bring these to Farley (3.0) 02 

03 Tutor: (leaves the class) 

04 Teacher: (to class) Class, this afternoon we will be starting off sharing 

our experiences of what Independence is all about. First 

Marsha, and then Reynold. (0.5) 

05 

06 

07 Marsha: (walks up, points at Reynold) Sir, Reynold make fun of me, 

08 Teacher: (to Jef) Aaah that boy (.) (goes to Reynold, and takes him by 

the arm) you hush boy, you ain hear me? You is bare 

misery (.) QUIET. (0.5) 

09 

10 

11 Jef: Is he alright? 

12 Teacher: Sure, ain’t nothing (.) Him vex me you know (kisses teeth) 

(1.5) 13 

 

In Example 8, the teacher was setting the stage for the children to tell a story 

about Independence Day in Barbados. In lines 4-5 he explained to the class and 

to me what the goal of the classroom activity entails: it is to ‘share’ experience 

of what independence is about. The word ‘share’ is important here because it 

indexes the official denomination of this activity as ‘sharing time’. As explained 

earlier, this type of storytelling is quite different from the more free expressions 

usually encouraged during sharing time, but is framed as an expression of ‘our’ 

experience as to invoke the shared history and national identity associated with 

the event. After the teacher’s announcement of the activity, two names of 

performing children were declared. The teacher also set the order for the 

performance: ‘first Marsha, then Reynold’. Marsha took this announcement as a 
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request to walk upfront, indicating that she understood that these kind of 

performances usually involve standing upfront facing the class, with the teacher 

seated on her left behind her (at his desk) and the tutor standing at the back of 

the class against the wall. In this case, I was sitting next to the teacher, behind 

the children, and the recording device was located at the outer right corner of 

the teacher’s desk.  

Upon coming forward, Marsha was made fun of by Reynold, scheduled for 

this day as the second performer and she alerted the teacher to this. He first 

turned to me to vent some discomfort with Reynold’s behavior in line 8, and 

then reprimanded him for being naughty to Marsha in lines 9-10. In the first 

instance, I was treated as a recipient for a negative comment on Reynold, after 

which he explicitly took him by the arm and firmly instructed him to be quiet. 

In line 11, I reacted to this by asking if the boy is alright, not being familiar with 

the sort of intensive physical teacher-pupil contact. In line 12, the teacher 

reassured me that Reynold was fine and explained why he got so upset with 

him, using a habitual present tense, indicating that Reynold is often bothering 

classroom organization in whatever way. In other words: the teacher felt the 

need to account for his action of reprimanding Reynold. The teacher then 

added a kiss-teeth sound, which here functioned as a moral disapproval of 

Reynold’s behavior towards me. According to Figueroa and Patrick (2012) it is 

always an ‘inherently evaluative and inexplicit oral gesture with a sound-sym-

bolic component, and a remarkably stable set of functions across the Diaspora.’ 

Figueroa (2005:73) makes use of politeness theory to explain how ‘kiss-teeth’ is 

involved in the negotiation of moral standing between individuals in public 

contexts.  

Example 9 shows the teacher setting up the stage for the storytelling in a 

slightly different way. My own role as participant is even underscored firmer 

here than in Example 8, where I am a recipient of the teacher’s comment 

towards a student. Here the set-up is complete and the teacher makes it very 

clear that I am ratified as the main recipient of the stories. Rather than elimi-

nating my own presence, I understand it to be crucial for the way in which the 

narrative processes studied here unfold.  

 

Example 9: Sandra’s story 

01 Teacher: Alright (0.5) let’s see. did everyone do their math assignment? 

Mrs. Small will pick up the names from A to L and then the 

names from M to Z. (1.0) See hold on, (2.0) (puts on his 

glasses, looks at his paper) yeah, (1.0) (to me, smiling) 

meanwhile we do sharing time right? (.) 

02 

03 

04 

05 
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06 Jef: [(nods) 

07 Teacher: [(pats Jef on the shoulder) Haha, alright then (1.5) (to the 

class) ALLRIGHT CHILDREN,(.) we are going to tell some 

more stories to Jef (pats Jef again), (0.5) and to each other, 

about the independence of (0.5) 

08 

09 

10 

11 Class: BARBADOS (in choir) 

12 Teacher: ==Yes, our beloved country Barbados (0.5) Sandra, come up. 

 

Here the teacher explicitly invoked my presence as an important (if not the 

most important) spectator of the celebration of Independence in the Barbadian 

classroom. He did so by first patting me on the shoulder and then by 

announcing to the children that they are going to tell ‘some more stories’ to me. 

At the same time, he also involved the other children as the audience by 

referring to ‘each other’. This was the second day of storytelling, and it was 

clear from the onset that, once familiar with the format, I was brought in as the 

most prominent member of the audience. However, children rarely oriented 

towards me in the way that the teacher does here. He then invited Sandra to 

take front stage.  

 

4.2.2 Elicitation  

An important element of the stories is how they are elicited. As we saw above, 

these stories are different from naturally occurring stories, as the participants 

themselves know and understand that they are going to explicitly ‘perform’ a 

story. And this happens particularly in the next examples, when the teacher 

specifically elicits a particular story from the children that he has set-up in front 

of the classroom. In this way, it is the teacher that ‘shapes’ what is coming next 

as ‘stories’, and creates expectations from the other participants. I expect to 

hear stories about the Independence of Barbados, but in my role as a researcher 

I orient towards story structure. The children, as key recipients of the teacher’s 

announcement ‘to tell stories’ get ready to possibly be called upfront. What 

happens mostly is that the teacher asks a question, addressing a different aspect 

each time. It can be aimed at describing an activity (‘What do you do during 

this month’), a feeling (‘How does Independence make you feel’) or an ex-

planation (‘What does Independence mean’). Even though potentially these 

questions offer different, quite distinct opportunities to tell a story, students 

reply in remarkably similar ways. Here are a few examples of different types of 

elicitation.  
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Example 10: Marsha’s story 

01 Teacher: (to class) Class, this afternoon we will be starting off sharing 

our experiences of what Independence is all about. First 

Marsha, and then Reynold (0.5) (to Marsha) so Marsh? what 

do you do during this month? (1.0) 

02 

03 

04 

05 Marsha: Independence Month is there for me. (.) Independence 

means to be free from England, free from war and strife, free 

to do our own thing. (0.5) Because of slavery and col-

colinial- colonial (1.0) 

06 

07 

08 

 

In this example, the teacher first addressed Marsha in line 3, followed by the 

question ‘what do you do during this month’. The question was aimed at 

eliciting an activity, perhaps creating space for an answer related to celebrating, 

playing carnival, picnicking etc. Marsha responded in quite a different way 

however. She rather seems to orient to the teacher’s initial announcement in 

line 2, where he talked about ‘sharing our experiences of what Independence is 

all about’. She did not take the question as a real interest of the teacher in what 

she would be doing, but rather as a rhetorical question that functions as a 

directive for her to bring up the bits and pieces of information concerning the 

historical meaning of Barbadian Independence. Examples of references to 

history are ‘free from England’ in line 6, and ‘slavery’ and ‘colonial’ in lines 7-8. 

These references are part of explaining what Independence means. That is 

exactly how Marsha perceived the teacher’s question, rather than an explanation 

of activities.  

 

Example 11: Reynold’s story 

01 Teacher: Okay, good (.) Let me hear how you feel about 

Independence? (1.0) 02 

03 Tutor: (walks back in) 

04 Reynold: Independence (0.5) we learn in school about Independent? 

(0.5) Independence and I like it. (laughing) (1.0) 05 

06 Class: [(laughing) 

07 Teacher: (to me) [this boy bad (0.5). (to Reynold) And what do you 

like? 08 

09 Reynold: I like be free from the Englishman, and do what we want. 

 

In Example 11, the teacher first asked Reynold how he ‘feels’ about in-

dependence. As opposed to Marsha in the previous example, Reynold did not 
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take the question as a rhetorical one, but rather as an opportunity to make a 

joke. He claimed in line 5 to ‘like’ independence which is in line 6 taken up by 

the class as funny; since they laugh. Most likely, the children find it humorous 

that Reynold’s comment transgresses the expected order of the master nar-

rative. In line 7, the teacher explained to me that Reynold had done bad, I 

assume referring to Reynold having taken the question as an invitation for a 

joke (and thus the teacher evaluated and categorized him as ‘bad’) In line 7, the 

teacher then builds on Reynold’s own terms (‘I like it’), by asking him what he 

‘likes’ about Independence. Reynold understands this as an invitation, or a 

prompt if you wish, of the required narrative elements. In line 9, Reynold does 

exactly this by pointing to his desire to ‘be free from the Englishman’.  

In the next example, the teacher slightly reformulates the question ‘What 

Independence means’ to ‘What can you tell about Independence Month’. The 

addition of ‘month’ makes the child wonder what information is exactly expec-

ted from her.  

 

Example 12: Sandra’s story 

01 Sandra: (positions herself) 

02 Teacher: Good (1.0) Now, Sandra,(.) what can you tell us about 

Independence month? (0.5) 03 

04 Sandra: About the month? (.) or the [country? 

05 Teacher: [what Independence means to you (makes a rolling 

movement with his hand). (1.5) 06 

07 Sandra: Independence means freedom (.) Freedom from 

downpression by the mother country 08 

 

In this example, Sandra took the teacher’s elicitation question in yet a different 

way. She was not sure what sort of information is expected from her, or at 

least: how she was supposed to start telling a story of this nature. In other 

words: the teacher’s elicitation was not immediately encouraging Sandra to tell a 

story but was a problem. Then in line 4, Sandra initiated a repair sequence, 

which the teacher honored in line 5: he repaired the original elicitation question. 

He did this however not by answering Sandra’s question, but by treating it as an 

action; he addressed what kind of response the question invited. A lot of other 

students have started their story by a line identifiable (with some variation) as 

‘what Independence means to me’. It seems that when the teacher reformulated 

the question as ‘what Independence means to you’, that his question was no 

longer problematic for Sandra.  
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For Reynold and Marsha, it seems that no matter how the teacher 

formulated the initial question (or elicitation), they saw it as a prompt to 

produce a certain number of narrative elements. Thinking of all the tellings I 

witnessed, only rarely did students orient to particular wording, as in Sandra’s 

case, and when that was so, the teacher reformulated the question to something 

more familiar.  

 

 

4.3  Policing the master narrative 

As mentioned earlier, we can distinguish four kinds of resources which are 

needed in order to produce the master narrative that celebrates the Independ-

ence of the Barbadian nation-state. These are: narrative elements or content, 

(socio)linguistic elements such as appropriate language use and correct gram-

mar, rhetorical requirements including poetic patterning of a particular kind, 

and body posturing, or bodily hexis as I explain below (Section 4.3.1). Two of 

those resources are cheap for children and teachers, because they relate to the 

‘nation’ component: the narrative elements are quite familiar because they have 

its origin outside of the institution, in families, homes and popular knowledge. 

Two resources are harder to acquire: the particular bodily hexis associated with 

these kinds of official stories, and the insistence on using Standard English. In 

what follows, I will discuss all four requirements in detail. 

 

4.3.1 Bodily hexis  

Body posturing is an integral part of the storytelling in Mr. Stone’s class. 

Merleau-Ponty (1962) points us to the idea of bodily hexis, which refers to the 

dynamics of embodiment. He explains how the organization of the body 

produces particular processes, transitions and transformations. In other words, 

he argues that the positioning and directing of bodies creates a particular 

structure, it is not just a consequence of other structures. Mr. Stone insists on 

the children’s body posture being upright with their shoulders back. This 

creates a particular expectation and a specific structure for the story tellings (in 

co-variation with the other three resources). Bodily hexis is part of the order of 

regulation and regimentation. But why can Mr. Stone do that? That is where 

Bourdieu comes in. As part of his work on habitus, Bourdieu (1977) lifts 

Merleau-Ponty’s notion of hexis out of its structuralist environment, and argues 

that hexis should not be seen as a set of fixed and immobile oppositions, but 

rather as bodies moving through structured spaces, as movement of persons in 
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particular spaces. Of course, Mr. Stone is very much part of that structured 

space that is the classroom, which allows him to inscribe the students’ bodies 

into an activity that requires the sort of ‘official-ness’ associated with the 

nation-state.  

This is quite similar to a case in South Africa, where ‘through recurring 

body-discipline, coupled with ideological discourses, we see how a group of 

black children are trained to “adjust” to the demands of ex-white education’ 

(Blommaert and Makoe 2011:9). This adjustment to an activity of the nation-

state can be seen here as well. Mr. Stone is well aware that within this particular 

space the inscription of the body is very much part of the requirements of the 

master narrative. In the next examples (13 to 15), we see that all the children 

need to be reminded of this requirement.  

