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Abstract

This study on peer collaboration in a multi-ethnic classroom examines variations in com-
munication patterns that indicate particular interpretations of the school’s pedagogy and
reflect asymmetries between ethnic groups. These strategies are analyzed using a cross-contex-
tual perspective focusing on the translation between more enduring, broader-scale phenomena
and local ones. According to this perspective, the students’ strategies must be seen as a
dynamic interplay between: (i) local constructions responding in particular ways to institu-
tional demands; (ii) experiences rooted in home socialization, and (iii) structural power rela-
tions expressed in positioning vis-a-vis the school as an institution.
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1. Introduction

Migration flows lead to increasing contact between people who are socialized in
diverse communities. Multi-ethnic classrooms are places where these diversities con-
front each other and accommodate to each other over longer periods of time and are
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therefore relevant locations to study processes of conflict, negotiation and accommo-
dation. In this paper we present an analysis of classroom interaction in which the
role divisions that are set up in patterns of collaboration, learning and co-teaching
reflect an ethnically informed boundary between the students. In our study we found
that, when minority and non-minority students collaborate in small groups on a
maths task, a particular asymmetric collaboration pattern, referred to here as ‘peer
tutoring’, takes place much more often than in groups with only minority students.
Minority students, in turn, show a preference for more symmetric, peer-based collab-
oration patterns. Moreover, in the ethnically mixed groups, native Dutch students
are invited to take up, and do take up, the role of the tutor, leaving the more depen-
dent tutee role to the minority students. This pattern does not only imply a difference
in how they interpret peer teaching and learning, it also implies an asymmetric divi-
sion of responsibilities between students with clear ethnic boundaries.

How should we interpret such a pattern? This is the issue we deal with in this arti-
cle. First, there is the question of how, in this particular case, cultural or figurative
aspects (Holland et al., 1998) relate to structural or positional aspects. In other
words, is an interpretation in terms of students’ experiences with a particular kind
of tutoring in other settings relevant here, i.e., is it appropriate to focus on the cul-
tural ‘stuff’? Or is it more fruitful to look at power relationships that exist between
these ethnic groups, more or less independently of the cultural form they take?
And how do these two issues relate? A second question is the issue of time line
and scale. With respect to time: to what extent can we say that these patterns were
formed in the particular classroom these students have been in together for years?
Do we see these patterns as the result of a particular classroom setting, an interac-
tional history which started the moment the students came to be classmates? Or
do we have to look for older patterns that evolved before that time? As for scale:
can we conclude that other socializing experiences in other settings are relevant to
explain what is happening in the classroom and do we accordingly address the scale
of possible relevant phenomena? Or, can we instead confine our analytical perspec-
tive to the scale of a particular classroom?

Through our analysis we hope to show that the collaboration patterns can be seen
as culturally informed interactive strategies which at the same time reflect particular
power relations. Moreover, we argue that they are the result of local processes which
accommodate diversity and status differences produced elsewhere and are brought
into the classroom.

In other words, we consider the patterns to be particular local productions or re-
workings of certain asymmetries and cultural contrasts that students are faced with
in multi-ethnic settings. The issue of how these processes of translation and produc-
tion can happen and how they relate to more enduring struggles and diversity
encountered in other settings is the focus of this contribution.

We argue that a perspective on diversity across contexts is necessary to under-
stand both local processes and more enduring ones. We hope to show that an exclu-
sive focus on the location of production is unfruitful, as is a focus on ‘general’
non-situated processes. In the here and now of local practices, the broader and long
term social and cultural patterns are used as resources for responding to the demands
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of the particular situation. At the same time, the here and now, seen as local arenas
in which these resources are used to negotiate certain goals and identities, is the scene
where these broader and more enduring patterns are articulated, reshaped or
resisted.

2. Theoretical perspectives

We argue in favour of a cross-contextual perspective and draw from a number of
theoretical sources for this. Firstly, there is the changing conceptualisation of culture
and its relation to ‘location’, secondly there is theoretical work on the relationship
between the figurative and the positional and how they are linked in local reproduc-
tions, and lastly we draw from theoretical perspectives that explicitly focus on the
need to link the local and non-local in view of developing multiple-site perspectives
on diversity.

