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Abstract: 
Large-scale migration has numerous consequences for both migrants and host societies. These have 
sociopolitical, cultural and linguistic dimensions, and can be phrased as the challenge of grappling, 
theoretically and practically, with volatile linguistic and cultural difference. In exploring the nature and 
implications of such difference, this paper presents and discusses three cases. The first focuses on the 
experiences of immigrant children in schools in the city and suburbs of Albany, NY; the second involves 
Belgian schools in the city of Antwerp which serve Turkish, African, and Eastern European children; the 
last  considers the linguistic situation in Barcelona, in light of a second wave of migration into that region 
of Spain. Concepts of indexicality, participant alignment, and spatial-temporal scale are used to analyze 
issues of identity, learning, agency, and power as they appear within and across the cases. Drawing on the 
case-based specifics, I argue that migration-based language pluralism poses particular challenges for 
thinking about education, because schools are where difficult issues of knowledge and value, of language 
and belonging, get sharply and repeatedly raised. It also poses challenges for the discipline of linguistic 
anthropology, since it requires attention to multi-scalar processes: transnational population movements, 
nation-state institutions, and communicative encounters of an intimate, face-to-face nature. Recent 
theoretical work on globalized forms of segregation and conflict poses challenges for both ethnographic 
educational research and linguistic anthropology.  

 
 
Introduction 
Among the consequences of migration for both migrants and the host society are sociopolitical 
conflicts linked to increased cultural and linguistic diversity. These can be phrased as the 
challenge of grappling, theoretically and practically, with sharp linguistic and cultural difference. 
This challenge raises, in turn, questions of education – in particular, of migrants to schooling, 
and schooling to migrants – because schools are where difficult issues of knowledge and value, 
of language and belonging, get sharply and repeatedly posed. The challenge also raises difficult 
issues for the discipline of linguistic anthropology. It is a tradition of language-based social 
analysis which rightly prides itself on its sophistication about context and culture, but must now 
grapple with the globalized processes that involve new forms of  cultural conflict entangling 
multiple, overlapped social scales. 

Given their prevalence in media reports and academic discussion, migration and 
multilingualism might at first glance appear straightforward, but that appearance is deceptive. 
Their nature is complex; their political implications are contradictory; and the effort to 
understand them faces serious analytic problems. As to their nature, initially it might appear that 
immigrants are simply people who come from one country to live and work in another. That, 
however, is at best a shaky official definition and does not distinguish between immigrants with 
differing economic resources, legal statuses, and rights of travel across national borders; nor 
does it explain what differences are relevant between internal migrants and those who cross 
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national borders in terms of social, cultural, or linguistic issues their movement provokes. It 
might appear initially that multilingualism simply refers to people or groups who speak more 
than one language. That, however, at best papers over the always fraught questions of the 
relation between competencies and practices; between individual competencies and group 
capacities; between languages and groups. It does not confront issues of mixture and hybridity, 
nor of the variable, partial, or truncated proficiencies in multiple languages, which are the stock 
in trade of non-elite multilinguals.  

If the nature of migration or multilingualism is complex, the political implications are 
clear, and clearly contradictory. Put most simply, both phenomena display a common tension, 
between a desire to celebrate diversity and variety, and a recognition of enduring inequalities and 
conflicts linked to the differences at hand. This political dynamic has been captured most 
succinctly by Friedman (2003), in an article on globalizing languages, who describes and 
analyzes processes of horizontal and vertical polarization. Briefly, horizontal polarization 
concern differences among groups, sometimes conflictual, with no overriding principle of 
authority or control; vertical polarization concerns structural inequality between elites and non-
elites within nation states. This account usefully brings out the multi-centered nature of conflicts 
over difference; it also theorizes a familiar observation: That relation to difference – the famous 
‘tolerance’ and ‘intolerance’ – is linked to status and resources.   

Lastly, as to analytic problems, migration and multilingualism both typically have their 
origins transnational processes, whether of recent years or ancient pedigree, and yet they are 
experienced as part of the everyday social fabric. This poses a simple but difficult conceptual 
challenge: how to reconcile the study of micro-analytic processes with macro-analytic structures. 
In what follows, I will discuss concepts useful in such an enterprise, in particular those 
concerning spatial-temporal scale, participation frameworks, and the indexical construction of 
communicative context. 

I will begin with a set of brief cases of migration and schooling. These are drawn from 
different countries, to remind us that migration and multilingualism are global phenomena. They 
will also give us a sense of some of the complexities that have to be dealt with. A theoretical 
framework for such analysis is then discussed, drawing on all cases, but focusing on one. What 
we will have is thus a comparison, followed by analytic discussion, drawing out one case. So the 
genre is unorthodox, it is neither a simple case study nor a theoretical argument, but an effort at a 
joint exploration of data, analysis, and theory.  

The first case reports from a study of Hispanic immigrants in Upstate New York, with 
focus on the experiences of immigrant children in schools in the city and suburbs of Albany. The 
second case involves Belgian schools in the city of Antwerp which serve Turkish, African, and 
Eastern European children. Lastly, we will consider the linguistic situation in Catalonia, in light 
of a second wave of migration into that region of Spain, looking at a case study of reception 
schools serving students from North Africa and Eastern Europe.  What the cases severally reveal 
is the need for a multi-layered constructivist analysis capable of linking classroom encounters to 
ethnolinguistic dynamics operating across numerous social scales, including those of school, 
community, region, and nation. 
 
Cases from three countries: US, Belgium, and Spain   
US-Albany  
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Let us turn first to a study of how Hispanic immigrant children encounter both Spanish and 
English in a variety of community, home, and school settings in the Capital District region of 
Upstate New York. This region of New York has a significant minority and growing migrant 
population, though it is and sees itself as predominantly Euroamerican and English-speaking. 
Although there are domestic and social arenas where Spanish is a lingua franca, Anglophone 
monolingualism is the taken-for-granted linguistic order of most public spaces and official 
settings. There is one small dual language program in the region; all other public schools offer 
only ESL courses to migrant children (Collins & La Santa, 2006; Collins, 2007a,b; Collins & 
Slembrouck, 2007b). 

The Valdezes are a Triqui-speaking family from the Mexican state of Oaxaca, who 
moved to the Albany area and settled in a northern suburb of the city eight months before we met 
them in the winter of 2006. They joined a loose network of other Triqui in the area, most indeed 
from their village in Oaxaca, but many of whom have lived in the Albany area for up to ten 
years. As with other households, members have mixed proficiencies in Triqui, Spanish, and 
English. Our initial work with the Valdezes consisted primarily of home tutorials in Spanish and 
English for several of the children and their father, combined with classroom observations with 
two of the children at a local elementary school. Mariana and Sandra Valdez were at Sanderson 
Elementary during the course of our study, Mariana in the 4th grade and Sandra in the 3rd. 
Although both girls were fluent in Spanish as well as Triqui, they did not have much English. 
When engaged with literacy tasks in Spanish and English, as we did during our home visits, both 
girls were quick and eager to participate, though Sandra sometimes deferred to her older sister. 
They, their siblings, and their father moved frequently between Triqui, Spanish, and, to a lesser 
extent, English, during these activities and in the socializing that we engaged in with them while 
at their home. 

