Published in
International Journal of Educational Research 13, issue 6, 671-684, 1989
which should be used for any reference to this work


chevrek
Texte tapé à la machine
Published in 
International Journal of Educational Research 13, issue 6, 671-684, 1989
which should be used for any reference to this work















yes, it's the same
:is it the same?
1 oyes, it stays like ... like that
: mmmh
. and if we drink it, then there's no more juice
: hmmm. How do you know that it’s the same?
: because if we drink all the juice, then there’s no juice at all in the glass
: O.K., but if you drink ail this and I drink all this, do we both have the same amount to drink or is there
someone who has more to drink, someone who has less to drink or is it the same?
© o, yesits the same .
3 but how do you know that?
well, because there's ... [ don’t know ... (sighs then coughs)
: O.K. Listen if I take/
fbut?

mymeme

mwn

:yes?
yes?
: you want to say something else?
no
: You seem to be thinking? .
: yea, it’s normal if we, if we drink it all then there're won't be anymore in your glass

vmumunEmeny

In the first example, we see that, although the subject gives a ‘conserving’ response (“it’s
the same™), his justification seems to reflect a non-Piagetian logic (“because I drink all the
juice and you too™). This suggests that the child does not automatically focus on what the
adult considers as key features to understanding of the task at hand. As the adult-testor
controls the premises of interpretation in this interaction, this justification would be
considered as reflecting an erroneous comprehension of the question. Thus, in order to
give an acceptable answer, the child’s primary task is to try to decode tacit assumptions
concerning the definition of the situation, expected roles, the object of discourse and the
‘tuken-for-granted’ aspects of the interaction (Bell, Perret-Clermont, & Grossen, 1985).
However, the child is not unaided in this task. The examiner’s supposed neutrality which
prevents him from giving explicit feedback does not restrain him from repeating and
clarifying the question. Realizing that the child’s response is based on a different
assumption than his, he reformulates the conservation question as if he was attempting to
bring his subject to focus on his own premise (the quantity of juice rather than the act of
drinking). It is this guidance process (see Wertsch et al., 1984) which implicitly orients the
child to the answer expected by the adult. The child will rely primarily on these implicit
cues imbedded in the interaction to decode the adult’s expectations, implicit assumptions,
task definition, ctc. It scems that the subject in the first example understood the adult’s
rephrasing of the conservation question as negative feedback of her response based on the
conversation cue habitually used in scholastic context whereby a repeated question by the
teacher signals an erroneous response. Other studies (e.g., Perret-Clermont & Brossard,
1985) have illustrated that in absence of explicit feedback from the adult, the child is lead
to search for interaction cues on paralinguistic and nonlinguistic levels (for instance the
adult’s gaze).

Back channel utterances such as the examiner’s “*mmh” and “O.K.” are constitutive
clements of the progression of the interaction and are often interpreted by the child as a
cue to modify or elaborate his response. In the second example, it seems that the adult’s
simple interjection of “mmmbh” after the subject’s justification of his conserving response
(“yes, it stays like ... like that”) is sufficient to trigger an addition to this response (“and if
we drink it, then, there’s no more juice™) which changes to logical premises which do not
correspond to the adult’s. The examiner’s repeated questioning of his answer (“but how do

6

you know that?") results in confusion on his part (*I don’t know™) as if the child was

searching for the answer expected by the adult. The subject interrupts the examiner as he

begins the next item (“listen, if I take/”) to continue his response suggesting that he did not -
perceive the conversational markers indicating the end of an item and the beginning of

another (O.K., listen”). The exchange following this interruption which disrupts the

experimental script (“but?” “yes?” “yes?”) signals a conversational dysfunctioning

whereby the participants are no longer sure of turn-taking procedures. Unlike the

intersubjectivity constructed between teacher and pupils over time, this particular type of

interaction is based on a fragile mutual understanding which necessitates a constant

reconstruction.

With these two examples, we can sce how the child’s response in this context is a result
of a process of mutual construction between adult and subject. The child’s changing of his
response and thc misunderstandings between adult and child observed in the above
examples is not simply due to poor communication skills on the part of the experimenter
(or of the subject). The nature of the situation itself (where the child is confronted by an
unknown aduit in an unfamiliar context) results in a form of question/response sequences
in which both participants are obliged to construct a shared world of meanings in the hic
et nunc of the interaction. In this perspective, successful task resolution implies discerning
what aspects of the testing situation are relevant. This interpretative activity requires that
the child distance himself from known scripts and role expectations that are implied by the
scholastic context and that are not entirely applicable to the testing situation. However,
the child does not simply forget his scholastic experience nor the didactic contract when he
enters into a testing interaction. In our research on testing situations, we have seen that the
child comes to this setting with the tendency to function as a ‘pupil’ rather than a ‘subject’
and assimilates the testing interview to a known universe of meaning (Grossen and Bell,
1988; Grossen, 1988). In other words, the child interprets a new situation referring to a
known situation (Finn, 1979; Elbers, 1986). Consequently, although the examiner in the
testing situation is essentially ignoring the scholastic institutional context by functioning
according to a different set of interactional norms, the child is likely to assimilate the
testing situation to a didactic situation and to give a different definition of the situation.

