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Assignment: Exploration of an excerpt of a literacy event or of any social event using cultural tools, 
including a transcription of sequences. (2500 words) The analysis should draw on conceptual tools 
used in micro-ethnography and deal with the following dimensions: theoretical-methodological 
approach, how the excerpt was identified, sketching a micro-analysis with macro focus on some 
aspects, perspectives and limits of the conveyed methodological issues, bibliography.  
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plurilingual spaces, multi/pluriliteracies, social organization of learning, situated learning, learning 
as a social semiotic, literacy as a mediational tool, discourse itineraries, distributed framing agency. 

Introduction	  
At the beginning of the 21st century, scientific endeavours are trying to establish what it 
means to be human. A number of research projects, initiated by the European commission 
attempt to get to the source of what makes us human. 

This global understanding of the human mind is clearly a very long way off. However, 
in order to move forward, there is a crucial need for interdisciplinary work to generate 
concepts that make sense not only at a particular level of analysis, but also within a 
broader ‘system of understanding’ that encompasses these different levels (European 
Commission, 2007, p. 3). 

An overview of pertinent passages seen during the ma-multilearn and the course on micro-
ethnography will help to highlight the student’s perspective. 

The future, the seventh moment, is concerned with moral discourse, with the 
development of sacred textualities. … the social sciences and the humanities become 
sites for critical conversations about democracy, race, gender, class, nation-states, 
globalization, freedom and community. … Many have learned how to write 
differently, including how to locate themselves in their texts. We now struggle to 
connect qualitative research to the hopes, needs, goals, and promises of a free 
democratic society (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 3). 

How is literacy used as a tool for the construction of the social reality? As a tool for 
the construction of power relations in a certain (non inclusive, non empowering, non 
emancipating) way. With little space for ‘those who are not in the mainstream’ to 
develop the kind of agency that enables them to participate in the event in a way that 
they can draw on some real learning opportunities.  

Critical literacies’ concerns. Challenging and resisting the reproduction of (dominant) 
cultural models; respect of the contributions and possibilities of those coming from 
different cultural backgrounds ˃ empowerment; enabling all learners to read the world 
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by appropriating their own discourses, by moving beyond to engage with the dominant 
discourses and to appropriate a multiplicity of discourses; uncovering the ideological 
elements (theories) in practice by dialogue and reflexivity; reading ourselves and 
distancing ourselves from common believes and language practice that sustain social 
injustices.  

The Multiliteracies Project’s concern. How can schools ensure that children from 
different cultural backgrounds “get educated enough to participate in building and 
transforming our societies?” (Portante, 2010, handout 6.5.). 

I would like to show a community’s learning efforts, engaging 
and empowering themselves, together with their circle of 
neighbours and friends, in a process of social action & change, 
striving to translate into action a vision of the nature and purpose 
of life and the future of society. 

As I am struggling to find a suitable approach, the following 
observations from the Sage handbook of qualitative research 
seem relevant. The authors have chosen  

a photograph that is both non-Western in its orientation 
and also deeply performance-driven. 

It has 

three critical elements: performers, a group that appears 
to be getting instruction, and an audience. … The 
dervishes are Muslims, members of one of several sects, 
who take vows of poverty and austerity. The dance they perform is a sacred ritual, 
carried out to gradually reduce the body to focus on Allah and holy matters only. The 
performance itself –now shared with Westerners and non-Muslim audiences –is an 
intensely spiritual experience, as it is intended to be, even for non-Muslim audiences. 

The cover wants to convey a number of meanings connected to this third edition 

to indicate a broader reach for, … incorporating the perspectives of non-Westeren, 
indigenous, First Nations, and other non-U.S. and non-European sources; to signify 
the performance aspects of performance ethnography and performative, 
communitarian social justice; to indicate the “experience-near” quality of a new 
generation of ethnography, via showing the audience both near to the performers and, 
simultaneously, on the same level; and to signal the return of the spiritual and the 
sacred to the practices of sciences, … 

Finally, the authors hope that the readers 

from other standpoints, will locate and resonate to other extended meanings in the 
cover and find that its multiple levels sets them, too, to dreaming of a re-envisioned 
ethnography and a set of qualitative practices that summon a wider view of the 
purposes of a re-imagined social science (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. about the cover). 