 

Example 13: Reynold’s story 

01 Teacher: Okay, Reynold, come here boy (smiling) (1.0) (positions him 

in front of the class) Okay (0.5) like you is in the military 

now, (.) stand up, (.) shoulders straight, (.) up up up, 

02 

03 

04 Reynold: (smiling, imitates military tone) ==Yes sir (0.5) 

 

In this example a first element of the required bodily hexis, an integral part of 

the opening sequence of the stories, becomes visible: the position should be in 

the front of the class. The bodily hexis associated with the storytelling is part of 

a sociolinguistic order that needs to be invoked or indexed here during the 

opening sequence: after announcing a student and inviting him or her upfront, 

body posturing becomes a crucial element in the set-up of the telling. In line 2, 

‘like you is in the military now’ evokes a metaphor of rigorous soldier-like 

posturing which shows the body as iconic; it mirrors the nation-state through 

imitating one of its typical instruments, the army. Both Reynold and the teacher 

do not explicitly perceive this iconicity as oppressive or problematic as they 

joke about it. It means that the power of the nation-state in the classroom is 

not, or only partly experienced as power. It has become ‘normal’, ‘banal’ (Billig 

1995) and could be argued to be ‘cultural power’ in the Gramscian sense, i.e. as 

power structures so much part of our daily lives that we do not see them as 

oppressive anymore (see also Blommaert 2008b:4).  

The teacher then further demonstrated what the positions entails: shoulders 

should be straight and pointing upwards. Reynold took this rigorous instruction 

as an invitation to explore the military metaphor further by prosodically 

imitating the military tone of an army officer and lexically by using a very com-

mon phrase for a soldier to answer to an officer (‘yes sir’).  
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Example 14: Sandra’s story 

01 Teacher: ==Yes, our beloved country Barbados (0.5) Sandra, come up. 

02 Sandra: (steps forward) 

03 Teacher: ==Come, stand up (demonstrates how to put shoulders 

back) 04 

05 Sandra: (positions herself) 

06 Teacher: Good (1.0) Now, Sandra, (.) what can you tell us about 

Independence month? (0.5) 07 

 

In Example 14, the teacher oriented to Sandra’s bodily hexis in a much softer 

way, perhaps because she is a girl and not such a ‘bad boy’ like Reynold, who 

needs in the teachers’ mind a more severe treatment. When Sandra had stepped 

forward (in line 2), the teacher positioned her ‘correctly’ by telling her to ‘stand 

up’ and by modeling how to put one’s shoulders back. After Sandra had done 

this, and only then, the teacher approved it (‘good’ in line 6), then paused for a 

second and finally elicited the story.  

The next example shows that the required bodily hexis is not only important 

when setting up the story, but that it needs to be maintained continuously until 

the end.  

 

Example 15: Trenton’s story 

01 Trenton: Using the dictionary? 

02 Teacher: Yah, if you want to (1.0) Stand up man (imitates someone 

with hanging shoulders (1.5) 03 

04 Trenton: (postures his body, straightens his shoulders) 

05 Teacher: (nodds) (3.0) 

06 Trenton: According to the dictionary, … 

 

In line 2, a second important element comes up: the bodily posturing needs to 

be maintained throughout the storytelling. After Trenton had already started (at 

least in line 1 he asked a clarifying question after the original elicitation by the 

teacher), the teacher was not yet satisfied with Trenton’s posture and makes 

this clear by telling (or slightly shouting) him to stand up, and imitated 

Trenton’s posture by exaggerating the way he was pointing his shoulders a little 

downward.  

Trenton adapted himself based on this remark, the teacher approved of it by 

a nod (line 5), and after a short pause of a few seconds, Trenton, began his 

story.  
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4.3.2 Language usage during the telling  

This section deals with the second requirement of the state component of the 

master narrative: a strict focus on the use of Standard English language re-

sources. It is part of the general sociolinguistic order of the classroom, but the 

leeway for using other linguistic resources suddenly amounts to zero. It is 

important that this order is maintained. It seems that in this particular case Mr. 

Stone took on the role of making sure that all the required narrative elements 

were present, and Mrs. Small (who was not present in all cases) that the 

language resources used for telling were mainly Standard English. Below, I will 

give three examples of interventions in the tellings that have to do with 

language usage. Examples 16 and 17 involve correcting Bajan Creole lexical or 

verbal items and Example 18 involves correcting a Jamaican Creole lexical item.  

 

Example 16: Kathy-Ann’s story 

01 Kathy-Ann: Englishman take away we sugarca:ne an (xxx) 

02 Tutor: ===OUR (.) sugarcane and corn Kats (.). 

03 Kathy-Ann: Our sugarcane and corn (2.0), was taken away from us. 

 

In line 1, and looking from a Standard English perspective, Kathy-Ann used a 

plural personal pronoun as a possessive. However, personalization of posses-

sives is described as a grammatical feature of many Atlantic Creoles (see Holm 

1988) including Bajan Creole (Van Herk 2003). In line 2, the tutor corrected the 

Bajan lexical item ‘we’ into a Standard English item ‘our’. She did this by 

breaking into Kathy-Ann’s turn and stressing the replaced item ‘our’. Kathy-

Ann accepted the correction and repeated the new lexical item in line 3 without 

changing the rest of her sentence structure.  

 

Example 17: Reynold’s story 

01 Reynold: I like be free from the Englishman, and do [what we want. 

02 Tutor: [I like TO BE free from the EnglishMAN (.) 

03 Reynold: (imitating) I like TO BE free from the [EnglishMAN 

04 Class: [(laughing) 

05 Reynold: ==And do what we want to. (1.0) 

 

In this example, Reynold deployed a verbal construction that consists of a 

predicate ‘like be free’, quite common in Bajan Creole, whereas the tutor in 

line 2 insisted on using an auxiliary with an infinitive (more typical of Standard 

English), deploying the same lexical material. The example shows that differen-
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ces in Bajan and Standard English are often very subtle, and of a rather 

structural than lexical level. The tutor here used the same correctional tactics as 

in the previous example: she broke in the turn, stressed the new sentence 

structure (as opposed to a lexical item in the previous example), and the child 

repeated the proposed correction. Reynold however, while accepting the 

revised structure, criticized the insertion of the tutor by exactly imitating the 

prosody of what she said. This created laughter in line 4, after which Reynold 

continued his story.  

 

Example 18: Sandra’s story 

01 Sandra: Independence means freedom (.) Freedom from down-

pression by the mother [country 02 

03 Tutor: [ain’t no rasta talk in heh Sandra (.) 

04 Sandra: Huh? (.) faada country? 

05 Class: ==(laughing) 

06 Tutor: ==Oppression, Oppression [by the MOTHER country. (0.5) 

07 Teacher: (nodding head) (0.5) (to me) dunpression, from reggae, (.) 

reggae music you know 08 

 

In this example, Sandra used the lexical item ‘downpression’ in line 1. The word 

originates from rasta talk, a widely globalized register within Jamaican Creole. It 

has its origins within the Rastafarian community, a social grassroots movement 

in Jamaican society, known for their sporting of dreadlocks, the use of 

marijuana as a sacrament, reggae music and the worship of the late Ethiopian 

emperor Haile Selassie. They also have been critical of the imposed artifice of 

Standard English and its hegemonic powers (see Barrett 1997). Therefore, 

Rastafarians often change English words into something that more closely 

resembles its meaning (Pollard 2000). The word that Sandra uses here is a case 

in point: ‘op-pression’ has been altered to ‘down-pression’, hereby reflecting the 

fact that something negative as oppression can never be ‘up’ but has to be 

‘down’.5 

The tutor again broke in the turn, correcting the lexical item. She responded 

first (in line 3) in a negative way but with a humorous tone, imitating African-

                                                        
5 Other examples of such creative word-play include ‘poli-tricks’ (many tricks) for ‘politics’, to 

point at the violent and sneaky character of Jamaican politics; ‘I-ration’ for ‘creation’, to stress the 

importance of the self, and of man, within creation. Overtly negative words such as ‘death’ and 

‘sickness’ are taboo for many Rastafarians. 
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American English, another stigmatized language variety, and perceived as 

equally ‘problematic’.  

In the next turn, line 4, Sandra takes the comment of the tutor to refer to 

the word ‘mother country’, very prominent in Rastafarian cosmology, but then 

referring to Africa. The class found this very amusing. In the next turn, the 

tutor broke into the laughter and corrected the word ‘downpression’ into the 

Standard English ‘oppression’, and adding stress to ‘mother’ country, hereby 

showing that this was not the ‘wrong’ item. Here we get a glimpse into a part of 

the popular culture that children are exposed to, but which has absolutely no 

place in the narrative order. Reggae music is part of the life-worlds of many 

children in the Caribbean, but often is very stigmatized. 

The teacher nodded his head agreeing with the tutor’s corrections, then 

turned to me to explain how the word may have slipped into Sandra’s linguistic 

repertoire: ‘dunpression, from reggae, reggae music you know’ (lines 7-8). The 

‘grammatical’ correction here is tied closely to Sandra’s verbal identification 

with Rasta culture (through the usage of an emblematic Rasta word), and thus 

makes for a different case than the two previous examples. Whereas the first 

examples are showing that it is ‘not good’ to use Creole items, and thus they 

need to be subtly corrected; the usage of Rasta talk is worse, since there ‘ain’t 

no Rasta talk in here.’  

What Sandra does here, is using a small item out of a bigger cultural 

framework which is very much part of Barbadian social history as well, namely 

the Rastafarian movement. She is performing however only a very small part of 

Rasta heritage by mobilizing a very specific lexical item, without fully engaging 

in Rastafarian habitus: she is a ten-year old child which I assume does not 

smoke marijuana, she does not have dreadlocks and does not wear any other 

visible clothing or accessories in red, yellow and green, typical Rastafarian 

colors. Yet, Sandra’s use of the word triggers a whole set of heritage-related 

issues concerning Rasta identity and authenticity. She shows us a glimpse of 

‘heritage in practice’, and analogous to ‘languaging’ (where languages should not 

be counted or labeled when studied in practice, see Jørgensen 2008), Sandra’s 

‘heritaging’ should not lead to an analysis which questions the authenticity of 

the performed elements, but rather to a holistic understanding of their 

hybridity.  

 

4.3.3 Narrative elements  

There are also two requirements for the master narrative that are more 

accessible to children, and this section deals with one of them, the prompting 
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of narrative elements that are required of the children when telling the stories, 

such as the dictionary, the flag, the coat of arms among others. Below I give 

some examples (19-21) of the teacher’s prompting of these elements.  

 

Example 19: Kevin’s story 

01 Kevin: And now we are free to do what we want to. (1.5) 

02 Teacher: Tell Jef some more about the flag. (1.5) 

03 Kevin: The flag, (gasps for air and swallows) (2.5) 

04 Teacher: ==Calm down man? (pats Kevin on the shoulder) (to 

me)==this boy? (kiss teeth) (1.0) 05 

06 Kevin: The flag is yellow like the sun and blue like the sea and it has 

the trident in the middle, (.) and now we have the English 

flag no longer. (1.5) 

07 

08 

 

In this example Kevin was helped by the teacher in line 2 in order to bring out 

the next narrative element. It was not so that the elements are always in a 

particular order, but at least a minimum of them need to be present in order to 

form a coherent, structured story about Barbadian Independence. In line 2, the 

teacher suggested that the flag would be a good next topic. Kevin repeated the 

topic, but gasped for air being extremely nervous. The teacher in line 4 put 

Kevin at ease by telling him to calm down while patting him on the shoulder. 

At the same time, he disapproved of this nervousness by giving me a ‘kiss 

teeth’, an oral gesture that is as noted earlier always evaluative, mostly in a 

negative way. After being put at ease, Kevin continued the story in line 5.  

 

Example 20: Reynold’s story 

01 Teacher: Ok, and what is the name of our Prime Minister (0.5) 

02 Reynold: Owen Arthur, sir (military tone) 

03 Class: ==(laughing) 

04 Reynold: ==And now we have our own Barbadian Prime Minister 

Owen Arthur and he is from St. Lucy the most northern 

parish on the island (1.0) And now we have our own 

Barbadian’s government and can make our own decisions 

(0.5) 

05 

06 

07 

08 

 

In line 1, the teacher asked Reynold the name of the Prime Minister of 

Barbados. Reynold treats the question as an occasion for joking. This would 

have been much harder had the teacher just suggested a next element without 
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deploying the question format. Reynold responded correctly to the question, 

but did so in a military template, accompanied by the use of ‘sir’, something he 

also did in Example 13, and which is typical of the way a soldier would speak to 

his or her superior. This way of speaking suggests a state-associated iconicity (a 

military one here) which then functions as a lubricant for a strictly regulated 

narrative order. Hence, in line 4, the narrative order is restored and Reynold 

continues with his story. In line 3 the class was laughing but Reynold’s narrative 

skills were strong enough to continue the story on his own, without the teacher 

intervening.  