At Sanderson Elementary, both girls were in regular classrooms for their grade level, and 
both were struggling with a rapid-paced, demanding suburban curriculum conducted entirely in 
English. At school, the girls were perceived quite differently by staff. Mariana was identified by 
several teachers as a ‘good student’; while of Sandra the same people would say that she was 
‘not as quick’ and ‘more quiet’. Near the end of the school year, five months after we first met 
them, Mariana had in fact learned an impressive amount of English, while Sandra knew less. At 
the end of the year, Mariana’s class celebrated her language learning, with a cake announcing 
that she knew both Spanish and English and, at her insistence, Triqui as well. Sandra, on the 
other hand, was referred to by her teacher as “like a two-year old”, “who might need Special 
Ed”. These differences in school success were doubtlessly due to many causes; one factor,  
however, was that the girls encountered different interactional regimes in their respective 
classrooms at Sanderson. 

Mariana’s 4th-grade teacher informed us that she herself spoke Spanish and had started 
the year speaking Spanish as well as English to Mariana. She later stopped using Spanish 
because she felt it was delaying or embarrassing Mariana. Early in the year, the teacher had 
gotten Mariana to do some of her writing in her two languages, Triqui and Spanish, and Mariana 
had written letters to her grandmother composed in a mixture of the two languages, which the 
teacher would regularly mail. Mariana also wrote stories about her home in Mexico. One is 
shown in example (1): 
 



(1) Mariana’s story, in Triqui and Spanish 

 
 
 
Several brief comments are in order. Because Mariana’s variety of Triqui does not have a 
standardized orthography, and because her literacy skills in Spanish are those of a beginner, she 
is working to provide an account in two of the languages she speaks well, but translation of the 
text, by linguists who work with Triqui, has not been possible. The text is a story about a snake 
conjons that got into her grandmother’s house. There are both likely Triqui words, like dvok (line 
2) and Spanish words, such as mi mama, mi casa (line 4). What we should note is her effort, as 
part of a school project, to provide a written account of an experience in her life, as her English-
speaking classmates often did, using her two primary languages. It is also worth noting that 
during this same time period, Mariana was also writing in her classroom journal using a blend of 
Spanish and English. As with the letters to her grandmother, these were school activities in 
which she could draw on her evolving range of language proficiencies. Otherwise, during our 
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classroom visits, she attempted to function entirely in English.  
Perhaps as significant as this tolerance of linguistic diversity, the teacher had a favorable 

view of Mariana as a learner. She commented on several occasions about Mariana’s desire to 
learn and be involved. The teacher also stated that Mariana’s learning, including her learning of 
English, was most engaged and effective when Mariana was interacting with peers, in class but 
also on the playground and at lunch. The teacher responded by often having Mariana with small 
groups of peers, who would become in effect her peer-tutors, whatever the subject.  

Sandra encountered a different classroom dynamic. As with Mariana’s, Sandra’s teacher 
also said that she spoke Spanish, but added that she did not use Spanish with Sandra unless 
absolutely necessary. She also commented on the fact that Sandra spoke a third language, 
meaning Triqui, and thought that this might cause her further difficulties in school. This teacher 
coped with the challenge of including a child who was trying to learn a language while also 
dealing with schoolwork by often removing Sandra from the regular course activities. Sandra 
would be in the regular classroom, but set aside on a rug the children used for group activities, 
given an audio book to listen to, until the teacher, an aide, or a peer could work with her one-on-
one. In the classroom, Sandra seemed to be mostly a silent observer, following others’ behavior, 
but not otherwise interacting. The exceptions to this pattern occurred on those rare occasions 
when Sandra was interacted with in Spanish as well as English. For example, during our first 
classroom observations, a teacher’s aide came into the room and began to work on the rug with 
Sandra, and this the aide alternated Spanish with English. Sandra was much more engaged 
during this time. We see an example in (2). 

 
(2)   Sandra (S) working on a math lesson with teaching aide (A) 
 
A:     eight take away two? 
SV:  ocho. 
A:    eight. 
SV:   eight. 
A:     seven take away two? 
SV:   cinco. 
A:    five. 
SV:   five. 
A:    muy bien, that’s very good. 

  
There are several things to note. First, it appears, as it did from other exchanges we had with 
Sandra, that she had a better passive or comprehension knowledge than active or speaking 
knowledge of English. In this exchange, the aide (A) asks subtraction problems in English, and 
Sandra answers, correctly, in Spanish. The aide then repeats the answer in English, and Sandra, 
understanding the aide’s pragmatic intent, repeats the English. The aide finishes this excerpt with 
a bilingual encouragement. Here and elsewhere in the exchange, the normally quiet and watchful 
Sandra was actively examining materials, and responding to the aide, who worked with a 
combination of Spanish and English. (It is also significant that when I asked the teacher about 
this practice, commenting on how engaged Sandra appeared, the teacher remarked that she did 
not want the aide using Spanish and, further, that she wanted the aide to work with other 
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children; she saw the tutoring session as an example of how Sandra’s language needs unduly 
soaked up classroom resources. We should note that this view is consistent with a common view 
that immigrant’s languages are problems or obstacles to the educational enterprise. As we will 
see from our next case, it is not a view limited to U.S. or its schools.)

We have evidence that there were significant differences in how the girls learned as well 
as how they were perceived and treated, though causation is difficult to infer. Both teachers 
faced a common challenge, had reasons for their strategies, and took what was in general a 
common approach. They each tried to include in regular classrooms students who were 
struggling severely with the language of those classrooms. But their specific solutions differed. 
In Sandra’s case, the teacher ignored her primary language and offered a parallel, individual 
experience within the same room as the other students; in Mariana’s case, the teacher drew on 
her primary languages, albeit hesitantly, and set up peer-assisted participation in all the regular 
classroom activities. 

In interpreting such findings, we should bear in mind two points, one about organization 
and interaction, the other about evaluative judgment. Regarding the first, it is clear that the 
common school-wide language regime at Sanderson was ‘English Only’, and further, that both 
girls had been mainstreamed in grade-appropriate regular classrooms. Nonetheless, as we have 
seen, the conditions for interaction differed considerably. Regarding the second point, evaluative 
judgments about the girls as potential learners, at the school generally, and among individual 
teachers, were sensitive to the girls’ immigrant background. This seemed to involve a here-and-
there, near-and-far reasoning, which generates typifying judgments about kinds of person, place, 
and language.  Such typifying judgments are found in all human encounters, and they are often 
informed by matters of scale. That is, they acquire a certain cast when concerning ‘strangers’, 
those seen as coming from foreign places, as speaking other languages. For interlocutors 
strangers, especially ‘foreigners’, raise questions such as what kinds of people are these? Where 
do they come from? What is the relation of that place to this place? School personnel often ask 
what languages do such children speak, and how are those languages to be evaluated? Are such 
students to be included in classroom activities, or do they need special, separate treatment?   
Such questions were raised, or alluded to, by principals and teachers at Sanderson, and responses 
were shared: Principals and teachers at Sanderson, including Sandra and Mariana’s primary 
classroom teachers felt that English was the only appropriate language of instruction. But as we 
have seen, the classroom teachers differed on a primary, consequential issue: Were the girls’ 
proficiencies in languages other than English an obstacle to school learning, or could they be a 
resource for the process of education?  