2.1. The location of culture

In the past, culture has generally been defined by the ways groups ‘cultivated’ a
given territory, as suggested by the etymological link to ‘gardening’ (Papastergia-
dis, 2000). Cultures are supposed to come from a particular place focussing on a
certain spatial origin of the cultural practices and meanings that were formed.
Cultures were seen as the ways people made sense of their world and the result
of this effort was seen in terms of clearly bounded wholes and particular identi-
ties, where uniqueness and boundaries implied each other. In more recent work,
the ‘location of culture’ has become an issue of debate, in particular in relation to
globalisation and migration. Culture is no longer seen as tied to one particular
location as intensified travel and new communication technologies make commu-
nities more dispersed and cultural forms in certain ways have become detached
from specific locations.

This implies a need to focus on processes of cultural translation and on the ways
local and non-local communities and their cultural practices are linked. The focus
has shifted to processes of translation and exchange, to the ‘in between’ and to pro-
cesses of cultural change. At the same time this has not led to a move away from the
local and the present, as it is there and then that transition is produced. It has created
a new awareness of what Bhabha (1994) calls ‘the art of the present’, a focus on those
moments or processes where cultural differences are articulated rather than a focus
on where they were initially formed.

As a result, identities now tend to be defined in terms of identity strategies rather
than in terms of singular, static categories of gender or class, and this implies a focus
on the transformation of identities. We think this perspective is fruitful for our anal-
ysis of classroom patterns of diversity in interaction as the focus is moved to both the
articulation of difference under the local conditions of the classroom as well as to
processes of the translation of resources, including the perceptions of power relations
formed elsewhere and brought into the classroom.
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2.2. ‘Living through’ the figurative and the positional

Returning to our earlier question of what kind of explanations are relevant in
terms of a culture-structure distinction, we consider it useful to first examine what
are now called ‘culturalist’ and ‘structuralist’ explanations, which, in the past,
were relied on to explain diversity issues in education. In culturalist explanations
— this is sometimes referred to as the cultural discontinuity approach — diversity
in classrooms is explained as the result of diversity in home socialization. The
more socialization patterns at home differ from those at school, the more difficult
the process of adapting to the school culture and the less likely it is that students
are successful at school. In this kind of explanation, diversity is defined in cul-
tural terms, meaning that it is seen as the result of a specific socialization process
with particular meanings and behaviours that go together with and ‘belong to’ a
particular group. A classic example of the cultural discontinuity perspective is the
study by Heath (1983) in which she demonstrated that the language patterns of a
middle class community were much more similar to literacy practices at school
compared to the language patterns of both a white and a black working class
community. The similarities between home and school helped the white middle
class children to be more successful. For more examples, see the overviews in
Cazden (1986), Mehan (1998), Eisenhart (2002), Gallego and Cole (2002), and
Elbers and de Haan (2004).

In structuralist explanations, or explanations from a social reproduction per-
spective, differences between social groups are viewed from a more critical, polit-
ical perspective. The focus is on power relationships and long-established
inequalities. These inequalities are ‘played out’ in schools and the school is seen
as one of the places where already established positions vis-a-vis power relation-
ships are re-confirmed and re-constructed. A classic example of this approach is
the work of Bourdieu and Passeron (1977); studies of resistance can be seen as a
continuation of this approach (for instance, the work of Giroux, 1983). Both in
classic accounts of reproduction theory and in more recent accounts, cultural dif-
ferences becomes a matter of the specific forms status differences take. In this
view, schools privilege certain forms of symbolic capital over other and cultural
differences have no explanatory power in their own right. In this paper we argue
that both perspectives bring out different analytical dimensions of the same phe-
nomena. Such a view is in line with, for instance, the analytical distinction be-
tween positional and figurative identities made in Holland et al. (1998). The
figurative then stands for the culturally constituted stories in which people express
their judgments, their emotions and define their world, whereas the positional re-
fers to one’s social position, relative to that of others in terms of power relations
and privileges. These figurative and positional aspects interact in numerous ways
and it is Sherry Ortner’s (1999) account of their relationship that we find partic-
ularly helpful. She shows how, from an agency perspective, the figurative is al-
ways expressed in a field of power relationships through stories of struggle, i.e.,
through social relationships that are never neutral but reflect histories of power
inequalities. And, vice versa, she argues that people do not just submit, reject
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or reconstruct power relations but work through these relationships in ways that
work for their lives; the result is that these power relationships are given a cul-
tural expression. In other words, when we consider how people actually ‘live
through’ the structural and cultural dimensions, both dimensions do, of necessity,
come together.