 

Example 21: Reynold’s story 

01 Reynold: They wanted to make us slaves and work on the plantation. 

(0.5) 

02 Teacher: Yeah man, very good, what else? (0.5) 

03 Reynold: We could not bring our children to their schools and their 

children were English, (.) and we the Barbadians could not 

go to their schools. 

04 

05 

 

In Example 21 we can observe how the teacher elicited more information from 

the child by asking a fairly broad question without suggesting a next element (as 

in Examples 19 and 20). This is preceded by an informal (‘yeah man’) encour-

agement (‘very good’).  

 

4.3.4 Poetic structure 

Finally, I discuss poetic requirements, also something that is a little more 

accessible for most children than the insistence on Standard English. Narrative 

elements and poetic structure display a certain logic, acquired at home and in 

more informal environments.  

In Example 22, which I have transcribed ethnopoetically, drawn from field-

work in Barbados, we see Kevin at work. This excerpt illustrates the teacher’s 

poetic orientations to the structural elements of the story and how they are 

functionally mobilized by an investigation of their emergent realization. First 

the teacher orients to the initial marker in line 3, then to a missed narrative 

element (the flag in line 9).  
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Example 22 

01 Kevin: (swallows) The Englishman is now… now, (3.0) 

02 Tutor: ==Take your time 19 Kev (0.5) 

03 Teacher: Now we grow our own crops right Kevin? (0.5) 

04 Kevin: Right, now we grow our own crops, (1.0) 

05   And now we can go to barbadian schools, (0.5) 

06   And now we have our own national symbols that are bar 

07    barbadian’s own. 

08  The (.) the (.) 

09 Teacher: ==Look behind you. (points to the flag) 

10 Kevin:  ==The flag, the coat of arms and the governor general (points 

to the governor general’s photo on the wall), (1.0) 11 

12    The governor general was an English man (0.5) 

13     but no longer, (1.0) 

14   Now we have our own barbadian governor general, (0.5) 

15   And he can make decision 

16    and no longer depend on the mother country. (.) 

 

Inserted in this transcript (e.g. from lines 4-7), by means of indentation, are 

ethnopoetic traces of Kevin’s storytelling and of his and the teacher’s orienta-

tions to narrative and structural elements needed for a successful performance. 

A full ethnopoetic transcript which flags verses and stanzas is impossible if the 

story is not fully represented. In line 4, Kevin repeats the teacher’s marked 

‘now’ (notice that underlining points to stress here) and continues the narrative 

making use of this initial marker three times (lines 4-6), alternating between a 

stressed and a non-stressed form. An attention to prosodic immediacy shows 

the markedness of ‘now’, but this is also shown at the rhetorical level by ‘now’ 

as a signposted initial marker. Moreover, from analyzing other Barbadian 

conversations, such as game shows (Van der Aa 2006b) and teacher interviews 

(Van der Aa and Blommaert 2011), it became clear that ‘and now’/‘then now’ is 

an extremely salient device that structures narrative in a profound way.  

 

 

4.4  Toward a fully-formed narrative: Story closings  

Finally, we need to take a look at how the stories are closed by the teacher, and 

how the children respond to it. Both the teacher’s closing-initiating actions and 

the children’s responses to it vary. Throughout the series of stories, there seem 

to be two main types of closing: a rather formal closing (Examples 23 and 24) 
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and a closing with a personal coda (Examples 25 and 26). Hymes (1998:62) 

argues that full performances or ‘fully-formed narratives have a patterned 

close.’ Let us take a look at the two types of closing here.  

 

4.4.1 Formal closing  

Example 23: Reynold’s story 

01 Reynold: And now we have our own Barbadian Prime Minister Owen 

Arthur and he is from St. Lucy the most northern parish on 

the island (1.0) And now we have our own Barbadian’s 

government and can make our own decisions. (0.5) 

02 

03 

04 

05 Teacher: Thank you, very good (1.0) 

06 Class: (applause) 

 

In Example 23, we see a pretty straightforward closing. Reynold had basically 

produced sufficient narrative elements and structural elements (finishing in 

line 1, about the Prime Minister, and line 2, about the government with a 

patterned ‘and now’, ‘and now’) for the teacher to formally close his story by 

thanking him followed by an evaluation, which in his case was an appreciation 

(‘very good’). The teacher’s final turn followed Reynold’s falling intonation and 

a short pause. The class then applauded.  

 

Example 24: Sandra’s story 

01 Sandra: We used to grow crops like sugarcane for the mother country 

but no longer. (.) now we grow our own crops, and we have 

our own national symbols, (.) the flag and the coat of arms. 

(0.5) the flag is bright yellow for the heat of the sun and blue 

for the wonderful sea, (points to the flag on the wall) and is 

an emblem of our nation. (.) It also has the trident? (1.0) We 

now also have the coat of arms (.) and our own governor 

general who is no longer an English man. (2.0) The Prime 

minister [is 

02 

03 

04 

05 

06 

07 

08 

09 

10 Teacher: [Thank you, Sandra, we also want to hear a few more 

today. (.) Thank you very much. (1.0) Class? (0.5) 11 

12 Class: Thank you Sandra, (applause) 

 

In this example, Sandra was elaborating on national symbols and persons, and 

in line 6, she wanted to add a section about the Prime Minister. At that point, 
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the teacher broke into the turn and thanked Sandra for her story. One could 

argue that the teacher did this because the Prime Minister is not an important 

narrative element. This however is not the case, as this particular element is 

explicitly elicited on other occasions (see e.g. Example 20). We see that in 

line 8, Sandra had finished a section on the governor general, followed by a 

falling intonation and a pause. The teacher may have judged that this was a nice 

ending for the story, and that Sandra had already brought up sufficient elements 

for the story to be a coherent piece of work. He thanked her in line 10, and 

motivated his decision to end the story by indicating lack of time (‘we also want 

to hear a few more today’). The teacher’s consciousness of class time has made 

him use the opportunity that Sandra created in line 8 to wrap it up. The teacher 

then thanked Sandra and elicited the same from the class in line 11.  

 

4.4.2 Personal coda  

Example 25: Marsha’s story 

01 Marsha: Now we are free, (.) Free to do what we want, (1.0) And play 

our carnival and [thing. 02 

03 Teacher: [You went carnival this year? 

04 Marsha: ==Yes, my uncle from the US came for the election. 

05 Teacher: ==He was in the election fuh di march? (.) 

06 Marsha: Yeah, him a long time fellow, (0.5) 

07 Teacher: Weh he name? 

08 Marsha: ==Mr. Glinsford. [Albert. 

09 Teacher [I en know that name (.) Albert (1.0) St. Michael he come 

from? (.) 10 

11 Marsha: St. Peter. 

12 Teacher: ==Mhm (.) Alright, thanks Marsh. (0.5) Class? (0.5) 

13 Class: Thank you Marsha (in choir) (applause) 

 

In this example Marsha, in lines 1-2 inserted an unusual narrative element into 

the story. She associated independence with its local celebratory aspect, the 

playing of carnival. The classroom teacher was on the carnival committee and 

breaks in the turn in line 3 to ask a question about the recently finished carnival 

events. The teacher expanded the sequence by moving into a side sequence 

before going to the final closing. This carried Marsha literally outside of the 

story. She responded by saying that an uncle of her came especially from the 

US for carnival elections. In lines 4-11 Marsha and the teacher discussed why 

he came, his name and where he is from. Then, in line 12, the teacher thanked 
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Marsha and elicited the same from the class. The formal closing at the end is 

still there, which has a rather routinous positive evaluation, but it is now 

preceded by a personal coda or annex instead of an ending within the required 

story. These personal codas are closer to what sharing time is traditionally 

about.  

 

Example 26: Kevin’s story 

01 Kevin: The flag is yellow like the sun and blue like the sea and it has 

the trident in the middle, (.) And now we have the English 

flag no longer. (1.5) 

02 

03 

04 Teacher: You goin to cricket twenties on Independence? (.) 

05 Kevin: (broadly smiling) Yah man, for real. (.) 

06 Teacher: What team you supporting? (.) 

07 Kevin: Gall Hill 

08 Reynold: ==BOOOOH? 

09 Class: [==(laughing) 

10 Teacher: [(smiling, to Reynold) hush (.) (to Kevin): Thank you very 

much (0.5)  11 

12 Class: (applause) 

 

In Example 26, Kevin was talking about the flag followed by a falling intona-

tion and a pause. The teacher used this opportunity to bring in a personal coda, 

but not as in the previous example by picking up on something mentioned in 

the story, but rather by proposing a topic that Kevin really likes. Again, a full 

side sequence is developed here before going in to the real closing. He may do 

so to put the child at ease after a rather difficult telling, or just as another way 

to wrap up the sharing time moment. Kevin is familiar with the topic of cricket 

which can be seen from his broad smile in line 5, and his exclamation (a very 

strong confirmation, ‘yah man, for real’). We also know this because the teacher 

had informed me of Kevin’s cricket interest just before the storytelling. The 

teacher then elaborated on the cricket topic by asking Kevin what team he 

supports. Apparently, Reynold is not a fan of this team and booh’ d Kevin. The 

class was laughing and the teacher appreciated the little humorous act (smiling 

in line 9), yet still feels the need to hush Reynold in order to set up the stage for 

thanking Kevin in line 10, which is the real closing. The class, and I, than 

responded by applauding.  
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4.5  Conclusions: The voice of the nation-state? 

The classroom as an institutional setting for telling stories related to heritage 

was the main locus for investigating how participants (the teacher, the tutor, the 

children and me) were orienting towards the structure of the stories, its 

narrative elements, the language in which they were told and their physical in-

scription (bodily posture and the use of dictionary and flag on the wall).  

The ethnographic base of the study resonates well with the actual contextual 

enactments of the participants, who know that they are ‘performing’ a story, as 

it is labeled as such. The participants’ knowledge about what a story is and how 

it needs to be performed is demonstrated here by showing the different voices 

of all the participants on the page. An emic perspective is further accomplished 

because the ethnographic implications of the fieldwork engagement of the 

researcher with the actual participants, generates knowledge of a particular 

sociolinguistic order, which can be clearly demonstrated through the several 

orientations towards two crucial elements of this order: body posturing and 

language use. The ethnographic context is absolutely crucial to see issues of 

voice at work, voice as a normative complex (here a particular nationalistic 

storyline) with very little leeway for negotiation. The actual voices of the 

students and teachers are not judged on their own terms, but rather stratified 

and socially remedied by an overarching institutional voice, that needs to be 

heard, and needs to be performed in November each year.  

The narrative architecture of the stories consists of a performative frame in 

which narrative elements are prompted, elaborated upon and evaluated, and 

which is recursively mapped onto a local sociolinguistic order to which the 

teacher orients during the situationally produced story frame: a rigorous bodily 

hexis and a demand to speak Standard English. Through complex positioning 

work and a multi-dimensional participation structure (children have tellers’ 

roles, are sometimes overhearers and sometimes addressees) the story is steered 

towards a satisfying end, i.e. collaborative voice is produced. Ironically, by 

rigorously adhering to the requirements for this master narrative, or fully-

formed story, voice is created as children and teachers actually celebrate the 

freedom of the post-colony from England. We have seen however, that it takes 

quite a detour to achieve this freedom, a recurring effort that is required every 

year. 

 



CHAPTER 5 

Now I know a story by its title: 
Tale and myth titles in a Barbadian classroom 

5.1  Introduction 

After having gone into a detailed analysis of Trenton’s story (Chapter 3) and 

understanding the indispensable and imposed resources for telling it 

(Chapter 4), I will now focus on how genre characteristics are recursively 

mapped onto those resources. Genre plays a huge role in both the ‘state’ and 

the ‘nation’ component of the stories. After understanding where body posture 

and Standard English language requirements come from (as ‘state’ components 

of the stories they are imposed by the Ministry of Education), we need to 

understand as well how ‘nation’ components such as poetic patterning and 

content are generically imperative for the tellings. What was originally not a part 

of official celebrations (and mostly told in Bajan), was now in need for 

linguistic features recognizable as Standard English; at-home and on-the-street 

celebrations were conducted in Barbadian Creole, or Bajan.  

This process of separating languages ideologically is a remnant of an 

imported tradition during colonialism, which ‘continues in post-colonialism, 

particularly in connection with education, in most of the world’ (Madsen, 

Spindler Møller and Jørgensen 2010:83). As such, Standard English is seen as 

the medium of instruction in the classroom, but it is often hard to model and 

teachers usually allow for themselves and for their students a certain ‘leakage’ 

into non-standard features (see Fenigsen 2007:246 for an excellent description).  