As we will see, such judgments concerning place, identity, education and language recur 
in other studies of migrants and multilingualism in schools, and they have implications for 
conditions of interaction in classrooms.  
 
Belgium-Antwerp   
Our second case is taken from a study of classrooms for migrant children in Belgium. Although 
Belgium does not have the high percentage of migrants found in neighboring countries like 
France and Germany, it does have a diverse and layered migrant and migrant-origin population. 
As is the case in the US and many countries, migrant children in Belgium often fare poorly in 
public schools and are at disproportionate risk for being assigned to remedial schools. Also like 



the US, Belgian language and education policy regarding migrants and minorities has shifted 
over the years, moving from more multicultural and multilingual orientations to more strictly 
assimilationist, or in Belgian terms, ‘integrationist,’ education and language policies.  

In the year 2002-2003, Evita Willaert and Lies Creve spent a year studying several 
elementary schools and classrooms for migrants in the Dutch-speaking city of Antwerp, the 
major industrial, financial, and transportation center of the Flemish region of Belgium. In an 
article entitled “On Being Declared Illiterate”, Blommaert, Creve and Willaert (2006) discuss the 
ways in which strict assumptions about standard written Dutch, when applied in immersion 
classrooms for migrant students, can blind teachers to the literate knowledge that students may 
already possess.  

In one of their classrooms they profiled a boy from Sierra Leone, Emmanuel, who had 
clearly mastered the principle phoneme/grapheme correspondences, which he used with non-
standard but serviceable transcription of Dutch during lessons, what the authors term “grassroots 
literacy”. Emmanuel’s teacher, however, in common with most other teachers in the Antwerp 
study, insisted on Standard Written Dutch as the gate for all school-based literacy activities. She 
described Emmanuel and other migrant students as “illiterate” (hence the title of the article) and 
insisted that he repeatedly revise transcriptions of word lists until he was transcribing in 
Standard Written Dutch. This, of course, slows down all other writing activities and potentials. 
In this case, language instruction largely consisted of Emmanuel copying and recopying words 
and sentences as spoken or written by the teacher until they were cast in Standard Written Dutch.  

In the example shown below in (3), we see an extract from Sali’s writing book. In it he 
has, per instructions, repeatedly written the Dutch word for ‘fish’ (vis). It is part of a spelling 
routine involving the words for ‘fish’, ‘moon’ (maan), and ‘red’ (rood).  
 
(3)  Emanuel’s Dutch transcription: The exercise with VIS (fish) (from Blommaert et al., 

2005) 
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The significant point is that Emmanuel’s other literacy skills were excluded until he had 
mastered perfect Standard Dutch spelling.  

Blommaert, Creve, and Willaert report a similar treatment of the non-standard literacy 
efforts of immigrant students in several other classrooms. In one classroom, however, the teacher 
was not concerned with spelling accuracy as the basis skill of language learning. He instead 
described his students as “all literate to some degree.” He allowed a Bulgarian boy, Sali, to use 
his approximate spelling of Dutch, written with phonetic fidelity to the variety of Dutch he 
would be likely to have heard in his Antwerp neighborhood, as the basis for more advanced 
writing and speaking tasks. 

   
(4) Sali’s Dutch writing: A listing of words (from Blommaert et al., 2005) 

 

 
 
 
One feature of note in this example is that various conventions for spelling and design are 
relaxed. Sali does not always provide spaces between words (hetlocomotief ‘the train’ should 
have a space between the determiner het and the noun: het locomotief), and sometimes he 

 
 9



 
 10

appears to write ‘phonetically’, as in his spelling of zeven en twentig  (‘twenty  seven’) as 
zeizenentwentig, with the zei- initial reflecting a good approximation of the Antwerp 
pronunciation of ‘seven’ as zeiven. What he is also doing, however, is writing much more, and 
much more widely and actively, than Emmanuel.  

What Blommaert et al. argue is that for many Antwerp teachers, as for many Flemish-
Belgians more generally, it is an article of faith that students must master perfect school-Dutch 
before they can succeed, before they can be integrated into Belgian society. What the Antwerp 
study highlights is that there can be different models of language and literacy in play, as well as 
different ideas about language and belonging. For many Flemish teachers, though not all, written 
Dutch, in the standard variety, is taken as the primary emblem of the language that is necessary 
for membership in Flemish-Belgian society. Migrants are perceived as foreigners who do not 
have that emblematic language; their linguistic resources are thus typically perceived, and often 
discussed, as a ‘problem’, which must be solved, before migrants can be integrated into Flanders.  

The authors describe two aspects or tactics in this non-recognition of existing language-
and-literacy: First, one maintains orthographic purity by accepting only standard Dutch spelling; 
second, one maintains language purity by ruling out phonetic features from any spoken variety of 
Dutch other than the perceived Standard. It is important to emphasize that this is an unavoidably 
ideological project. There are many spoken varieties of Dutch and Flemish, and none of them 
show perfect correspondence with the written standard. Indeed, the city of Antwerp is famous for 
having a distinctive accent. Such sociolinguistic complexity is ignored, however, as powerful 
ideas about monolithic national languages and about the kinds of person who will or will not 
have those languages, are used to ‘disqualify’ students, ignoring their existing vernacular 
language-and-literacy skills.   

In closing, we should note a parallel with our Albany case. There are teachers who view 
childrens’ existing language proficiencies as resources to be draw upon, and there are teachers 
who view any language variety or linguistic practice other than official school language as an 
obstacle to learning. 
 
Catalonia-Barcelona  
If the Flemish-Belgian case seems to present a familiar situation in which monolingualism is the 
response of the state and the school to migration-based multilingualism, a case from the Catalan 
city of Barcelona presents a different twist. Appreciating it requires some brief background on 
language politics, education policy, and migration in the region of Catalonia and in Spain more 
generally.  

In the decades between the 1960s and 1980s, there was considerable internal migration 
into Catalonia, as Castilian-speaking Spaniards from the poorer regions of the country, such as 
Andalusia and Galicia, moved to Catalonia in search of work. In response to this migration, as 
part of a new post-Franco bilingual education policy, Castilian-speaking school children were 
provided with Catalan immersion classes as well as with instruction in their primary language. 
This was provided to the children of the internal migrants so that those children could attain 
‘balance’ in their use of what were now the two official languages: Catalan and Castilian.  