The interpersonal and psychosocial processes involved in the elaboration of a response
in a testing situation make it impossible to assess the child’s cognitive capacities or
acquired knowledge per se. Hence we find the same problem in testing situations as in
classroom settings: children’s cognitive competences cannot be assessed independently of
the communication network in which they are embedded. In fact, the interdigitation of
cognitive and social processes is such that we have come to the conclusion that it is not
possible to observe cognitive competences per se. They are always dependent to some
extent on the social context in which they are elicited and displayed.

Conclusion

It is clear that the different situations of questioning that we have considered are
complex socio-cognitive interactions with systems of rights, obligations, rules, and tacit
agreements cmbedded within the institutional framework. Questions asked and responses
given (and eventually what is taught and learnt) depend directly upon the participants’
perception of the context, expected roles, nature of the object of discourse, etc. These



questions and responscs can be seen as a product of the social interaction reflecting the
dynamic process of the mutual construction of an intersubjectivity between the adult and
child. ‘

Participants come to the situation with a wealth of social knowledge to which they refer
in their comprehension and interpretation of the interaction. Within the school context,
pupils will have the tendency to function according to their understanding of the didactic
contract in vigor in their classroom. Thus it is not suprising that they often enter into the
interaction proposcd by the researcher or a psychologist with a criteria of interpretation of
behavior based on the familiar didactic contract. It is during the interaction between the
pupil and this unknown adult that a new systems of rules and norms will be established
which will direct the construction of the child’s responsc. The asymmetric nature of the
adult-child rclationship influences both the shared meaning of the situation and the
manipulation of the problem posed by the task at hand. In the scholastic context, it is the
adult who not only maintains control of the premises of interpretation and of the criteria
of evaluation of comprehensibility but also governs the pupils’ relationship to the object of
knowledge. This means that the child must share the adult’s representation of the
knowledge in question in order to answer ‘correctly’, that is, in the adult’s perspective.

Further research on the construction of questions and responses in the scholastic context
should necessarily include the study of the dynamic of pupils’ and teachers’
representations of knowledge and norms of its’ use in didactic interactions (Schubauer-
Leoni & Beli, 1987). Representations of subject matter taught as well as representations
of conditions of access to this knowledge (i.e., naive theories of learning, causal schemas
of success and failure, etc.) both inform communicative choices in didactic interactions
and underlie learning and teaching strategies.

The observations that we have reported in this contribution call for a shift in the ‘unit of
analysis’ (see Wertsch & Sammarco, 1985). Classical psychology and pedagogy have
usually considered the individual’s behavior as the pertinent (and unique) unit of analysis
and have, consequently tried to devise assessment methods that would be independent of
context in order to test the ‘true’ competencies and learning acquisitions of the individual
subject. But a closer look at the mechanisms by which the child formulates his responses
to the adult’s evaluative questions reveals the importance of psychosocial processes that
make each response a product of the specific interactional context. Some responses can be
gencralized from one context to another (with a varying degree of success and
mecaningfulness). But this generalization will be a function of the communicative contracts
in force in the given context and not only of conceptual and task similarities. The unit of
analysis that appears most worthy of attention is the interactive and communicative
processes between the adult and the child. The form and meaning of questions and answers
are interdependent. They serve to construct a common object of discourse and, above all,
an intersubjectivity between the adult and the child. It is this intersubjectivity that makes
possible the sharing of a common understanding and knowledge between partners.

This shift of focus of analysis necessary to the understanding of the individual's
competencies as products of socio-cognitive processes imbedded in social situations has
important consequences for education. For instance, it implies that the learning process
cannot be considered independently of the teaching process as questions and answers are
interdependent. Learning difficulties cannot be explained simply in terms of individual
characteristics, competencies (or even operator stages) as classical psychology has tended
to do because none of these features can be assessed independently of the communicative

relationships in which learning and testing occur. Evaluation requires communication and
communication is made possible by the assimilation of the ‘new’ to the ‘*known’. This
means that communication itself is a learning process.

This interactionist perspective on learning and assessment cails attention to the
multidimensionality of the teaching endeavor. As other authors of this special issuc have
shown through their own investigations, it is no longer possible to reduce instructional
problems to those of curriculum and evaluation. To better understand teaching/learning
processes, onc has to consider the relational and social contexts in which they occur. Itis
always in relation to specific tasks, within given interpersonal relationships (themselves
differentially marked by institutional and socio-cultural settings), and during specific
question/answer exchanges that an intersubjectivity is constructed and knowledge is
transmitted. .

In other words, conveying knowledge is not merely a problem of defining tasks and
terms in accordance with the pupil’s age and previous knowledge. This transmission is not
only dependent upon the adjustment of the content of the teacher’s discourse but also
upon the interpersonal relationship the teacher establishes with the child as well as the
social setting in which he displays tasks and concepts. It is through an interactive process
of interpretation of the teacher’s assertions within the specific context (embedded in the
institutional framework) that the child gains access to the meaning the teacher wishes to
convey.
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