Towards the end of the book, part VI: the future of qualitative research,  
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Zygmunt Baumann (Chapter 43) reflexively moves qualitative inquiry (and sociology) 
into the new century, telling us that the work of the poet and the sociologist –and of 
history –is to uncover, in ever new situations, “human possibilities previously hidden.” 
Writing and inquiry are not innocent practices. In its representational and political 
practices, qualitative inquiry, like sociology, makes visible the possibility of “living 
together differently with less misery or no misery…. Disclosure is the beginning –not 
the end –of the war against human misery.” We have no choice; we are always already 
political, always already engaged. A neutral noncommitted form of inquiry is an 
impossibility. In a truly democratic society, Bauman observes (quoting Coernelius 
Castorladis), everyone is free to question “everything that is pre-given…. In such a 
society, all individuals are free to create for their lives the meanings they will.” In such 
a society, qualitative inquiry becomes a vehicle for questioning all that is pre-given. 
Thus does Bauman lead us into the future (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 1085). 

Ken Plummer provides interesting concepts in his article on critical humanism and queer 
theory, living with tensions. Critical humanism  

champions those values that give dignity to the person, reduce human sufferings, and 
enhance human well-being. There are many such value systems, but at a minimum 
they probably must include the following: democratizing values, care and compassion, 
recognition and respect, and trust (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 361). 

This rather lengthy introduction seemed necessary so as to highlight the crucial element of 
intention in research. My three semesters in the multi-learn program have already been 
rewarded by much needed learning and understanding about social reality and how it links to 
my beliefs about the world. 

Theoretical	  approach	  	  
This assignment is inspired by a number of theoretical approaches; communities of practice 
(Wenger, 1999), critical humanism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 357). In a European 
Commission report entitled: School’s Over: Learning Spaces in Europe in 2020: An 
Imagining Exercise on the Future of Learning, the authors consider two models of learning: 
the first, following the work of Etienne Wenger’s social theory of learning, takes an 
action/function perspective on learning. The second model is by Ikka Tuomi situates learning 
in a way that makes action in context the fulcrum of learning (Miller, Shapiro, & Hilding-
Hamann, 2008, pp. 28-29). 

Regarding aspects of knowledge, a nonfoundational worldview is taken where knowledge is 
mutable. In a nonfoundational perspective, 

reality does exist, but human beings are limited in their capacity for understanding 
and, therefore, must struggle over time to derive more useful descriptions and insights 
about reality that can guide more effective and productive action in the world (Lample, 
2009, p. 173). 
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Denzin & Lincoln introduce the fifth part of the Sage handbook of qualitative research, the art 
and practices of interpretation, evaluation and representation by asking “how the discourses of 
qualitative research can be used to help create and imagine a free democratic society”. On the 
issue of evaluative criteria, they highlight three basic positions: foundational, quasi-
foundational and nonfoundational (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 910). 

A suitable metaphor of nonfoundational thought is standing on a raft. There is no 
anchor for knowledge, so change is a constant. With the generation of new insights 
and new beliefs, it is necessary to regularly alter some essential elements of 
understanding—to replace pieces of the raft. However, we cannot revise all aspects of 
our knowledge at the same time—we need some reliable piece of the raft on which to 
stand to replace other parts (Lample, 2009, p. 174).  

Methodological	  approach	  	  
A number of conceptual tools will be used that can be found in micro-ethnography, sketching 
a micro-analysis with a macro focus on some aspects.  Discourse analysis “involves asking 
questions about how language, at a given time and place, is used to construe the aspects of the 
situation network as realized at that time and place and how the aspects of the situation 
network simultaneously give meaning to that language”. Gee asks questions about seven 
building tasks, using a number of tools of inquiry; “situated meanings, social languages, 
Discourse models, Intertextuality, Discourses, Conversations and thinking about any other 
language details of the data that appear relevant” (Gee, 2005, p. 110).  

Available data includes the first study sessions of four participants. They have agreed to be 
video recorded for this assignment. They are informed of any findings and are asked to 
confirm any interpretations if possible. They know the researcher. 

Context	  	  
Throughout the world, Bahá’í communities are engaged in a learning process and take the 
initiative in bringing about a transformation in society. They don’t do this in isolation, but 
engage and invite their neighbours, work colleagues and friends to participate in collaborative 
study circles. They form learning communities or communities of practice (Wenger, 1999). 

This assignment is concerned with a study circle with 4 participants and a tutor (also called 
animator). The group is studying the third book in a series of eight: teaching children’s 
classes. In order to be able to participate in the study of the third book, completion of the first 
book is necessary. 

Data	  analysis	  	  
The first transcript includes 4 participants, T (tutor), David, sitting on one side and Laure & 
Paul (married couple, sharing a book, sitting close together) and Marisa (names have been 
changed), sitting on the other side.  
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The first section of the book is about helping participants to develop their capacities to teach 
children’s classes. The section includes explanations, three brief passages from Bahá’í texts 
and a number of questions that verify the understanding of the text. See Annex 1 for the first 
section. After completing the section, the tutor asks if there are any comments or questions. 