In the 1990s, during the economic boom following Spain’s integration into the European 
Union, Catalonia, as well as other parts of Spain, became the destination for new streams of 
migration. The new migrants were primarily North African, though they also included East 
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Europeans from the former Soviet Bloc countries. In order to respond to the new migration, a 
revision to the language and education policy for the Catalan autonomous region was prepared. 
It provided for students from the new migrant groups also to have Catalan immersion courses, 
but with crucial differences in the sociolinguistic environment. Castilian-speakers in Catalan 
courses in the 1970s or 80s had been able to assume that their native language, Spanish, was 
spoken in the wider society and, further, that their classroom teachers would know their native 
language. For migrants entering reception courses in the 1990s or the new millennium, neither 
assumption was valid. Their languages were not spoken generally in Catalonia, and their 
teachers were unlikely to speak their languages. In this latter-day situation, the language learning 
of migrants has been more problematic, and what might be called the social-structural 
ambivalence of Catalan vis a vis Castilian emerges very clearly.  

The question ‘What national language is most appropriate for migrants?’ is a contentious, 
debated issue in contemporary Catalonia, for policy-makers, teachers, parents and students 
(Moyer, 2006; Pujolar, 2006). Is the appropriate language Catalan, the first language of the vast 
majority of the region’s middle class and a solid portion of its elite? Or is Castilian more 
appropriate, as the first language of the majority of Catalonia’s working-class, and hence of 
lower-status, but also the language of the rest of Spain, and thus of greater geographic range? 
This ambivalence about language, place, and identity is reflected in the behavior of teachers and 
students. Pujolar (2006) reports that teachers in Catalan courses find it difficult to use the 
language with non-Catalans outside of school settings. They strive for scrupulous use of the 
language in classrooms, but should they encounter students or their families outside of school 
settings, they will address them in Castilian. In his analysis, Catalan is essentially an in-group 
language, to be used with other Catalans; Castilian is what is expected for speaking with all 
others (see also, Woolard, 1989). This strongly felt disposition for ethnolinguistic purity is 
pervasive, although at variance with state-based education policies. It isolates what occurs in 
school, which aims at strict adherence to Catalan, from what occurs in wider society.  

It appears that migrant students are aware of and influenced by the wider sociolinguistic 
dynamic. Pujolar reports that in public meetings, adult education language students would 
question whether they should be learning Catalan, rather than Castilian. In a study of migrant 
language classes for adolescents, Masata et al. (2003) report that students either ignore Catalan 
and speak Castilian, or profess a desire to learn Catalan, but in their actual speaking strongly mix 
Castilian with Catalan.   
 
Preliminary implications for educational research and linguistic anthropology   
The three cases just presented raise a number of issues. First, they show how nation-states 
respond to the cultural and linguistic diversity brought about by migration, by means of language 
policy and the implementation of such policy through schooling. This policy and implementation 
in the US and Belgian cases aims for a familiar standard language monolingualism, in which 
ideas about monolithic national languages and about kinds of person who will or will not have 
those languages are used to organize curriculum and pedagogy and assess learning. In the 
Catalan case, however, the situation is complicated by the fact that there is an official 
bilingualism meeting a de facto multilingualism. There is a frequent shifting in perspective, from 
Catalonia to Spain overall, as the presumed context changes for thinking about what social, 
political, and cultural entity migrants should be incorporated into, and how their linguistics 
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allegiances and proficiencies should be ordered. This apparent negotiability, or perhaps, 
instability, of sociolinguistic frame of reference is also found in the Albany and Antwerp cases, 
but more marginally, and at the level of effective or actual interaction orders in particular 
classrooms, in which other languages may, for the moment, be allowed into the learning 
encounter.  

That interaction and negotiability, albeit across various analytic levels, are crucial for 
characterizing these dynamics is the second general lesson we should take from these cases. That 
we should attend to interaction is a familiar bit of folk wisdom in both educational research and 
linguistic anthropology. From an educational perspective, the issue might be posed as follows: 
How do teachers recognize and build upon what students already know, given what they need to 
know, in order to participate in classroom activities? The impulse to build upon what children 
already know suggests an intimate encounter, face-to-face communicative exchanges, of students 
in relatively small groups, typically with individual teachers. But that close encounter, the 
conversational exchange that is normatively at the heart of teaching and learning, is always shot 
through with elements from the wider world (Cazden, 1988; Johnston, 1997). These elements 
include, on the one hand, children’s proficiencies, identities, and allegiances formed in their 
homes and communities, and, on the other hand, the numerous curricular requirements and 
assessment techniques based in policies and regulations originating in districts, states or regions, 
and nations (Collins, 2003; Edelsky, 1996; Heath, 1983). The challenge is to think about what 
transpires in classrooms in light of what arrives from the wider world, and this requires, in turn, a 
conceptual idiom for linking micro and macro-analysis.  

This need for combined micro and macro analysis can be taken as the third lesson 
emerging from these cases. In grappling with this issue, two insights from linguistic 
anthropology may provide some help. First, language learning is best understood as language 
socialization, and that language socialization is always a two-way process. In learning a 
language, one is also taking on identities through participating in activities, and in participating 
in those activities and trying out those identities, one is also learning a language (Collins, 1996; 
Gee, 2005; Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986).  Mariana in Albany or the immigrant students in Catalan 
reception courses are learning about their potential selves in school places, as well as the wider 
society, while trying out very particular kinds of multiple-language proficiencies. A second 
insight is that literacy, like language more generally, is a practice that is always framed by 
ideological evaluation, which can focus on any aspect of language form and emerge from any 
context (Collins & Blot, 2003; Street, 1993; Rogers, 2003). Emanuel in Antwerp is subjected to 
one kind of strict literacy regime; Sandra, in Albany, also encounters a narrow view of 
language(s) and educability.  
 
Guiding concepts: Scale, participation, and indexical context  
The challenge raised by the preceding cases is how to conceptualize situated processes such as 
language socialization or literacy practices in light of the multiple, layered arenas, the diverse 
frames of interpretation and assessment that are in play as we move from classrooms to 
communities to large-scale entities like regions and nation-states? We can develop our approach 
to this challenge if we attend to three general concepts: scale, participation, and indexical 
context. They address the issues just raised and should be seen as linked perspectives on social 
condition, agency, and meaning-making. 
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Scale 
Scale is a concept for understanding the world as composed of stratified, layered units of 
differing size (or ‘scale’). It derives from cultural geography (Swyngedouw, 1996) and world-
systems theory (Wallerstein, 1997), and it emphasizes that “social events and processes move 
and develop on a continuum of layered scales, with the strictly local (micro) and global (macro) 
as extremes, and with several intermediary scales (Blommaert, 2007, p. 1)”, such as state or 
region.  Scale relations have diverse sources, some directly articulate political structures and 
forces, economic groupings and processes; others are of a more cultural-discursive nature, 
involving sociocultural classifications and linguistic forms (see Collins & Slembrouck  2007b for 
more discussion). 