Each year the independence of Barbados is celebrated in November, and 

the actual day is preceded by a whole month of activities in which everyone 

participates. The stories I analyzed during this period are similar to the type of 

stories that children are telling around Independence Day, stories that their 

parents, and even their grandparents were telling many years ago. They lack the 

formal genre requirements that the classroom stories do. Barbados is known to 

have endured one of the harshest regimes during slavery times and it is often 

argued that Barbadians have internalized the effects of the social system (with 
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few exceptions) without blaming the system for its effects to their cause. In his 

study on colonial madness in Barbados, Fisher (1985:167) e.g. argues that ‘the 

patient therefore rails against the enemy and not the society which makes ene-

mies of persons of the same color and social standing.’ The stories I analyzed in 

the previous chapters contain elements from different sources: some reflect 

colonial ideologies, others clearly break away from that context in both 

meaning and form. The Barbadian classroom lends itself well to see the kinds 

of performances that are expected to maintain the current social order as well 

as break away from it. In what follows, I will argue that the Independence Day 

stories are fundamentally different from other classroom stories and that they 

carry characteristics of what is known in folklore studies as ‘myths’. I will do so 

by looking at the stories in their maximally compressed form, as titles, and in 

the following section I explain why.  

 

 

5.2  Narrative titles as maximally compressed stories  

It seemed that the stories in Mr. Stone’s class have much more in common with 

stories that are told by parents, on television, in the newspapers etc. than they 

have with other stories performed in the same classroom (during moments 

such as sharing time). Teachers help children to remember certain required 

narrative elements but next to facilitating, they also inspect the maintenance of 

the sociolinguistic order, focusing on standard language usage and a strict 

bodily hexis during the tellings. We have seen in the previous chapters that 

children had a hard time maintaining this order, and in Chapter 6 we will see 

that teachers did so as well.  

An interesting case in all the stories I was able to record, both the Independ-

ence Day narratives and regular sharing time stories, is the title. Even the most 

banal incidents, such as a wounded knee, a fight, or a market visit carry formal 

titles when children bring them forward during ‘sharing time’. In what follows, 

I want to discuss these titles as maximally compressed stories and make a 

distinction between tale titles and myth titles based on the examples below. 

Both of these types have a lengthy history in anthropological research and the 

distinction between them is relevant here, for two reasons. First of all because 

they offer an interesting addition to older studies on anthropological narrative, 

such as Jacobs (1958) and Hymes (1981), in terms of placing titles within an 

interactional framework as opposed to literary dictations taken from Boas and 

Sapir; secondly because the distinction between tale and myth titles goes 

together with the distinction between stories of personal experience (tales) and 
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historical collaborative narratives (myths). This brings me to the importance of 

titles.  

Hymes (1981:263-273) calls attention to the earlier work of Melville Jacobs 

on story titles. Anthropologists have been recording titles along with elicited 

stories as early as Boas, whose work on Clackamas, Kathlamet and Shoalwater 

Chinook (see e.g. Boas 1894, 1901) contained several variations of titles for 

each story that was recorded. Likewise, Jacobs identified more variations for 

similar languages known as ‘Lower Chinook’ (especially his work on Clackamas 

is relevant here, see Jacobs 1958, 1959) which allowed him to develop a 

typology of titles. One of the first things Hymes distinguishes in this typology is 

a rather rigorous division between tale titles and myth titles. This distinction, 

Hymes (1981:263) argues, ‘parallels a lexical distinction made by the lower 

Chinook themselves.’ In other words, there are different lexical items to 

describe what is the difference between the two. The distinction, important for 

our purpose here, is described by Hymes as follows:  

 

‘The status of the term for ‘myths’ is clear. As a ‘title of titles’, (…) it 

denotes the set of myths, whereas particular titles denote members of the 

set which pertain to particular actors. (…) The status of the term for ‘tales’ 

is less certain. It does not precede an entire group, as the word for ‘myth’ 

does in both collections. (…) So far as the style of individual tale titles is 

concerned, then, the word has restricted use.’ (Hymes 1981:264)  

 

Hymes says two important things here: (1) Myth titles seem to be a sort of 

super-titles that are preceded by a recognizable term, followed by a particular 

title and (2) tale titles do not have such a recognizable word, and are less re-

stricted than myth titles.  

In a recent article re-evaluating Hymes’ narrative work, and placing it in an 

interactional context (the anthropologist interacting with the informant while 

eliciting a narrative), Moore (2009) sums up four ways of thinking about what 

folklorists and anthropologists commonly have referred to as myth titles:  

 

‘First, (…) as a metadiscursive concept, abstracted from the intertextually 

linked chain of tellings and re-tellings that constitute the story as 

“traditional”. (…) What folklorists have been terming myth “titles” were 

really maximally compressed, i.e., minimally elaborated, conventions gov-

erning the mention rather than the use (performance) of myth materials. 

Second, [a title] may refer to any particular narratively entextualized iteration 

of the story (…). Third, [a title] may refer to a recording or inscription of a 
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specific telling, what Silverstein and Urban (1996) call the text artifact, a 

materialized intersemiotic transposition of an instance of oral narration. 

Finally, the discourse may well incorporate bits from the narrative itself, by 

way of ostensive exemplification, quotation, metonymic reference, or some 

other mode of indexical reference.’ (Moore 2009: 297-298).  

 

Moore’s four-fold heuristic to think about myth titles can lead us right into the 

heart of the Independence Day tellings. In eliciting the Independence Day 

story, the teacher deploys several tactics, which I have analyzed in the previous 

chapter. I say there that what happens mostly is that the teacher asks a ques-

tion, addressing a different aspect each time. It can be aimed at describing an 

activity (‘What do you do during this month’), a feeling (‘How does Independ-

ence make you feel’) or an explanation (‘What does Independence mean’). Even 

though potentially these questions offer different, quite distinct opportunities 

to tell a story, students reply in remarkably similar ways. Children mostly reply 

by bringing up similar narrative elements, many of them constitutive for what 

folklorists have typologically considered a ‘myth’. Some of these elements 

include (super)natural resources (sun, sea, crops, but also magic and voodoo), 

historical elements (heroes, e.g. slave leaders, colonialism and slavery, independ-

ence from England) and contemporary Barbados (freedom, and in two in-

stances the current situation of Barbadian schools). The link with the con-

temporary is also typical of many Native American myths, mythical figures such 

as Salmon and Beaver often figure in tellings when they can be related to 

current events. Let us turn to some examples now.  

In what follows (Examples 27 and 28), I discuss two Independence Day 

titles and situate them in the context of the teacher’s elicitation (see also 4.3.2.). 

 

Example 27: Marsha’s story title 

 (November 7, 2007) 

01 Teacher: (to Marsha) So Marsh? What do you do during this month? 

(1.0) 02 

03 Marsha: Independence Month is there for me. (.) Independence 

means to be free from England, free from war and strife, free 

to do our own thing. (0.5) Because of slavery and col-

colinial- colonial (1.0) 

04 

05 

06 

 

Surely ‘Independence Month is there for me’ is not a metadiscursive concept, it 

rather is indeed, following Moore, a maximally compressed story. In other 

words: it summarizes the child’s story and claims ownership (‘for me’) of the 
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celebrations. However, the story title is not disconnected from the chain of 

tellings, rather it is a performance of a well-known narrative, here negotiated by 

the teacher’s question for an activity (‘what do you do during this month). Yet, 

the story proceeds among the same lines as most other stories regardless of the 

teacher’s exact formulation of the elicitation.  

In the next example, the title of the story is just ‘Independence’, even 

though the teacher’s exact question is related to the child’s feelings about 

Independence.  

 

Example 28: Reynold’s story title 

 (November 7, 2007) 

01 Teacher: Okay, good (.) Let me hear how you feel about 

Independence? (1.0) 02 

03 Tutor: (walks back in) 

04 Reynold: Independence (0.5) we learn in school about Independent? 

(0.5) Independence and I like it. (laughing) (1.0) 05 

06 Class: [(laughing) 

07 Teacher: (to me) [this boy bad (0.5). (to Reynold) And what do you 

like? 08 

09 Reynold: I like be free from the Englishman, and do what we want. 

 

Here ‘Independence’ may function again, rather than as a metadiscursive 

concept, as a sort of super-title (as discussed in Hymes 1981, where he refers to 

a myth title as a ‘title of titles’) followed by a more particular title, or an 

explanation. So here the generic title ‘Independence’, which Reynold states and 

after which he pauses, is followed by ‘we learn in school about it’. Reynold here 

also plays around with the frame. There is an initial recognition, or ‘mention’ as 

Moore (2009) says, but rather than simply going into the expected performance, 

Reynold acknowledges the super-title and then makes a joke before proceeding 

into the actual performance.  

Let us now take a more specific look at two elements of story titles that are 

important to understand them as maximally compressed stories (following 

Hymes 1981): genre and syntactic style. By doing so, the difference between 

story titles perceived as canonical, traditional, or mythological; and more per-

sonal ‘tales’ (such as the ones told during regular sharing time) will become 

clear.  
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5.3  Genre 

If we think about genre in the classroom context as a complex of communi-

cative-formal features that make a particular communicative event recognizable 

as an instance of a type, we have to take into account that there are at least 

three ‘audiences’ that are recognizing this (and perhaps in very different ways): 

the children, the teacher and the ethnographer. Not only do the expectations of 

all these audiences need to be satisfied, they also need to be able to recognize 

the generic features and respond accordingly: all members of the audience need 

to ‘give voice’ in relation to and within this genre (Van Camp and Juffermans 

2009, Van der Aa and Blommaert 2011).  

The title of a story is giving a first formal indication of what the different 

audiences can expect. It will become clear that a difference in title goes together 

with a difference of genre. To make matters more complex, different genres are 

at play in the Independence Day stories under scope, and in most sharing time 

narratives for that matter. In these stories we can distinguish generic character-

istics of storytelling in Barbados, sharing time genre conventions, and the 

implications of an imposed ‘Standard English’ way of narrating. Each of these 

genre features is manifested in the story, and is made recognizable in implicit 

ways throughout the narrative. For now I want to focus on genre conventions 

associated with regular sharing time, introduce a few examples of titles and 

elicitations, to then make a comparison with an Independence Day story.  

Most sharing time narratives carry a title characteristic of a ‘tale’: there is 

usually no recognizable word or concept that precedes it, as ‘Independence’ 

does for the Independence Day stories. Usually the title of regular sharing time 

stories describes or explains what is going to happen. The genre of the sharing 

time narrative has been found to have specific characteristics (Michaels 1981, 

Poveda 2001, 2002, Cazden 2000, Hymes 1996). It seems that the sharing time 

format operates as a ‘free form and content of expression’. Michaels (1983) 

shows however that certain ‘forms’, such as African-American children’s nar-

rative organization, are negatively viewed and remediated. Poveda’s (2002) 

study of ‘la ronda’ narratives (the Spanish equivalent of sharing time) in Spain 

seems to be more optimistic, and sketches these moments as the ultimate 

opportunity for voices otherwise obscured, forms otherwise not accepted, to 

come to the forefront. The Independence Day stories in Barbadian classes 

during ‘sharing time’, differ from both of these findings in that it is usually the 

teacher who designates the topic. Therefore, a lot of these titles are given by the 

teacher, indicate a certain generic form, and carry information about the desired 
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content of the story. Let me illustrate regular Barbadian sharing time in 

Examples 29 to 31. 

 

Example 29: Leroy’s sharing time story on the life of birds 

 (November 1, 2007) 

01 Teacher: Leroy, can you tell us something this morning about the life 

of birdz 02 

03 Leroy: (bows) Yes sir, How birdz build a nes. Birdz ave lots of ways 

to build… 04 

 

The child understands the topic indicated by the teacher, and replies with a title 

that can be summarized as follows: question word + subject + verb + object. 

Notice that the topic is very impersonal and therefore both the teacher and the 

child’s utterances are spoken in Standard English. Leroy calls the teacher ‘sir’, 

and bows to his audience.  

 

Example 30: Erica’s sharing time story on what she did last night 

 (November 2, 2007) 

01 Teacher: Yes Erica, fuh you… sumfing bout weh you did laas nait? 

02 Erica: Laas nait (0.5) Ehm… (0.8) Laas nait (0.5) Whe we did laas 

night mai bredda an mi (1.0) When we wuz goin to di market 

afta school… 

03 

04 

 

The child repeats the teacher’s topic, but before embarking on the story, she 

produces a title of the following sort: Question word (‘whe’ is a Bajan form, 

approximate to ‘what’ in Standard English), which forms the object together 

with ‘what we did last night’). The central actors or subject (me and my broth-

er) are not in initial position here. What is in initial position is the repetition of 

the teacher’s question (‘what we did last night’). Notice that the topic is very 

personal, and that therefore in both the child’s and the teacher’s utterance, 

Bajan forms are salient. Erica also does not bow after mentioning the title. 