Choice	  of	  excerpt	  
Having only access to the first session, a significant passage will be chosen for closer analysis 
and occurs during the first minutes after the start of the session. Everyone participates during 
this short passage. 

Transcript	  1	  
At 9:40 of the video recording 1. End at 13:12 

1.  Laure Pour moi c’est une question de de langage, alors je suis assez surprise de lire 
« enseigner les (..) en enseignant dES enfants », d’après moi on enseigne aUX 
enfants 

2.  Tutor hm 
3.  Laure  Ça revient (2) « lorsque nous enseignons les enfants » 
4.   ((looks and points at the book on Paul’s lap)) 
5.   Ça me semble bizarre, alors je ne sais pas si cela 
6.  Tutor  L’enseignement DES enfants 
7.  Laure  Oui ((looks again in the book)) on enseigne à quelqu’un (2) apparament 
8.   Et là hm ((looks again in the book)) on enseigne les enfants, par exemple  
9.   Au b) lorsque nous enseignons les enfants 
10.                                                                      = ((giggles by Paul, Laure))  
11.  Tutor                                                                    =ah, ok  
12.  Laure alors je ne sais pas si c’est, parce qu’on doit comprendre l’enseignement autrement, 

ou si c’est hm une mauvais traduction 
13.  Tutor C’est souvent utile de voir dans d’autres langues  
14.  Paul Comme consulter 
15.  Laure                             =oui, hehe, justement quoi, c’est  
16.  Tutor                                                                              =là, die Kinder unterrichten 
17.  Paul =to teach children 
18.  Tutor  Teach children 
19.   (3) 
20.  Paul Donc, enseigner à quelqu’un, ˂inaudible.˃ (on ne peut pas dire) enseigner 

quelqu’un, c’est Ç A que tu dis ? 
21.  Laure Oui, on enseigne quelque chose en fait 
22.  Tutor Hm ok 
23.  Paul Ok 
24.  Tutor  Et c’est pour ça que ça gène un peu 
25.  Laure Oui  
26.  Marisa C’est BON, oui ? 
27.  Paul  C’est bon mais c’est bizarre 
28.   ((Paul looks at Laure, both giggling, Marisa is leaning her head to look closer in the 

book at the text)) 
29.  David ˂inaudible.˃ 
30.  Laure Oui c’est, bon c’est, je trouve que, c’est hm, c’est écrit en français à la base, et, mais 

ça peut, hm, c’est bizarre comme tournure, voilà 
31.  Tutor Non, mais, je pense pas qu’on veut les enfants comme des objets, ça je suis sûr, mais 

je comprends que ça peut gèner (2) 



	  LLL	  -‐	  Microethnographic	  approaches	  to	  plurilingual	  literacy	  events	  -‐	  jean-‐marie	  nau,	  2/2011	  	  	  

6 

 

32.  Paul En fait c’est hm, enseignons est un peu confondu avec éduquer, car on éduque 
quelqu’un, mais on enseigne à quelqu’un ((looking at Laure) (1,5) 

33.  Laure Oui  
34.  Marisa (Bien) qu’il connaisse bien la langue (1) et puis qui a rédigé le livre ((taps with one 

hand on the book)) 
35.   ˂inaudible.˃ ((comments mixed with giggles) 
36.  Tutor C’est possible, hm 
37.  David L’enseignement c’est dans le sens d’éduquer ici, non ((taps on the book and Laure, 

Paul and Marisa look towards him)) (2) c’est dans le même sens 
38.  Paul Oui 
39.  David  =education 

40.  Paul  C’est tout à fait le même sens, mais, hm, c’est pas utilisé  
41.  David Ah, d’accord 
42.  Paul Car comme disais Laure, on enseigne quelque chose à quelqu’un. Mais je pense 

c’est tout simplement ˂inaudible.˃ 
43.  Tutor  Sûrement 
44.  David  Le langage 
45.   Hm hm ((not sure by whom this comment was made)) 
46.  Tutor Moi quand j’ai lu hm, (.5) quand nous enseignons ((giggles)) les enfants, nous 

adorons Dieu, ça m’a, c’est la première fois que cette phrase m’a si touché mais (2) 
pour moi c’était (1) très beau, car tous les jours j’ai la chance d’enseigner, d’adorer 
Dieu tout le temps (giggles). C’est de choses que je sais mais cette phrase m’a 
touché aujourd’hui plus que d’autres fois. 