Let us consider a few examples, taken from the cases above. When teachers in Antwerp 
insist that Standard Dutch spelling is the primary criteria for legitimate literacy activity, they are 
evoking the scale of nation, more particularly of the monolingual language policy of Flemish 
education, in order to assess the language practices of migrant students, presumed to come from 
outside the nation. When teachers in Barcelona use Catalan in reception classes for immigrants, 
but switch to Castilian in addressing such students or their parents outside of classroom, they are 
shifting scale relations between region and national state. They are also indexing projected 
identities, that is, applying sociocultural classification linked to language choice: Who is 
perceived as really ‘Catalan’ (in ethnic essence as well as language use), and who is typified as a 
member of a Castilian-speaking ethnic other? When Hispanics in Albany carefully monitor when 
and to whom they speak Spanish, they are acceding to framing of public spheres in which 
Anglophone monolingualism is assumed and private or inner spheres in which Spanish and 
bilingual switching between Spanish and English are appropriate activities. Much of Upstate 
New York can be characterized as presumptively Anglophone and monolingual. Although there 
is a growing Hispanic population, when and where to use Spanish outside of domestic settings is 
a matter of considerable negotiation, whether it concerns peers in informal social gatherings, 
businesses relating to clients, community services agencies, or struggles over school curriculum 
(Collins, 2007b; Collins & La Santa, 2006; Collins & Slembrouck, 2007b).  What is most 
important to see is that scales are multiple, they layer the material-semiotic world we inhabit,  
and which are ‘in play’ is an analytic and empirical question, often rooted in the dynamics of 
situated language practice or other forms of negation, as in the Hispanic maneuvering in 
Anglophone New York. 
 
Participation 
Now that I have raised the issue of negotiation, let me turn to our second key concept, that of 
participation analysis. Put most simply, I am talking about the necessity for analyzing 
interaction. In all of the cases presented, one important question is “What are the conditions for 
taking part, for participating in activities”?  

Erving Goffman and the tradition of interaction analysis he developed can be useful in 
this regard. Goffman (1981) analyzed participation formats, the multiple, complex roles held by 
actual and potential sources and recipients of messages, and he wrote extensively about frames 
(1974), the cognitive models for ongoing activity brought to social interchanges. He also 
emphasized the simultaneous existence of multiple frames, that contexts and activities are 
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performances, which can be crosscut with unexpected contingencies as well as other framings 
involving other participants and agendas. A formal lecture, with its expected procedures and 
duration, can be interrupted if a speaker knocks over my glass of water, or the lights flicker, or a 
fire alarm sounds; or the audience, expecting something different, perhaps a discussion rather 
than a lecture, having a different framing of the event, can signal their dissent by restive 
inattention, or they can covertly opt out, using, say, text messaging to initiate other, simultaneous 
communicative events with other, non-co-present participants.  

Goffman’s accounts emphasized the complexity and moment-by-moment negotiability of 
communicative conduct and participation in such conduct. What this means is that we must see 
communicative contexts and social activities as layered, with participants capable of multiple, 
shifting alignments to differing ongoing activities (Goffman, 1981; Irvine, 1996; O’Connor & 
Michaels, 1996). His notions of participation formats – ways of being speakers and addressees in 
relation to activities – and activity frames – models of activity – provides some analytic purchase 
on the way in which the immediate and the more broadly sociocultural are imbricated in ongoing 
communication. Let me develop this point with three further examples taken from the Albany 
case, from home as well as school settings.  

The first example has been previously discussed (see excerpt (2), above) and is taken 
from Sandra’s third-grade classroom. Recall that Sandra was often set aside on a rug during 
classroom lessons. There she would work on material by herself or with a fellow student or a 
teaching assistant. Typically she was quiet, though observant. On at least one occasion, however, 
the teaching assistant, who was originally from Puerto Rico, used Spanish together with English 
to work with Sandra on her arithmetic and vocabulary lessons. An excerpt is shown in example 
(4a), which repeats (2) from above: 
 
(4a):   Sandra (S) working on a math lesson with teaching aide (A) 

 
A:     eight take away two? 
SV:  ocho. 
A:    eight. 
SV:   eight. 
A:     seven take away two? 
SV:   cinco. 
A:    five. 
SV:   five. 
A:    muy bien, that’s very good. 

 
As previously noted, this exchange contrasts to Sandra’s usual demeanor during classroom 
lessons, which was of watchful silence. In this excerpt and elsewhere in the exchange, Sandra is 
directly and actively involved. One reason is obvious. The tutor, using Spanish as well as 
English, provides an entrée for Sandra to participate in the arithmetic and naming activities, 
drawing on her passive knowledge of English, her ability to understand as well as to speak the 
language. As the tutor asks a question in English (‘ten take away two’), Sandra gives the correct 
answer in Spanish (‘ocho’). Later, during a picture-naming vocabulary activity, in which a 
picture and a portion of a word is shown, Sandra is able to name many of the animals, such as 
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‘horse’; but when she hesitates at a picture and word fragment, the tutor encourages her to use 
Spanish, and then says and shows the full word: :   
 
(4b) 
SV: (pause) 
A: Sabes en espanol 
 (‘You know it in Spanish) 
SV: Oso. 
A: Si, es ‘Oso’, BEAR 
 (Yes, it’s bear) (English said with emphasis, while showing word) 

 
It is significant that Sandra and her tutor are using two languages. The Valdez children 

were multilingual; at the time of our study they were bilingual and becoming trilingual. They 
were practiced in using multiple languages to negotiate the social world and activities therein. 
We know this because as part of our overall research, I and my research assistant, Amarilys La 
Santa, worked in the Valdez home, providing language tutoring to the adults as well as the 
children. During these activities, Jorge, the 12-year old brother of Sandra and Mariana would 
usually be present. At various times, he would translate between Triqui and Spanish; for 
example, when his mother, who spoke only Triqui, wanted to tell Amarilys or myself something. 
His translating responded to a given situation: We spoke Spanish, she spoke Triqui, and he 
mediated by alternating the two languages.  On many occasions, Jorge would sit in on whatever 
reading or other language lesson we were conducting with Sandra and Mariana. Sometimes 
when the girls had trouble recalling the name of a picture or item listed in one of our bilingual 
Spanish/English books, he would provide help, whispering the answers to his sisters in Spanish 
or Triqui. An example is shown in (5). Sandra has been naming items in a picture book, and 
when Sandra does not appear to recognize a word, and Jorge provides assistance in Triqui: 
 
(5) Jorge helping during at- home English and reading lesson 
 

SV: The… 
Jorge: ((chubia??)) 
SV: The (( butterfly??)).. 
AL:  Tu le estás diciendo en Triqui. 
  (you are telling her in Trique) 
Jorge:  Le estoy diciendo la word como mariposa. 
  (I am telling her the word for mariposa [butterfly]) 
AL: En Trique? 
  (In Trique?) 
Jorge: Si. 
  (Yes) 
AL: Como se dice?. 
  (How do you say it?) 
Jorge: En Triqui? .. Chubia, chubia. 
  (In Trique?.. ‘chubia’, ‘chubia’) 
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AL: OK 
 

We should note that the setting in the kitchen and the people grouped for the activity 
around the kitchen table do not change. Parts of the context are given and unchanged: Sandra is 
engaged in a lesson with Amarilys and Jorge is sitting in. But with the whispered voice and the 
shift from Spanish to Triqui, Jorge redefines the parameters of the communicative event; he 
creates a change in context which is also a change in participation configuration. From a lesson 
in Spanish and English, involving three, it becomes a fleeting exercise in prompting, involving 
only two, Jorge and his sister, a momentary back-stage activity and participant configuration, 
inserted, as it were, into the larger activity of tutoring. Amarilys notes and then questions him 
about the exchange, and he explains his strategy, to provide the Triqui word for the item in the 
English text.  