Most children do not bow, so the bowing of Leroy in Example 29 can be called 

rather exceptional.  

 

Example 31: Fitzroy’s sharing time story about going to the horse races 

 (November 1, 2007) 

01 Teacher: Yeah de man call Fitzrai… tell us sumfing about your habbie 

? (winks) 02 
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03 Fitzroy: Owekeje. Can I talk bout weh gwan at de… 

04 Teacher: =Rai, we she ‘Can I talk about what GOIN ON’ rait 

05 Fitzroy: Weh wuz GOIN ON at de horseraces. Laas nite I went back 

to de track wid mai fren an… 06 

 

In this case, the teacher asks Fitzroy to tell the class something about his 

hobby. The teacher sets of at a very familiar, friendly pace with him (‘de man 

call Fitzroy’ has a very affectionate function) and partly in Bajan. Fitzroy then 

goes on to use the Bajan form ‘gwan’, but is swiftly corrected by the teacher 

into the Standard English form ‘go on’. Fitzroy then produces a title of the 

form: question word (again ‘weh’ for ‘what’, functions here also as object) + 

‘was going on at the horseraces’, which together forms the subject. Notice that 

neither Fitzroy, nor any actors, are present in the title.  

Now let us contrast these three title examples and their architecture with an 

Independence Day story.  

 

Example 32: Shawna’s Independence Day story 

 (November 19, 2005) 

01 Teacher: Class, today we will tell Jef something about Independence, 

ok? Who goes firs, Shawna? 02 

03 Shawna: What Independence means to me (4.0) independence (3.0) 

04 Teacher: ==A little louder, come up, you goin… (imitates the pupil’s 

body posturing) 05 

06 Shawna: Independent mea-means not dependent or (0.7) controlled 

by any person or thing. 07 

 

Notice that Shawna is immediately aware of the genre that the teacher imposes 

on her: that of a representative story about Independence, catered to the ear of 

a non-native outsider. She is also immediately made aware by the teacher that 

she needs to stand up straight, and that her initial body posturing was not 

appropriate for this type of story. The architecture of the title is closest to 

Example 30 ‘Weh we did laas nait?’ (where Bajan is at least invoked), but it is 

spoken in Standard English. Its form is again the repetition of the question in 

initial position, which forms the subject of the story, followed by a mention of 

the actor(s), ‘me’ in this case. Inasmuch as the story is a ‘myth’, it also becomes 

very personal through the individual performance of the narrator. I will come 

back to this below.  

I want to close this section on genre with a remark on the use of Standard 

English once again, as the teacher’s language of elicitation profoundly in-
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fluences the generic expectations of the child tellers. The superposition of 

Standard English as a hegemonic variety in the Barbadian classroom has 

consequences for how children tell stories. When a teacher poses a question in 

Standard English, the announcement of the title and the telling of the story is 

most likely going to be in Standard English. If this is done in Bajan, then 

children seem to infuse more Creole elements in their story. Also, Standard 

English seems to be associated with very formal and impersonal topics, where 

Bajan functions as a vehicle for informal, quite personal topics. This is a micro-

reflection of larger Barbadian society and a percolation of sociolinguistic 

structure into the classroom context. Small linguistic details often function as 

indexicals to these larger issues; they point to requirements for which very 

unequally distributed resources are needed. Not having those resources means 

it will be very hard for children to be heard on their own terms, and thus to 

have voice.  

 

 

5.4 Syntactic style 

Titles are formally required in both classroom narratives and Barbadian story-

telling in general. Here, I want to focus more precisely on the different types of 

titles, what their syntactic architecture is like, and if we can make a difference 

between stories about a so-called ‘one-off’ event (tales) and stories that display 

historical and cultural knowledge in both content and form (‘full performances’ 

or myths). In other words: how are the Independence Day stories different 

from all the others?  

I will now indicate five types of sharing time titles that I found in my data.  

 The first type, exemplified in only three instances, displays only one name, 

that of a leading actor such as ‘My Brother’, or ‘Grandmother’. 

 The second type, exemplified in four cases, displays only a succinct expres-

sion of an actor that is somehow related or had anything to do with the 

protagonist, such as in ‘When a big boy beat me up’.  

 The third type, illustrated in five cases, exhibits material processes related to 

a non-human actor, such as ‘How birdz build a nest’ or ‘What happens 

when it rains’.  

 The fourth type, shown in one instance, displays one or two names of or 

references to leading actors, followed by an event as experienced by the 

teller, such as in ‘How mommy an mi got lost’.  
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 The fifth and last type, for which there are nine examples, is characterized 

by one or two names of leading actors, preceded by one or more kinship 

terms and an action.  

 

It seems to me that none of the five types apply to the Independence Day 

story, in which the title consists of a super-title ‘Independence’ followed by a 

particular title related to one or more of the narrative elements, regardless of 

the specific elicitation by the teacher, sometimes appropriated by the narrator 

as something important to her (‘What Independence means to me’). Shawna 

claims ownership of the local social epistemology (history and culture) of 

Barbadian Independence, and breaks into full performance during the telling of 

the story (Example 31). The title is marked from all the other titles, because it 

starts with a super-title, in first position ‘what Independence means’, which is 

indexing a particular kind of story, which is then made personal.  

She appropriates the topic by placing a unique emphasis on pleasing her 

audience by breaking into a full performance (with emphasis on form, not on 

content). At the same time, Shawna rehearses a theme well-known to part of 

her audience, a theme rehearsed for an entire month every year. This theme is 

necessary to maintain the status quo in peaceful Barbados, which as a former 

colony of England needs to find a balance between Standard English and Bajan 

forms. These stories, or ‘Independence myths’ are exemplary of Billig’s (1995) 

‘banal nationalism’, the everyday representations of the nation which build an 

imagined sense of national solidarity and belonging amongst humans, and an 

always lurking presence of symbols that invoke this nation (flags, pens, pins 

etc.), of which you can see many during Independence Month.  

 

 

5.6  Conclusions: Genre and inequality 

I have shown that most of the regular Barbadian classroom stories carry a title 

that is formally identifiable as a tale title, whereas the Independence Day stories 

carry a title formally identifiable as a myth title. This corresponds with earlier 

findings, namely the fact that these particular narratives are different: rather 

than into personal experience, they tap into implicit diachronic knowledge of 

Barbadian culture. 

Titles in Barbadian sharing time are required and usually formed as one of 

the five types above, with exception of myth titles. The latter have historical/ 

cultural dimensions and do not always include concrete actors. Apart from the 

concrete appropriation of the story by the use of the personal pronoun ‘me’, 
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the Independence myth does not mention any other dramatis personae (as is 

common in other myths, such as God in the Christian creation myth or Beaver 

in many Native American myths). In fact, in the whole story, no such 

supernatural character is invoked. Here, the titled actor ‘me’ is not the initiator 

of the myth’s action nor the protagonist. In Barbados, among other things, 

does the telling of myths not only act as a mere act of pedagogy, but it really 

sustains in robust ways the framework upon which the nation is built. In this 

instance, the teacher resolutely positions Shawna as a representative of the 

Barbadian nation; she inhabits the nation.  

The generic requirement of this particular type of story is then recursively 

mapped onto the concrete tellings as performed by the school children in the 

previous chapters. They manifest as requirements one can identify as poetic and 

content-based, features usually associated with more informal situations. What 

myths usually lack is a normative state-related component, which is very much 

present in the Independence Day tellings. The language and bodily require-

ments lift the story from its original informal environment (where everyone can 

tell it) to a state-related event performed in the state’s institutions. This creates 

systemic and structural inequalities, because teachers have a hard time modeling 

the state-like components, and are themselves native tellers of the stories in 

Bajan. Both teachers and children lack the necessary resources to comply with 

the demand of the master narrative. 

These kind of inequalities can be investigated in a program of ethnographic 

monitoring, because it brings back analyses to the field so that actors can see 

what is happening. It activates the individual voice of teachers because it takes 

problems serious, listens to what they have to say, and makes them think about 

the analyses. In the next chapter, I report on the application of this program (as 

outlined in detail in 2.3.) to Mr. Stone’s class. 



 



CHAPTER 6 

Ethnographic monitoring in a Caribbean 
classroom 

6.1  Ethnography 

Ethnographic fieldwork with St. Joseph Primary school in Barbados has 

opened up some possibilities to work with Hymesian monitoring, and in fact to 

bring analyses from the previous chapters back to the field.6 The Barbados 

project did not have the same scope (initially only one school participated) or 

the same funding (a small fund from a Caribbean educational NGO) as Hymes’ 

larger project in Philadelphia (see Section 2.3), and should therefore, rather, be 

seen as an ethnography of ‘monitoring voice’. As I sketched in the previous 

chapters, the rigorous style that is required by the genre demands of the master 

narrative, poses structural problems for teachers and children. The problem is 

profound and systemic, and ties into the language policy of the Ministry of 

Education which adheres to a strict language policy. And so Mr. Stone, Mrs. 

Small and their students have to implement this policy in the form of Standard 

English as the language of instruction. 

During the fieldwork in St. Joseph Primary school, Mr. Stone mentioned the 

instance of an 11-year-old pupil who had lived in the United Kingdom with his 

aunt for several years, and had gained a ‘Cockney’ accent on returning to 

Barbados. Even though the child mastered British resources much better than 

the other children, he was mocked and discriminated against for mobilizing a 

local variety of British English in a context that could not understand it (in the 

case of his peers), or that did not approve of the social class context associated 

with its use (in case of the class teacher: ‘He cyan’t [cannot] be coming all the 

way from England fi [to] talk Cockney!’ (personal communication, Mr. Stone, 

November 19, 2005). A further discussion of Cockney, social class and identity 

                                                        
6 This chapter was first published as part of Van der Aa and Blommaert (2011). Ethnographic 

Monitoring: Hymes’ Unfinished Business in Educational Research. Anthropology and Education 

Quarterly, 42(4), 319-334. 
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among youngsters in the United Kingdom can be found in Rampton (2006). 

Finally, the mastery of the different linguistic resources that make up the local 

sociolinguistic repertoire is ‘truncated’: it is composed of ‘specialized but 

partially and unevenly developed resources’ (Blommaert 2010a:103-106).  

St. Joseph Primary school became the prime hub for the set-up of a local 

network of educational actors that participated in a project that could be 

described as ethnographic monitoring: it was cumulative because after the first 

period with St. Joseph Primary school (in 2005 and 2007) several other schools 

began participating: St. John and St. Mary (from 2008 onwards), as well as the 

Erdiston Teachers’ College and the University of the West Indies at Cave Hill. 

It was co-operative because the ethnographer participated actively with the 

children, the teachers, principals, parents, teacher educators and university 

professors. And it was comparative because of its robust ethnographic knowl-

edge that was collaboratively created and that was productively applied to other 

contexts such as the teacher education classroom: many of the narrative exam-

ples and analyses found their way to the Barbadian teacher training programs.  

Let me now briefly rehearse the three steps of an ethnographic monitoring 

program as sketched by Hymes (1981:5) in his National Institute of Education 

report discussed in Section 2.3: the first step is for the ethnographer to consult 

teachers (or principals) to identify what issues concern them mostly. The 

second step is to observe behavior relevant to that issue in a series of contexts 

in and out of the classroom. And the third step involves sharing the findings 

with the teachers and the principal. Below I discuss each of the steps for the 

Barbados project.  

 

 

6.2  Step one: Identifying the problem  

My original intention with the story analyses was to find out how the Independ-

ence of Barbados was discussed, performed and reenacted in the concrete 

primary school classroom. At classroom level, teachers could then benefit from 

the ethnographic analyses to understand their pupils’ performances and com-

petencies better. After that, analyses could be used in teacher education classes 

and in university as lesson material. Parents were also invited to comment and 

children could enjoy the attention their performances received. So far the plan. 

However, what started out as a project to look at children’s verbal artistry 

quickly converted into a study of inequality, truncated sociolinguistic resources, 

and other unplanned issues. That is exactly what ethnographic monitoring does: 

precisely because of its co-operative nature, it rapidly repositions and realigns 
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the research agenda with the interests of its main stakeholders. After recording 

a few classroom sessions in which children were telling stories, it became clear 

that the interests of the researcher (narratives as verbal artistry) and teachers 

(grammatically and generically correct narratives) were different. In previous 

chapters I have shown that children and teachers need to work together to have 

voice, and to be heard on their own terms. I have also shown that it is not an 

easy task to do so.  

In what follows I discuss a narrative workshop session with Mr. Stone and 

Mrs. Small, to comment on a transcription I made of an Independence Day 

story told by Shawna, a ten-year-old girl who was a student in their class. We 

now turn to step two of the monitoring program: once the particular needs or 

problems of an educational setting are clear, we need to start observing all the 

behaviors that are relevant to it.  