 

What is happening in this passage that is lasting just over three minutes? How is learning 
taking place? How do the participants react to Laure’s surprise in line 1? How does the tutor 
react to this comment? How does she deal with this comment? What was the intention of 
Laure in making this statement? Let us look at Gee’s questions in order to give a set of 
possible answers and interpretations to be commented on by the participants. They will be 
able to see this passage and comment on it and then will be shown the results of this paper. A 
possible translation of relevant words used may be helpful here: 

French  English 
enseignement education 
enseigner quelque chose à quelqu’un to teach something to someone 
éduquer quelqu’un educate someone 
 

What do participants treat as significant within the excerpt? 

Certainly for Laure, the participant that raised the issue about grammar in language and the 
meaning grammar gives to language seemed important. As she says in line 1, for her it’s a 
question of language, she is surprised to read “enseignant des enfants” as she believes “on 
enseigne aux enfants”. In line 20 Paul is clarifying and helping by saying that it should be 
“enseigner à quelqu’un” and not “enseigner quelqu’un”. Laure confirms this by saying “in 
fact, you teach something”. In line 24 the tutor indicates that it bothers Laure because children 
are not objects. However, in line 26 Marisa asks whether it is good, but do we know what she 
means by that? Paul replies in line 27 by saying that it is good but strange. David then comes 
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in with an inaudible remark and in line 37 says: Education here means to educate, no? Paul 
again confirms this in line 38 and David shows understanding in line 41 and in line 44 by 
saying that it is a question of language. The tutor brings this discussion to a conclusion by 
sharing her thoughts on the passage read a few minutes ago, stating that it is not the first time 
she has read it (obviously as a tutor), but that this time there was a click and it was beautiful. 

Background	  information:	  	  
The tutor works in a primary school in Luxembourg with a new educational approach and 
both Marisa and Paul and Laure are parents that send their children to the school and the tutor 
is also their children’s teacher.  

The participants are multilingual and multicultural. Laure’s first language is French, whereas 
the tutor, David and Paul have Luxembourgish as their first or second language. Marisa’s first 
language is Portuguese and she has been in Luxembourg for a number of years. So quite 
understandably, Laure is concerned by the way the text has not been translated correctly in 
this instance at least. 

Without further analysing Laure’s comments, her written answers to a few questions the 
researchers had given the participants, is included here, again without further analysis, but 
rather as an ethnographic narrative. See Annex 4. 

Conclusions	  	  

Micro	  to	  macro	  analysis	  
What can this event say about learning in a larger context? How much awareness might be 
needed by the tutor? How could such an incident be used as a learning tool? Did the tutor deal 
in a ‘just’ manner towards the participants? What do we learn from this incident? In what 
other ways could this event have been looked at? 

Perspectives	  and	  limits	  
Sharing such an analysis with the participants and the tutor allows for further discussion on 
the topic, further reflections. Such an event should be seen in a wider context of learning in a 
multilingual and multicultural environment. Does this event highlight the fact that much 
learning can take place with the help of others? Is this not an example of collaborative study? 
How is it possible to find the right balance between spending too much time analysing too 
deeply and moving on in the sequences of the learning programme? May the analysis of 
relevant events serve as examples to bring out the richness in group interaction and thereby 
raise awareness among participants? Is justice being done to each participant having the 
opportunity to express him/herself and make the most of possible learning? Such questions 
seem to be crucial in this kind of research and give us the beginning of possible answers. 
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Annex	  1	  
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Annex	  2	  

Picture	  of	  the	  videorecording	  

	    
Figure 1 

From right to left : Marisa, Paul, Laure, David, Tutor 

Annex	  3	  
Convention of the transcription (GAT): 

=   - latching: a turn continues, or one turn follows  
    another without any pause. 
( )   - unsure transcription 
((…))   - comment 
(.)   -  one second pause  
(2.0)   -  silence; lengths in seconds 
: - syllabic/word lengthening  
[ - overlapping speech 
THAT -  syllabic/word accentuation 
˂inaudible.˃ - inaudible passage, one second 
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Annex	  4	  
Questions asked to the participants before the start of the study circle, followed by Laure’s 
answer. 

1. Veuillez vous présenter brièvement. 

2. Comment vous vous êtes intéressé à participer à ce livret ? 

3. Comment êtes-vous impliquez dans l’éducation et comment voyez-vous l’éducation en 

général? 

4. Comment voyez-vous cette citation : Voyez en l'homme une mine riche en gemmes d'une 

inestimable valeur. Mais, seule, l'éducation peut révéler les trésors de cette mine et 

permettre à l'humanité d'en profiter. 

5. Comment voyez-vous votre rôle en tant que participant? 

6. Quelles sont vos attentes ? 

7. Aimeriez-vous ajouter autre chose ? 

Laure’s answer 
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