This practical experience with changes in contextually-understood activity, triggered by 
language use and involving fluid changes in relevant participants, was also transferred to the 
school. This can be seen if we turn to consider a final example (6), taken from an ESL classroom 
late in the school year. As background, let me note that the regular business of the ESL 
classroom was conducted in English and that Sandra and Mariana attended this class together. 
The teacher was herself an immigrant and quite sympathetic to the huge effort Sandra and 
Mariana had to make to learn a new language while also doing regular schoolwork, but she was 
not a Spanish speaker. When I observed an earlier lesson in January, I had greeted the girls and 
exchanged goodbyes in Spanish, but during the lesson, as Sandra, Mariana, and a third non-
Hispanic worked with the teacher, all communication was in English. The minimal talk by the 
girls was almost entirely elicited by the teacher, “Ms. S.” A different communication dynamic 
occurred later in the year when Amarilys, an accomplished bilingual and by then quite familiar 
to the girls, attended a lesson in which Sandra, Mariana, and a third Mexican immigrant girl, 
Laura, worked with the teacher while also interacting with each other and Amarilys. Example (6) 
provides an excerpt, organized into three segments (6a, 6b, and 6c) 
 
(6) ESL lesson, with code-switching: English & Spanish 
 

(6a:  MV approaches teacher, MS, who beckons) 
MS:  Sure can, bring it over here (to MV & L) 
MV:  This is elephant? 
MS:  (to MV) Uh, no, FINISH and then come and see me 
MV:  Ok. 

 
(6b: AL is working with SV, Laura, and MV) 
SV  Lo?  ([what is] it?, to AL) 
AL  Watermelon… can you find the word watermelon? 

Ok. (in response to SV pointing) What is this? 
SV  apple 
AL         This 
SV        [ap- 
AL   [Banana... Banana 
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SV  banana (said very softly) 
AL  This, uh,    
SV  Orange?   
AL  Uh huh. And you look for the word orange… Perfect (in response to SV finding 

word)… Good, You’re doing it 
SV  Ok.  

 
(6c: MV  introduces Laura to AL) 
MV:  Ella es mi prima  
  (She is my cousin) 
AL:   Si? Como se llama? 
  (Yeh? What’s her name?) 
MV:   Ella? 
  (Her?) 
AL:    Uh huh 
MV:   LAURA [lawra]... Pero dice “Laura”   [lora] en ingles. 
  (Laura [lawra]… but you say ‘Laura’ [lora] in English) 

 
As we can see from the excerpt, there are in fact several activities and participation 
configurations. One, conducted entirely in English, is directed by the Ms. S., in response to 
queries from Mariana (lines a-b). Another involves Sandra working with Amarilys on identifying 
and checking words on a worksheet: Sandra initiates in Spanish (Lo, ‘it’ understandable in this 
context as ‘And this one, what is it?’) and then moves to answering in English, including her 
final ‘Ok.’ While this activity is underway, Mariana approaches Amarilys and announces her 
relationship to the new girl, Laura.   

There are two aspects to these excerpts that we should note. First, they involve rapid, 
subtle signaling of activity and participation cued to language choice. Most obviously, Mariana 
addresses and is addressed by Ms. S in English, a pattern uniform in the teacher-student 
exchanges, except for those rare occasions when Ms. S would ask for the name of something in 
Spanish. Sandra uses Spanish with Amarilys, and Amarilys understands the pragmatic intent of 
‘Lo?’ when they are engaged in an activity, but they shift English. Mariana introduces Laura to 
Amarilys in Spanish, but when asked to provide the name, does so along with a comment on how 
the name is pronounced in both languages (“[lawra] pero dice [lora] en ingles”). Second, such 
multilingual practice shows more active engagement with peers, teachers, and lesson material 
than in the earlier lessons, whether in ESL or other classrooms. Indeed, it is in such exchanges 
that we get the best overview, outside of home settings, of the girls’ language proficiencies and 
dispositions to engage with others. Such exchanges are, however, transgressions of the English 
Only expectations of the school. We have ethnographic evidence, from school observations as 
well as conversations with personnel, that use of Spanish use was not welcome.  

Such evidence shows that we need a conceptual apparatus capable of  broad shifts in 
analytic perspective on relevant context, from the micro-analytic subtleties of  ‘footing’ or 
alignment (Goffman, 1981) in ongoing communicative activities, to the macro-analytic issue of 
institutionalized policies and practices concerning official or school-legitimatized language 
(Bourdieu, 1991). We should start by conceptualizing all social action as potentially involving 
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multiple spatio-temporal scales, multiple semiotic layers; and we should recognize, further, that 
scales are negotiated, that scaling, or shifts in scale levels, is done by social actors, often though 
not exclusively by participants in interaction. In addition, however, we need a third analytic 
idiom, that of indexicality, which directly concerns the construction of context.  
 
Context  
Context may be understood most simply as all that is relevant to the matter at hand. It has long 
been recognized that language use, learning and cognition, and those senses of self we call 
identity are best understood as situated. That is, they are rooted in participants’ sense of the 
activity they are engaged in, the scope and intention of the endeavor underway, the nature of 
those involved. Information about activity, scope and intention of endeavor, or the nature of 
those involved is often conveyed by language, or, more precisely, language users infer such 
things as activity, intention, and identities of those involved from language use as well as much 
else in the realm of situational information.   

In the field of Linguistic Anthropology, indexical analysis (Silverstein, 1976; Ochs, 
1996) is used to study how language provides cues about relevant context, and how, conversely, 
readings of context inform the meaning we attribute to utterances. An indexical perspective 
emphases that language, in its manifold forms and uses, always carries social information as 
well as whatever literal or ‘strictly linguistic’ meaning may be at issue (Gumperz, 1972). There 
are now many studies of indexicality, exploring different aspects of a complex, profound 
intertwining of language and social life, which ranges from imposition of authoritative language 
at various social scales (Collins, 1991; Rymes, 2003) to the construction of identities (Haviland, 
1991; Urciuoli, 1996; Wortham, 2005) and includes the deployment of racial and gender 
hierarchies in everyday talk and historical formations (Blommaert, 2005; Ochs, 1992). 
Indexicality provides an analytic idiom for talking about the situated construction of meaning 
within a capacious yet coherent conceptual framework. 