 

 

6.3  Step two: Listening to Shawna  

I want to focus on the story of Shawna now, a ten-year-old girl. After the story 

was recorded, a transcript was made that tried to grasp both poetic and 

interactional features. The transcript below shows the elicitation of the story by 

the teacher, as well as its ongoing turn-taking (often as interruptions by teachers 

and peers). In the same transcript however, some of the story elements are 

reformatted to show their patterned narrative properties through indentation 

and numbering (in terms of lines, verses, and stanzas). In the transcription be-

low, indentation indicates the verse beginnings, and shows subordinate clauses 

as being an essential part of the narrative flow. Numbering serves to clearly 

identify the different units: lines are indicated by Roman numerals, verses by 

small letters and stanzas by capital letters (based on Hymes 2003:135ff). Other 

transcription conventions can be found in Appendix 1 below. Example 33 

contains the first two stanzas of Shawna’s story.  

 

Example 33: Shawna’s Independence Day story ethnopoetically 

 (November 21, 2005). 

Teacher: Yes, Shawna, can you also tell us something about Independence eh? 

Shawna: Yeah (2.5) 

(A)  

(a)  01 What Independence means to me (4.0) 

  02 Independence? (3.0) 

Teacher: =A little louder, come up, you going… (imitates the pupil’s 
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bodyposturing) 

Shawna:  

(b)  03 Independent mea-mea:ns not dependent or (0.7) 

  04  controlled by any person or thing. 

(c)  05 It means that. (0.5) you were not allowed to do certain thing 

  06  and just escape (1.5) 

(B)  

(a)  07 We were once ruled by the mother country England. 

  08 we? b-broke away because it wasn’t fair for us (2.0) 

Tutor: =Hey Shawn (short for Shawna) it was to us (.) 

Shawna: (looks up disturbed) 

(b)  09 =SINCE we have broke away, 

  10  we now have our own national symbols, 

  11   our own prime minister, (0.5) 

  12   our o:wn (0.5) governor general, 

  13   and our own rights (0.5). 

 

The story then continued with a discussion of Barbados’ national emblems 

(flag, coat of arms) and ended with a discussion of the education system under 

the British rule.  

 

Shawna told her story mostly in Standard English, and displayed a great deal of 

verbal artistry here: she carefully crafts verses that thrive on repetition, 

alliteration, and rhyme. She has to follow the same requirements posed by the 

master narrative analyzed in the previous chapters. A nice introductory stanza 

was followed by a second stanza, in which she explained and described what 

had changed in Barbados since it became independent. The rhetorical coher-

ence was partly achieved by repetition of the words ‘now’ and ‘our,’ stressing 

the current independent state.  

The teacher and the tutor also helped Shawna manage the story. The 

teacher’s comment before the telling was aimed at adjusting the student’s body 

posturing and loudness of voice, both typical elements of a traditional per-

formance ethic in schools. The correction of the tutor was of a different nature: 

she has noticed that Shawna is using a Creole construction by replacing the 

proposition ‘to’ by the proposition ‘for’ in ‘it wasn’t fair for us’. This lexical 

correction disturbed Shawna visibly, which is noticeable in the next line, where 

she stressed the word since and firmly reclaims the floor to continue her telling. 

From lines 3 and 8 (‘mea-means’ and ‘b-broke’) it is clear that Shawna was also 

slightly stuttering. This seemed not to bother the teacher and the tutor. When 
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she had finished her story, she was complimented by the teacher after a very 

short pause and got a round of applause by the children as well.  

What both of the teachers did not notice however, was Shawna’s Creole 

syntactical–verbal construction in line 9: ‘since we have broke away’. This 

shows that it was not so much that both teachers were ignoring or misrecog-

nizing children’s verbal artistry but, rather, that they themselves, in the best 

case, were ‘willing to let go’ in favor of the child’s storytelling skills, or were 

unaware that there was an error to begin with. In this last scenario, it would 

seem that both children and teachers have unequal access to certain standard 

resources, and thus, as Fenigsen (2007:247) writes, ‘the teachers teach about 

Standard English (“correct speech”) but model it little.’ 

It also shows that my original idea before embarking on the monitoring 

program, namely that teachers were mis-recognizing children’s verbal artistry, is 

rather one-sided. Through a profound ethnographic engagement with the 

teachers the real problem became clear: that both teachers and students were suffering 

from an unequal access to ‘standard resources’. However, as we can see from Shawna’s 

story, the resources they do have are put together in very sophisticated ways, 

displaying a great deal of verbal artistry. Teachers do recognize this and show 

appreciation for this interpretation of the master narrative. We have identified a 

common, collective and systemic problem.  

Here we need to turn to step three of the monitoring: bringing knowledge 

back to the people involved in our research.  

 

 

6.4  Step three: Monitoring dynamics  

Mr. Stone (Shawna’s teacher) and Mrs. Small (Shawna’s tutor) both came in for 

a consulting session that I had set up on November 22, 2005, the day after the 

storytelling. These sessions were regularly conducted and formed part of the 

monitoring process in which children’s stories were discussed with teachers and 

parents. This particular evening, Shawna’s story was up for discussion. The 

recording was played first and then both teacher and tutor got the transcript. 

Here are some of their comments. 

 

Example 34: Mr. Stone’s reaction on Shawna’s Independence day story 

 (November 22, 2005) 

‘yeah man, again it makes sense with the verses and stanzas… it’s like when 

you listen to these children they got rhythm you know (snatching his fingers, 

smiling) but now you can see on paper, on the page… there is these words 
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that rhyme, like… (puts on glasses) line 9, 10, 11, our, our, our, bam-bam-

bam (snatches fingers again), you know it’s like a flow.’  

 

What Mr. Stone did here is to value the researcher’s approach to these sort of 

annually rehearsed, generically rigorous classroom stories. He appreciated the 

verbal artistry involved in the tellings of the stories, something that I did not 

expect, and compares its flow to elements from popular culture (the hiphop 

reference ‘bam-bam-bam’ combined with the finger snapping). Transcribing the 

stories ethnopoetically has proven recognizable to the teachers participating in 

the research. Part of the monitoring program involves making the actors see, 

which means here seeing that something boring and routinous can be very 

intriguing and surprising. This was only the starting point however. 

Example 35 shows Mrs. Small’s reaction when I asked to comment on the 

correction in line 7.  

 

Example 35: Mrs. Small’s reaction to Shawna’s Independence day story  

 (November 22, 2005) 

Mrs. Small: It is our task to make sure that the children at all times talk in the 

standard language, as this is very important for their future, you 

know, as citizens, in the world… but then… 

Jef: May I just quickly interrupt here, it was only a very minor mistake 

right? 

Mrs. Small: Right, but even small mistakes can become such a big issue, see… 

this one small proposition deya [here] could make a major 

difference if you sit with boss man… you coulda wear suit and tie, 

nuff [a lot of] bling [jewellery] and say ‘oh man that ain’t fair for 

me’ and no way you will get the job, a so it go. 

 

Mrs. Small first stressed the importance of grammar in her classroom because it 

serves children to get jobs, but also it orients children to a center that seems to 

lie elsewhere, being ‘citizens of the world’ by speaking Standard English. She 

then commented on how a linguistic detail (as she replicated the exact same one 

that she corrected in Shawna’s story) eventually leads to exclusion when con-

ducting a job interview: a Creole lexical item is not acceptable for an employer. 

The interesting thing is that after the ‘official view’ on the importance of 

Standard English, Mrs. Small gives a concrete example of a job situation in 

which we see an iconic shift toward the use of Creole resources (such as ‘deya’, 

‘boss man’, ‘coulda’, ‘nuff’ and ‘bling’). In fact, it are exactly these items that she 

has been correcting in class with the students.  
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Because I found asking the tutor about the Shawna’s Creole syntactical 

construction in line 9 which went uncorrected a bit confrontational, I decided 

to end the session with a general invitation to add comments. It was then that 

Mr. Stone brought up the issue spontaneously:  

 

Example 36: Mr. Stone and Mrs. Small’s reaction on Shawna’s Independence 

day story  

 (November 22, 2005) 

Mr. Stone: Hey Jef, I think you made a mistake here man… ehm (puts glasses 

on his nose), line 9, should be ‘SINCE we have brokeNNN away’ I 

think. Since we have… broke? broken? Oh no, I think it is correct 

as it is. 

Mrs. Small: Yes, it is correct. 

 

Mr. Stone’s initial doubts about the grammatical incorrectness of ‘since we have 

broke away’ in Standard English were resolved in the favor of Creole. Mrs. 

Small’s confirmation attests to two things: the closeness of standard and Creole 

resources and the unequal access to the former that actually impacts on both 

teachers’ and children’s meta-pragmatic awareness and sociolinguistic behavior.  

From the above, it is clear that it is very important to actively ‘bring back’ 

analyses to the field when doing ethnographic monitoring. It serves not only as 

an aid to reflection for the practitioner (in Mr. Stone’s case) but also as a pos-

sibility for the researcher to reflect on his or her own practices. In a developing 

country such as Barbados with a very narrow labor market, it is indeed very 

important that children also acquire a degree of grammatical competence by 

being exposed to Standard English resources that will eventually secure their 

upward social and economical mobility. Children like Shawna, and how they are 

evaluated by teachers, show us a glimpse of the linguistic enregisterment of the 

state through their storytelling and how this can possibly lead to a misrecog-

nition/denial of voice by censuring anything that is not grammatically correct in 

the strict sense of the word. It shows us the manifold ways in which everyday 

speech activities are caught in a web of institutional and behavioral ideologies, 

naturalizing particular forms of disqualification and scanning pupils’ situated 

behavior accordingly. It is when we see educational discourses and meta dis-

courses as situated and lodged in layers of contexts, among which the regime of 

power in which they operate, that we can see them as sociocultural and political 

objects, that is, as things that can tell us a story not on ‘truth’ or ‘lies’, but on 

the actual patterns, processes, and relationships that make up learning.  
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6.5  A final Step: Taking stock  

A final thing we should ask ourselves when engaging in ethnographic moni-

toring has to do with the equality of all the actors or stakeholders involved. In 

other words: who gets what from it?  

Even though children are the majority of stakeholders in education, it also 

means that they as the biggest group that does not really have any decision 

power. Yet, a good ethnographic monitoring project makes sure that children 

are optimally involved in the process. In the Barbados case, I ended up with the 

following balance.  

During the project, children were able to star as the child narrators they 

really are. Many of them felt proud to be recorded, they felt important and took 

me on many field trips to the country to attend their family and friends’ family 

picnics, cricket tournaments and so on. Hymes has always insisted on using 

narrators’ real names, a practice I have gladly followed in this book. So where 

schools and teachers’ names are pseudonyms (except for Erdiston Teachers’ 

College and the University of the West Indies), children’s first names are not. 

Children were also given a printout of a (simplified) ethnopoetic transcript, in 

which the story was somewhat isolated, together with a picture while they were 

performing. A colleague of another school, and a friend of mine, had put 

together picture and text in a nice frame for the children to take home. It was 

reported that in most cases, both children and parents took pride in the interest 

and work that was invested in their narrative skills.  

The teachers of St. Joseph Primary school have expressed interest in looking 

at their students’ narrative competence in such a way as presented above: 

through the organization of narrative workshops in which concrete cases, very 

similar to the session concerning Shawna, were discussed. Two teachers have 

also said that it would be particularly interesting for them to discuss children 

they conceive as ‘problematic’ storytellers or performers, and so separate work-

shops with these educators were conducted.  

The principal of the school has received extra funding for his school be-

cause it has participated in an international educational research program, and 

with the help of some people at the University of the West Indies (who was 

also involved in the monitoring program), the principal was able to secure the 

extra funds that were used to acquire new furniture. An additional charity 

project delivered a few boxes of free children’s books, something that a school 

can never have enough of.  

Finally, the ethnographer gains as well through a renewed collaborative 

methodological insight (everyone works differently) and through acquiring new 



ETHNOGRAPHIC MONITORING IN A CARIBBEAN CLASSROOM  97 

theoretical insights by taking seriously the voices that make up Barbadian ways 

of speaking.  

 

 

6.6  Conclusions: Voice and solidarity 

Such conclusions as the ones I drew from the narrative workshop concerning 

Shawna could only be drawn by engaging in a process of ethnographic moni-

toring in which I worked from the voice of the pupil, through that of the 

analyst towards that of the teacher and back, checking what each party brought 

into the analysis and treating each of these voices as legitimate, as different 

angles from which the same social and communicative reality was seen and 

acted on. A methodology in which the narratives of the pupils were recorded 

by an analyst and then taken away, so to speak, into the analyst’s world of 

interpretation and understanding, would never do the work. It could have led 

to a celebration of Shawna’s artistic talent as a narrator, and bypass the 

institutional regime in which such artistry was actually located and against 

which it is measured and evaluated. In other words: such a procedure would fail 

to elucidate what Shawna can actually do and achieve with her storytelling skills, 

or, what such skills mean and represent to her in real life. In studying the 

narratives co-operatively, I align myself with a narrative tradition that does 

exactly that: bringing knowledge back to the people that produced it (see e.g. 