Two general findings are most relevant for our argument. First, indexes are part of the 
curious reflexivity of language; they both reflect and create context (Gumperz, 1996; Wortham, 
2003). It is an old idea that we change our language according to the situation we find ourselves 
in: As young people, we may use one way of speaking with friends, another way with parents, 
and yet another with teachers or other non-intimate authority figures. In such cases, our use of 
language can be said to reflect the circumstances we are in. But we also often use language to 
signal a change in situation, to create a change in context. What Gumperz (1982) called 
‘contextualization’ is an indexical process, and his widely-researched ‘contextualization cues’ 
are best understood as a class of creative indexicals. When Jorge shifts, in example (5) above, 
from Spanish to Triqui, he is redefining activity by switching languages. What he does when he 
shifts from Spanish to Triqui is to change alignment and activity, becoming momentarily the 
focal member of a different activity with different participants, moving from an adult-led 
question and answer exchange about print and names for things to a burst of peer support and 
help in Triqui. Amarilys, until then inhabiting the role of tutor, is momentarily excluded from the 
business of providing help, to which Jorge and Sandra momentarily align as central participants 
before turning back, so to speak, to the ongoing Spanish/English lesson with Amarilys. Mariana 
does something similar when she initiates an exchange with the teacher in English, which is 
continued in English, but introduces her ‘prima’ to Amarilys in Spanish. She is doing 
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communicative work at various levels, asking questions and introducing people, but also 
selecting participants via understandings about language proficiencies: Activities in Spanish will 
not include Ms. S. 

A second generality about indexes is that they are often organized into complexes or 
assemblies, called variously “orders of discourse” (Blommaert, 2005), “indexical order” 
(Silverstein, 2003), and relatable to the Critical Discourse Analysis construct “orders of 
discourse” (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Collins & Slembrouck, 2007a). Often these consist 
of society-wide or institutional ideologies of language plus strategies for their imposition. Thus, 
for example, when a Flemish teacher insists that all spelling be in Standard Dutch, he or she is 
evoking and bringing into classroom relevance a host of ideas about what writing is, what 
languages are legitimate, what texts should look like, along with a range of institutional practices 
regulating such matters, which can be called Standard Language or Schooled Literacy. As noted 
earlier, this evoking of order entails various strategies for evoking and enacting the Standard. In 
the case at hand, two kinds of disqualifying strategies are used vis-à-vis proficiencies in other 
languages or literacies: First, only writing which follows Standard Dutch orthography is allowed; 
and second, only phonetic features of Standard Dutch pronunciation are permitted. As another 
example, when Sandra and Mariana’s regular classroom teachers explain that they will not use 
Spanish with the girls because it will ‘hold them back,’ the teachers are evoking and aligning 
themselves with Standard English monolingualism. They are also assuming a developmental 
model in which monolingual immersion is the only route to language learning.  Put otherwise, 
the assumption about Standard English monolingualism also involves judgments about kinds of 
persons and modes of learning. As a final example, when Catalan teachers use Catalan in 
classrooms with migrants, but Castilian elsewhere, they are performing and invoking a regional 
language hierarchy that indexically reflects a sociocultural order in which ethnicity determines 
language choice. Ethnicity, in turn, presumes, that is, indexes, a sociocultural binary: There are 
two kinds of person, Catalans and non-Catalans. They are know by how they speak, and they are 
spoken to by how they are (presumed to be) known.  

Indexicality, as concept and tradition of analysis, provides both conceptual and empirical 
connections between participation analysis and scale analysis. Interaction analysis often 
foregrounds the creative negotiated dimension of language use, typically though not always a 
micro-level phenomena, but what gets indexed, both presumed and projected, in interaction are 
connections to other orders of scale. Scale analysis is concerned with the layering of macro-
analytic sociocultural and sociolinguistic orders onto ongoing and potential communicative 
exchanges, but most work on scale to date, that in geography and World Systems Analysis, has 
little direct connection to language or other semiotic systems. This lack is being addressed, most 
notably by Blommaert in a series of publications linking indexicality and globalization (2005; 
2007; see also, Silverstein, 2003), but much synthetic work needs to be done, and the foregoing 
discussion of cases and concepts is a contribution to the general effort.  An adequate 
Anthropology of Language or Applied or Educational Linguistics must be able to address social 
conditions of broad as well as narrow scope (scale), the nature of agency-in-interaction 
(participation), and the sources of meaning (indexical context). 
 
Conclusion:  Analyzing the dynamics of difference and inequality 
It is a commonplace that we live in a globalized world. One feature of this is economic:  We live 
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in a period in which the production and distribution of goods is globally organized. One human 
dimension of this economic process is that there are increased international flows of labor, and 
though this is not a new process, the current era features large-scale labor migrations, with more 
people moving from and to more varied parts of the world.  The migration and multilingualism 
that I have just discussed are salient aspects of the overall process.  The United States and many 
other countries now face unprecedented cultural and linguistic diversity, combined with a 
troubling increase in inequality and social stratification (Males, 1995; Rothstein, 2004; Suarez-
Orozco, 2001).  
  We can think about this as the problem of the relation between difference and inequality, 
realizing that the problem has grown more extreme in the contemporary era of global post- or 
Late Modernity.  Unfortunately, many works about language and global inequalities assume a 
simple dichotomy of world languages crushing local languages, for example in discussions of 
“linguistic imperialism” or “endangered languages” (Phillipson, 1992; Nettle & Romaine, 2000), 
but globalization is less of a unified, centralized phenomena than such accounts suggest. In a 
recent article entitled “Globalizing Languages:  Ideologies and Realities of the Contemporary 
Global System,” Friedman (2003) breaks with standard assumptions.  He argues against the idea 
that globalization leads inexorably to centralization and homogenization; that, for example, the 
forward march of world languages such as English will be accelerated and the loss of indigenous 
languages hastened.  He characterizes contemporary post-modern globalization is a phase in a 
cycle of decentralization in which there are declining cultural-political hegemonies. Political-
economic decentralization and a decline in cultural-political hegemonies do not necessarily lead 
to multicultural tolerance; Friedman’s post-modern globalization is also characterized by 
horizontal and vertical cultural-linguistic polarizations. 

Among the horizontal polarizations Friedman identifies are diasporization, 
regionalization, and nationalization. Each is characterized as a relational, reactive identity 
movement. Diasporization is rooted in new patterns of segregation as well as new 
communicative media and feeds the fear (and possibility) that immigrants in Europe and the U.S. 
are not going to assimilate to national languages in the expected manner.  Regionalization marks 
a weakening of national cultural-political control, a lessening of central nation-states control. 
Recent examples include both the Belgium and Spain of our cases. Nationalization represents an 
effort to ‘claim the state’ for specific groups, to equate certain ethnicities with the nation, often 
in reaction to immigrants as well as other ethnic groups. An example is the U.S. anti-immigrant 
movement, exemplified intellectually by Harrington’s (2004) argument, presented in an 
influential article titled “The Hispanic Challenge,” that the U.S. is essentially a White, 
Protestant, English-speaking nation and must remain that way.  Horizontal polarizations alert us 
to the multi-centered nature of ethnoracial and ethnolinguistic conflicts.  