Michaels 1981, 1983). Hymes (1980) was relentless in emphasizing this: that 

research should not be content just emphasizing the potential equality and 

beauty of cultural resources, but must explain why such valuable resources are 

in actual fact unequal, and why the value of such resources can change from 

context to context or era to era.  

The inequality can only be thoroughly addressed by a co-operative research 

program, aimed at understanding, describing and analyzing a real problem in 

education, which is then presented to the actors involved, opening new 

directions for re-analysis. By doing so, I found out that teachers and students need to 

work together in order to produce voice, and that they both suffer from the unequal access to 

particular resources. The enormous effort that they put in the creation of a master 

narrative that is acceptable for national celebrations testifies to a real and 

profound solidarity, performed from within a world of systemic and shared 

constraints on voice. In spite of the inherent asymmetrical power relations in 

the classroom, this problem creates opportunities for solidarity between teach-

ers and children. If we then see this solidarity as an epistemology we accept that 
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there is a systemic level of reality that needs to be addressed if we wish to solve 

practical, situated problems.  

The program of ethnographic monitoring is political, theoretical, and 

methodological; and its insistence on collaboration offers ideal circumstances to 

observe and understand voice. It creates this opportunity through (1) listening 

to what the real problems are for real people in real situations, (2) carefully ob-

serving the semiotic resources that are at play in principals’, teachers’, students’, 

and parents’ lives, and also in the wider community, and (3) offering collabo-

rators a place to reiterate their voice through making known their concerns 

with the way the work was conducted, its subsequent analyses or any other 

issues. In other words, ethnographic monitoring is the basis for analyzing voice 

in educational discourse: voice as an opportunity for learners and as a target for 

education, and also as an obstacle and constraint for many individuals and 

groups. Linguistic and other cultural skills are thus detached from their locus in 

mainstream research, the individual’s mind and character, and placed where 

they belong: in a social environment in which it matters how other people hear 

and read you, and what kinds of judgments they will pass on your speech or 

writings. Ethnographic monitoring starts from the requirement that the analyst 

participates, and does not just observe, because the analyst is very much part of 

the social environment in which the research takes place and to which it needs 

to be fed back, not as a matter of choice, but as a matter of political, theoretical 

and methodological requirement. In this way epistemic solidarity is extended to the 

ethnographer, who is committed to understand and solve a particular problem 

in education. He is driven by praxis: knowledge as a crucial instrument for 

social change. In order for this knowledge to really address the problems at 

hand, it needs to be shared and co-operative. The program of ethnographic 

monitoring is therefore different from other pedagogical studies as it wants to 

effectuate social change in the long run by addressing deep, systemic levels of 

educational reality.  

Ethnographic monitoring testifies to the fact that this fundamental position 

of the researcher as an actor of change, as someone who automatically ‘inter-

venes’, did not become mainstream but remains a position for which elaborate 

and precarious argumentation is required. The distinction, for instance, made in 

Cameron et al. (1992:52), among research on, for, and with others, obviously 

recalls many of the programmatic aspects of ethnographic monitoring. 

Rampton (2011:1) similarly developed an empirically driven trajectory, which 

‘follows the analysis of (…) data into an academic argument, into a research 

training programme, and into professional development materials for teachers.’ 

Perennial debates in schools of education around the world about tightening 
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research ethics to the point where the individual and contextual situatedness 

that was a key to educational ethnography is all but outlawed, further testify to 

the fact that ethnographic monitoring is very much unfinished business in 

education. Ethics Boards and other research clearance houses push educational 

research increasingly away from intensive case-based work towards abstraction 

and generalization, towards the medians and averages that determine standards 

in education. Real life knows no averages, wrote Randolph Bourne about a 

century ago (see Bourne 1990); there is much truth in that, but we have learned 

in the meantime that averages are very much part of educational reality. The 

nasty thing about averages is that half of the learners fall below them; if an 

increasing number of learners falls below the average, the ‘standards are falling’. 

We can only escape from this logic by turning to case studies and by 

demonstrating that case-based work is as rigorously ‘scientific’ as work aimed at 

setting averages. It is through the co-operative program of ethnographic 

monitoring that the mechanisms of solidarity in the classroom between teachers 

and students in a difficult situation such as the one in Barbados, can be studied 

and strengthened. 

 



 



CHAPTER 7 

Toward an ethno-threesome: 
Reflections and conclusions 

7.1  A multi-level perspective on education: 

  Ethnopoetics, ethnography, ethnology 

In this book I have looked at Barbadian Independence Day stories from the 

analytical heuristic of voice through a practice of ethnographic monitoring. The 

practice involved, as in most anthropological work, extensive time in the field 

constantly engaged with all kinds of people, in this case all the educational 

actors in the field. Then, a particular heuristic helps when sorting out one’s 

fieldwork materials. And it is through the lens of ‘voice’ that several of the 

issues in the children’s storytelling came on the radar. Issues of voice are 

complex, often related to both individuals and groups, and demand a sustained 

attention from all the actors involved, including the ethnographer. I engaged 

with voice as an analytical heuristic, which has allowed me to consider the 

different discourses in and around the Independence Day tellings as instances 

of conflict, power relations and solidarity, and to find out and appreciate 

alternative understandings of language, education and society (Hornberger 

2006). I have then considered a toolkit to put together these issues on the page, 

and my engagement with ethnopoetics has brought to the fore very concrete 

examples of problems in finding voice throughout the storytelling. Finally, by 

engaging with actors in a program of ethnographic monitoring, thus going 

beyond passive observation by actively bringing back analyses to the field, I 

have found out that finding voice is a common problem for both teachers and 

student. These issues can be situated at different levels.  

The micro level for the research in this book was situated within the 

concrete classroom at St. Joseph Primary school in Barbados. At this level I 

describe and analyze the Independence Day stories from a poetic (Chapter 3) 

and a performative (Chapter 4) point of view.  
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At meso level, I was concerned with my engagement with the teachers and 

the children, reflecting on the analyses and the experience. I have described this 

process in Chapter 5 on ethnographic monitoring.  

At macro level, it was important to consider the social and historical context 

of Barbados and Barbadian education as well as its current role in a globalized 

world. Especially the origin of the varied English resources is very important in 

this analysis. It is crucial to understand how schools function in this globalized 

context and what kind of individual, collective and systemic differences can be 

found within schools.  

In hindsight, these levels can be linked to theoretical/methodological frame-

works that are cumulative, comparative and co-operative (Hymes 1980), into an 

‘ethno-threesome’: ethnopoetics, ethnography and ethnology.  

 

Micro level: Ethnopoetics  

Ethnopoetics, which in my analysis I situate at the micro level, takes as its 

starting point the issue of ‘voice’; it wants to restore the voice of human beings 

that have problems to be ‘heard’ on their own terms. It does so by carefully 

describing narratives in lines, and groups of lines. This type of work is a sort of 

restorative anthropological philology: it restores and values the voice of a 

narrator by showing his or her sophisticated mastery of cultural forms, partic-

ular to the narrator. It values the performance of narrative on its own terms. A 

close philological attention to linguistic detail and poetic patterning makes sure 

that nothing goes missing, nothing will be untranslated or hamper interpreta-

tion, and meaning will not be obscured (Hymes 1998:vii). Such an analysis can 

restore how children and teachers collaboratively produce voice by looking at 

traces of poetic patterns as they are realized in concrete classroom interactions. 

I argue that Chapters 3 and 4, both describing my empirical data in much detail 

(from a poetic, and a performative point of view) belong to this level.  

 

Meso level: Ethnography  

Ethnography is a functional perspective on human language; ethnographic 

fieldwork is the participation in a specific speech community to gather materials 

in order to verify initial hypotheses. In other words: it connects specific inquiry 

(here a critical ethnopoetics) with comparative generalization (Hymes 1980: 

121).  

This is where ethnographic monitoring comes in: the specific inquiry I 

carried out was presented to the teachers involved. My initial hypothesis was 

that children were mis-recognized by the teachers because they have to tell very 

complicated stories using standard linguistic resources which they do not 
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master fully. However, after conducting narrative workshops with teachers, the 

problem seemed to lie elsewhere: teachers themselves found it quite hard to 

designate if something was really ‘grammatically incorrect’ or not in the data. In 

Chapter 6 I have presented this case in more detail.  

 

Macro level: Toward an educational ethnology  

In the end I hope that this book can contribute to the once again emerging 

field of ‘educational ethnology’ (Hymes 1980:119-125). The term ‘educational 

ethnology’ suggests an anthropological approach to schools. This research ap-

proach suggests a cumulative approach with regard to individual schools, would 

compare similarities and differences among schools or practices, would entail 

the mutual participation of anthropologists and members of the schools 

studied, and could remedy limitations of much educational research. An ethno-

logical, or more comparative approach would ‘link the anthropology of educa-

tion with social history, through the ways in which (…) reproduction of an 

existing order is expressed and interpreted in specific settings’ (Hymes 1996: 

19). I have tried to analyze this existing narrative order in Mr. Stone’s class 

making use of the three elements needed for such an approach. First of all it 

was cumulative, because it involved several cases of narrative storytelling 

analyzed for their narrative properties (poetics, narrative elements, language 

usage and bodily hexis) as well as the regulation of the narrative order to pro-

duce the master narrative. Secondly, it was comparative because it juxtaposed 

the titles of these historical, canonical stories with titles of stories that are 

normally told in the same classroom. Finally it was a co-operative endeavor 

since it could not have worked without the full engagement of both students 

and teachers. The organization of narrative workshops greatly enhanced mutual 

understanding. In the long run, such co-operation could create durable social 

change, and sets the agenda for more research on the matter.  

When teachers received a minimal training in observation and narrative 

reporting, they could understand the patterns that were at work in their 

classrooms. Teachers in the Caribbean, for a long time, have been made to 

believe that a legitimate contribution to knowledge comes from above, from 

elsewhere: from a methodology and subject matter disconnected from their 

experiences. This project wanted to show teachers that what children know, 

and what they themselves know, can make a real improvement to education 

and take care of effective change in the long run.  

Practically, the results of this study were applicable to local contexts of 

education, such as a local co-operation in the form of a series of workshops in 

three other schools for teachers in analyzing children’s narratives. This work-
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shop format was subsequently institutionalized by a long-term co-operation 

with both the Education Department of the University of the West Indies 

(Barbados) and Erdiston Teachers` College (Barbados) and is now being taught 

as part of the teacher’s training curriculum there. I follow-up with this project 

yearly.  

 

 

7.2  Voice, resources, competence 

Voice 

In this section, I sketch some implications for our understanding of what really 

matters for Mr. Stone and his students: voice, resources and competence. 

When thinking about voice, and how people are being heard on their own 

terms when they speak or perform, it is clear that there are several levels of 

‘being heard’. During the narrative workshops, teachers were exposed to a form 

of narrative analysis which they did not know before (in other words: my 

voice), and teachers’ voices were taken serious in understanding what sort of 

issues were at work in their classes. Also, Trenton and his teacher collabora-

tively shape the story, even though the teachers’ facilitation of it is comple-

mented by maintaining the sociolinguistic order associated with the tellings. In 

looking at the stories in Chapter 4, we can see more clearly the two strongest 

elements of this sociolinguistic order precisely at work: the bodily hexis and the 

required standard language usage. These elements clearly made it more difficult 

for children to ‘be heard’ as having produced a good, acceptable story (and get 

good grades for it too). In Chapter 6, voice comes in when children were 

orienting toward a sort of ‘super title’ (‘Independence’), prompting the required 

narrative elements which were strictly regulated by the teacher’s exact elicita-

tion. This was in sharp contrast with the more relaxed, and therefore more 

heterogeneous elicitation of stories during regular Barbadian sharing time.  

 

Resources 

Resources were an important element in the teacher workshops. By focusing on 

both narrative resources (patterning) as well as language resources (grammar), 

teachers were able to paint a fuller picture of what kind of resources are needed 

when children are required to tell the Independence Day stories: the proper 

language resources, social skills, and knowledge of narrative patterns that give 

the story a certain flow. Resources obviously play a huge role in patterning, as it 

was found that most stories were patterned following the use of initial particle 

pairs, such as ‘and now’ and ‘but now’. Interactionally, resources were often 
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mobilized responding to the teacher’s corrections or prompts for narrative 

elements. Story titles are resources on their own, they connect the ‘mention’ of 

a story to its actual telling (Moore 2009:297) and when one is not familiar with 

a particular title, one would not be able to embark on a telling at all.  