The vertical polarizations Friedman identifies are essentially a conflict between elite 
cosmopolitanism and vernacular indigenization. The former features a selective tolerance of 
cultural and linguistic diversity; the tends to inter-group conflicts in which linguistic and cultural 
differences inform struggles over identity, place, and resources. Elite cosmopolitanism is the 
multiculturalism and multilingualism of the affluent, who taste and pronounce at will, but rarely 
live among – or, not to put too fine a point on it , have their children go to school with – the 
migrants and minorities whose diversity they may find enriching, as long as from a selective 
distance. Counter-posed to such cosmopolitanism is a widely-documented tendency to re-root 
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identity and polarize cultural conflicts among fractions of native and immigrant working-classes 
and poor (Castells,  2004).  Salient examples are the New Right parties in contemporary Europe, 
such as the Flemish Vlaams Bloc, which recruit heavily from displaced industrialized workers 
and their urban neighborhoods and promote anti-immigrant political agendas from Denmark to 
Italy (Pinxsten & Preckler, 2006).   

Friedman cites the work of Jim Goad, a writer with cultural roots in the white, working-
class South, who has published a memoir/cultural proclamation, The Redneck Manifesto. In this 
book Goad describes his alienation from affluent urban neighborhoods in which multicultural 
diversity was premised on the default exclusion of the poor. He describes his solution as follows:  

 
 So I moved to a neighborhood that is redneck, blue collar, white trash.  Low rent.  
 Low class.  Lowlife.  Truckers, welders, meth dealers, pit bulls, rotted picket  
 fences…It’s the Gold Card whites who have always paid to segregate themselves, 
 leaving the rednecks, niggers and spics to fight over day-old cookies (Goad 1997: 
 35, cited in Friedman, pg. 751). 
 
His depiction shows aspects of both vertical and horizontal polarization: The intolerant, 
working-poor redneck versus the tolerant ‘Gold Card’ white on the vertical axis; the ‘redneck’ 
and the ‘niggers and spics’ along the horizontal one, in their polarized self-and-ethnic 
understanding, struggling over scarce resources, “fight[ing] over day-old cookies.”  Goad’s sharp 
language reminds us that identities are shaped by conflict as well as allegiance, and that conflicts 
are shaped by economic rivalries as well as cultural legacies and language proficiencies.  
 Friedman’s general point is that what globalization is depends on your place in the social 
hierarchy (p. 750-51). It is much easier to see oneself as a “citizen of the world,” to embrace 
cultural and linguistic fluidity, when your income as well as your passport is secure, and when 
your (multiple) linguistic credentials are widely accepted. For the culturally displaced and the 
economically downsized, identities are more likely to be part of defensive projects; they are 
unlikely to “stress flow, openness, and mixture (p. 751)”. Vertical and horizontal polarizations, 
dimensions of the dialectic between globalizing difference and inequality, greatly complicate the 
challenges of education and educational research in a period of migration-driven 
multilingualism.   Much work on understanding the implications of cultural and linguistic 
diversity for teaching and learning has its disciplinary roots in Anthropology, in particular, in the 
tradition of the ethnography of communication. This begins with the 1970 collection Functions 
of Language in the Classroom (Cazden, John, & Hymes, 1970), continues through more focused 
volumes such as Cook-Gumperz’s The Social Construction of Literacy (1986), shares strong 
affinities with the project of Shirley Heath (1983) in her Ways with Words, and continues in the 
valuable efforts of those who study of Funds of Knowledge such as Gonzalez, Moll and their 
collaborators (Gonzalez, Moll & Di Amati, 2005), who document domestic and community 
resources relevant to schooling but typically ignored or forbidden. Although such work has 
contributed greatly to the understanding of schools and classrooms as arenas of cultural and 
linguistic contact, it is inadequate to the present challenges. Its shortcoming includes the 
untenability of central concepts like that of “communicative competence” (Wortham, 2003). 
More consequentially, the group- or community-based normativity at the root of the ethnography 
of communication (Gumperz, 1982; Rampton, 1998), and of many related varieties of education 
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ethnography, gives little conceptual or analytic purchase on the sociological contours of cultural 
and linguistic diversity or the political dynamics such diversity can unleash. 

In studying classrooms, schools, and face-to-face interaction, it is necessary also to 
account for the existence and operation of structural inequalities, to study how, for example, 
language hierarchies forged at the level of nation or region come to play themselves out in 
classrooms, schools, and local communities.  Studying the indexical dynamics of context and the 
complexities of participation and alignment can help provide conceptually flexible and 
empirically robust accounts of peoples’ capabilities, as individuals and members of groups 
engaged in situated activities. However, we need also always to remain aware that capacities and 
resources conducive to, say, literacy learning, may be ignored or otherwise disqualified when 
assessed from the perspective of an indexical order like Standard Language monolingualism. We 
need to remember that the assessment of resources is always sensitive to scale, but more 
importantly, we must be aware that scale is not an a priori given; rather scale or ‘order’ enter into 
agents’ strategies, and they can be objects of political struggle. 

Crawford’s (2001) in At War with Diversity is a study of the recent history and politics of 
bilingual education in the United States. It analyzes a now-familiar conundrum of politics and 
knowledge, and it  shows the relevance of Friedman’s work on forms of polarization for our 
general  framework and concerns. The relevant issue is what Crawford terms the “paradox of 
bilingual education.” Put most simply, the paradox is that as research accumulated from the 
1960s to the 1990s about effective ways to provide bilingual education to bilingual students, the 
political climate for bilingual education has grew progressively worse. Hence the paradox: As 
knowledge has increased, political viability has decreased. Crawford’s explanation for this state 
of affairs is worth pondering. He argues that responsibility for bilingual education has been 
increasingly presented and perceived as the responsibility and (special) interest of elites, of 
researchers and educational professionals; concurrently, the Civil Rights era mobilization of 
immigrant and linguistic minority families and communities in support of bilingual education 
has declined. In its place, a ‘nationalizing,’ anti-immigrant movement for English Only has 
grown.   

Understanding such dynamics is both an intellectual and political challenge.  Concepts 
such as indexicality and scale will help the endeavor. The former enables us to explore the 
complex way in which social identities are linked to language use ostensibly serving purely 
educational purposes. The latter reminds us that domestic units, neighborhoods, and cities, as 
well as institutions, nations, and the ‘the world’ are also TimeSpace (Wallerstein, 1997) scales, 
in layered, variably negotiable manners they can always be brought into juxtaposition, part of the 
rich diversity of the contemporary world that has both vertical and horizontal dimensions. But 
Friedman’s work reminds us that along with analytic sophistication, we also need political 
maturity. We who would understand the world of language diversity and educational equity must 
better understand the vertical and horizontal polarizations that make current sociocultural and 
linguistic diversity so politically volatile. Part of that volatility is due identity-based political 
mobilizations and demobilizations; part is also due to a polarization between ‘experts,’ which 
may include ourselves, and those whom experts presume to speak to, about and for.  

In  Cook’s (2005) influential textbook, Second Language Learning and Teaching, we are 
told that “while L2 learning if often considered a ‘problem’ in the education of low-status 
people, it is seen as a mark of distinction in high-status people” (pg. 160-161).  It’s not the 
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language you speak, but the position you occupy; this is a familiar observation, but one which 
should give us pause. Perhaps serious research into scale, participation and indexicality as part of 
interplay of language use and local-global identities, along with sensitivity to political field such 
identities inhabit, can help us investigate, rather than acknowledge only in passing, such features 
of language diversity in the contemporary world.  
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