 

Competence 

Teachers’ ideas about children’s narrative competence were outspoken when 

showing them the narrative transcripts during the workshops. The fact that a 

narrative structure could be shown in detail on the page was appealing to 

teachers because it allowed for thorough reflection on children’s narrative skills. 

Also, Trenton produced a story that showed not only his competence as a 

skillful student that mastered the required narrative and grammatical resources, 

he was also able to gain the sympathy of both his teacher and his peers. There 

were two salient types of closings in the story samples: one was a formal 

closing, with an appreciation and and applause, the other a closing containing a 

personal coda, allowing the teacher to venture into a little ‘normal sharing time’ 

sequence. Chapter 6 showed that the structure of the Independence Day stories 

were different from the normal sharing time stories. However, it seems that in 

both situations children are able to produce quite a formal title. This indicates 

that knowing a story by its title is as important as the telling itself.  

 

 

7.3  Working with tapes, field notes and people (again) 

In this final section, I discuss educational fieldwork as a long-term narrative 

collaboration between the entire network of local educational actors and the 

ethnographer. I argue that working with the people involved to produce tapes, 

field notes and analyses must eventually lead to working with those people 

again and again. 

As I mentioned earlier, it was not allowed during my stay at St. Joseph 

Primary school to make videotapes of any classroom activity. This came about 

through and along with the permission of the Ministry of Education to enter 

the primary school system. I heard that this prohibition to film was breached by 

another foreign researcher in 2007, and subsequently the Ministry had prohib-

ited any foreign researcher into Barbadian schools for a while. I am not aware 

of any such prohibitions at the time of my research. This means though that the 

data collected are quite unique snapshots into a practice that may or may not be 

around at this time. In recent years, Independence Day celebrations have much 

changed according to my local friends and colleagues, and official celebrations 
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have diminished somewhat. This obviously has to do with the economic crisis, 

which leaves governments to make painful decisions. Whether or not this has 

an impact on the storytelling celebrations, I am unsure. What I do know, is that 

working with audio tapes was not an easy task. At first, children were very 

aware of the tape recorder, and asked me why I was still taking notes ‘as the 

tape recorder records everything’. This ideology of catching everything on 

mechanical devices will be scrutinized in the next section. For now it suffices to 

add that field notes are absolutely crucial in dealing with the sort of complex, 

multimodal performances at hand. Children’s facial expressions, their gestures 

and pointing, the audience’s co-ordinated responses, the teacher’s facial expres-

sions, his smiles etc. are not recorded. However, detailed field notes can com-

pensate for such absence of information.  

At the same time, one can also think about working from a different ideol-

ogy, one that accepts that not everything can be caught on the tape recorder 

and that a recording device itself can become some sort of focus that diverts 

from the very unfamiliar fieldwork context that one is working in. I have found 

it absolutely crucial to expand my story analysis with a sustained attention to 

precise interactional details, yet at the same time I have made fruitful use of a 

push-and-pull between the tape and my field notes. I show an example of such 

a case below.  

 

Example 37: Sandra’s Independence Day story 

 (November 19, 2007) 

24 Sandra: Independence means freedom (.) Freedom from down-

pression by the mother [country 25 

26 Tutor: [ain’t no rasta talk in heh Sandra (.) 

 

The tutor’s remark indicates that Sandra is not supposed to use the word 

‘downpression’, which originates in Rastafarian culture, turning ‘op-pression’ 

into ‘down-pression’ since downpression sounds more negative. The creative 

use of the word is not appreciated by the teacher. Without access to my field 

notes I would have never been able to find that while the tutor was saying ‘aint 

no rasta talk in here’, she was smiling, and the African-American sentence 

structure ‘ain’t no’ was a joke to ridicule Sandra’s non-Standard English 

language usage rather than a leakage into non-Standard English features herself. 
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7.4  Conclusions 

Ethnopoetics has established itself as a robust way to analyze oral narrative. 

Among other contexts (Native American storytelling, African asylum seekers’ 

narratives) it has proven quite productive in classroom settings, especially with 

children who are non-native speakers of the language of instruction. Because of 

this focus, ethnopoetics is firmly rooted in the study of educational inequality.  

Originally, ethnopoetics in the Hymesian tradition has been occupied with 

written texts, for which no tape recordings were available. In his analysis of 

Native American stories as recorded by Boas, Hymes was obliged to focus on 

the written transcript. He has shown that a transcript focusing on poetic, 

discourse-internal features can bring out a narrative organization without 

having access to the original tapes. In doing so, he used his contextual knowl-

edge of current Native American discourse settings as a heuristic for analysis.  

Here I want to reflect on another possibility: even when one does have 

actual recordings, would an interpretation of the discursive structure by means 

of ethnographic knowledge (my own presence at the telling) generate similar 

results as paying attention to prosodic immediacy? At least by not using the 

tapes for the actual analysis (after an initial transcription of course), one literally 

distances oneself from the field, only to return later. Rather than tending to 

immediately observable features only, the interpretation of the patterning and 

narrative logic of the text would be based on one’s in-depth ethnographic 

knowledge of the sociolinguistic situation.  

This does not disqualify any relevance of prosody nor does it minimize the 

enormously important role that an interactional appreciation of the stories has 

brought me. I do think, with Collins (2009:338), that ‘the ethnographic point is 

that we must push beyond received conventions in order to achieve an “emic” 

account of verbal resources.’ But an emic account of ‘what verbal resources are 

useful to whom’ cannot be obtained from only listening to a tape. One needs to 

engage with the people who spoke the words. And it is my conviction that 

listening to both the actual people (reflected in field notes) and the recording 

(on the tape) may get us closer.  

I argue that in this way we can take ethnographic description (traditional 

ethnography) to ethnographic transcription (ethnopoetics) to ethnographic 

theory (ethnology), allowing for a comparison with similar cases. If we manage 

to carry an ethnographic perspective throughout the different stages of the 

analysis, from collecting our data to formulating theory, we succeed in in-

corporating the voices of the people we work with, the ways in which people 

should be understood: on their own terms (Blommaert 2008a).  
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However, and finally, I also argue that the ethnographic perspective should 

not stop there: in the end, analyses which so clearly and transparently display 

voice should also be brought back to the original interlocutors, if only to do full 

justice to the co-constructed epistemology, the epistemic solidarity, created by 

the ethnographic process. Part of this process is to make knowledge demo-

cratic, and to fully share findings and representations of particular ways of 

speaking with the people that spoke first. I believe I have done so by engaging 

in ethnographic monitoring.  

The real problem of the educational actors here was to find voice within and 

throughout a strict narrative order. This problem is closely related to issues of 

narrative, but also of language itself. Some resources are harder to get than 

others, and it takes an immense effort to model and pass on certain resources 

to children in a way that is considered appropriate on the job market or in 

higher education. Teachers and children can only overcome this by acting in a 

framework of solidarity, and we have seen both Mr. Stone’s and Mrs. Small’s 

leniency towards the children’s struggle. Mr. Stone often shields children who 

lack particular resources and he appreciates jokes that implicitly criticize the 

rigorous narrative order. Mrs. Small’s intentions of preparing children for good 

jobs by pointing to certain grammatical issues are noble, not in the least 

because her fears are real. This framework of solidarity is built by speakers who 

have a struggle in common: teaching, learning, reading and writing through 

linguistic resources that are unequally available to them. Teachers have a 

mandate to model Standard English as a homogenous object through which 

everything is regulated and regimented. The small leeway that exists during 

regular sharing time (as it is the case for sharing time in many other parts of the 

world) is absent during activities that are closely associated to the nation-state 

and its festivities. Bringing back analyses of the storytelling events made the 

teachers see particular problems, and solutions were proposed through a co-

operation with the local Teacher Training College. This is an extension of the 

solidarity framework with the other local educational actors and positions the 

ethnographer as a long-term academic consultant. Mr. Stone’s voice that came 

through while he was constructing the narratives with his students, is the same 

voice that commented during the narrative workshop in Chapter 6, and yet 

again the same voice that mobilized other young teachers in training to look at 

similar issues during a module now organized at the local Teacher Training 

College. Taking voice seriously leads to a democratic engagement with real life 

problems in education. That is what ethnographic monitoring can do.  
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APPENDIX 

Transcription conventions 

= for latched utterances  

(.) for pauses less than one second  

(1.5)  pauses in seconds, up to 0.5 seconds precise  

: and ::  for sound lengthening  

___ or CAPS  for emphasis/stress louder than the environment  

(word)  for indicating laughter, stance, other actions  

[  for overlapping speech in two speech turns 

 



 



SUMMARY 

Ethnographic monitoring: 
Language, narrative and voice in a Carribean 
classroom 

This book treats heritage-related narrative performances by Caribbean school 

children as loci for understanding voice. While at the same time voicing 

themselves and the nation-state, they create synergies between the self and the 

institutional, synergies that can liberate but that can also exclude. The empirical 

material consists of nine- and ten-year old children from Barbados telling 

stories about Barbadian Independence in November 2005 and November 2007. 

 To analyze these narratives, I am deploying three key theoretical/metho-

dological concepts. First, I explain the concept of voice as an analytical heuristic, 

which allows me to say something about the different pieces of discourse, or 

fabric that makes up the tellings. Voice addresses the human problem of 

making oneself heard on one’s own terms. As a heuristic, it can function to 

investigate the ways in which different educational actors make sense of school 

life. Second, I use ethnopoetics as a toolkit to analyze patterning in the stories, 

which starts from studying the discourse-internal features of the stories and the 

interactional realization of them and which has as its finality the restoration of 

the master narrative. In doing so, I uncover poetic patterning of a complex 

kind, which points directly at the children’s narrative skills to produce the kind 

of story that is considered appropriate, good and interesting. I critically in-

vestigate the children’s ‘voice’, one that is obviously co-authored and measured 

against the institutional sociolinguistic order, consisting of a strict bodily 

posturing and a rigid focus on standard English language usage. Third, I work 

from the practice of ‘ethnographic monitoring’ which involves a high degree of 

co-operation between the people in the field and the ethnographer, in my case 

between the teachers, the parents, the children and me. This practice consists of 

three steps. First, ethnographers consult teachers (or principals) to identify 

what issues concern them mostly; a second step is to observe behavior relevant 
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to that issue in a series of contexts in and out of the classroom; and the final 

step is to share our findings with the teachers and the principal.  

The book is organized in seven chapters. The first chapter sketches the 

historical and sociolinguistic situation in Barbados, followed by a series of 

interview extracts with local educational actors which discuss language issues in 

Barbadian education. The second chapter introduces the theorerical/metho-

dological framework consisting of the three key concepts above. In the third 

chapter, I analytically describe the poetic patterning of one story in depth with 

the intention to make visible emic knowledge from vulnerable voices in an 

educational context. By discussing the performative aspects of the story I show 

that voice can be collaboratively accomplished in order to be heard, but also in 

order to meet institutional goals. The narrative perfomance is the locus to 

observe these different aspects. The fourth chapter discusses the different ways in 

which the teacher elicited the stories, followed by an in-depth analysis of how 

he regulates the narratives during the telling including the prompting of 

required narrative and rhetorical elements (what I call ‘nation’ elements), 

language use and body posture (what I call ‘state’ elements). The chapter ends 

with an analysis of the different types of story closings. After having gone into 

a detailed analysis of Trenton’s story (Chapter three) and understanding the 

indispensable and imposed resources for telling it (Chapter four), in the fifth 

chapter I focus on how genre characteristics are recursively mapped onto those 

resources. Genre plays a huge role in both the ‘state’ and the ‘nation’ com-

ponent of the stories. After understanding where body posture and Standard 

English language requirements came from (as ‘state’ components of the stories 

they were imposed by the Ministry of Education), we need to understand as 

well how ‘nation’ components such as poetic patterning and content were 

generically imperative for the tellings. I do so by comparing story titles from 

other narrative performances in the same classroom to Independence Day story 

titles. In the sixth chapter, I brought my analyses back to the teachers I worked 

with. Through a series of workshop sessions, it became clear that the language 

issues encountered by the children while telling the stories, were not a 

unidirectional problem, but it was a shared systemic problem of which both 

children and teachers suffered. The deployment of an epistemic solidarity 

between teachers, children and ethnographer led to a better understanding of 

the problem. In the final chapter, I reposition the issues in the book at three 

levels: the micro level for the research as situated within the concrete 

classroom, the meso level for my engagement with the teachers and the 

children, and the macro level for the social and historical context of Barbados 

and Barbadian education as well as its current role in a globalized world. In 
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hindsight, these levels can be linked to theoretical/methodological frameworks 

that are cumulative, comparative and co-operative, into an ‘ethno-threesome’: 

ethnopoetics, ethnography and ethnology.  
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