Further pursuing this line of thought, we think it is important to see diversity in
classrooms as a result of diverse cultural heritages and power relations both taking
on new forms, as both are reshaped under local conditions and become formative for
each other when they are lived through in the here and now.

2.3. A local reproduction perspective: looking across contexts and boundaries

In studies on education, there has been an increasing interest in the local and
situated character of explanations of diversity, as for instance in Lock David-
son’s (1996) work on how academic identities are reworked in school settings
and how being black comes with a profile of a high academic performer in
one school setting and a profile of a low academic performer in another. These
studies form, from a certain perspective, a rupture with the older traditions re-
ferred to above. Other studies have explicitly focussed on the links between,
on the one hand, the situated and local and, on the other hand, the historical
(the level of enduring practices). The local constructions enter into a complex
relationship with the social and cultural reproduction of more structural and
enduring processes (Levinson and Holland, 1996). Such studies rely on recent
interpretations of culture, in line with those outlined above, and stress the active
placement of individuals in between cultural traditions. Cultural heritage or past
socialization patterns are regrouped, reproduced locally and are constructed un-
der the influence of fields of power, contents, themes, and social relationships
other than those the students brought with them when entering the classroom.
Difference is not given but made in particular contexts, by making use of catego-
ries and conceptions taken from other contexts. Identity formation in the school
context is seen as a particular cultural-historical production which both responds
to, and is formative of, the movements, structures, and discourses beyond the
school.

Our aim here is to build on the studies that explicitly advocate a double, cross-
contextual perspective on the interpretation of the classroom data. In this partic-
ular case, this means that we will show how theoretical explanations of diversity
that are based on a more structuralist, non-local approach are still relevant when
they are brought together with explanations based on a local production perspec-
tive. In other words, we attempt to accomplish this double, cross-contextual per-
spective by developing multiple explanations, in particular explanations which rely
on a combination of local production explanations and more structural explana-
tions in an attempt to bring together long durée and situated perspectives. More-
over, we attempt to show how they are not just different perspectives that can be
used consecutively but instead have to be seen as different levels of explanation
that are interwoven and connected.
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3. A study of collaborative learning in a multi-ethnic classroom: ethnically informed
boundaries in practices of ‘explaining’

3.1. Migrants and schooling in the Netherlands

Large groups of migrants have come to the Netherlands since the sixties. The larg-
est groups, which came for economic reasons, are from Turkey, Morocco, Surinam
and the Antilles. In recent years, migrants have also come from other countries,
including Somalia, Ghana, and the former Yugoslavia, and mainly for political rea-
sons. If we include the children of migrants who were born in the Netherlands, 18.7%
of the population in 2003 had a non-Dutch background, 8.8% had a Western back-
ground, and 9.9% was of non-Western origin (CBS, 2003). Large scale research has
established that minority students are, on starting and concluding primary educa-
tion, two years behind their native Dutch counterparts in language skills and half
a year behind in maths skills in terms of national test scores (Tesser et al., 2001).
It is generally assumed that cultural differences as well as the nature of the integra-
tion process are responsible for these differences, although it is acknowledged that we
lack knowledge of the exact nature of the origin of these differences (Jungbluth,
1999).

3.2. The research project and its methods

The observations presented here form part of a larger project whose main objec-
tive is to understand collaborative learning practices among students in multi-ethnic
classrooms both in the context of classroom activities and in out-of-school contexts
(Elbers and de Haan, 2004, 2005; de Haan and Elbers, 2004). We are particularly
interested in the kind of activities students develop in order to facilitate the joint con-
struction of knowledge in these contexts, i.e., the role divisions they set up, the norms
for the joint construction of knowledge, etc. and how these processes are related to
(ethnic) diversity. We use a dataset that was collected in the seventh grade of a multi-
ethnic primary school in a large city in the Netherlands (children aged between 10
and 12). The class has 22 students: 5 native Dutch students, and 17 from other back-
grounds (12 Dutch-Moroccan, 3 Dutch-Turkish, 1 Dutch-former Yugoslavian and 1
Dutch-Ghanaian). The children are second generation migrants.

For this analysis we selected 4 maths lessons in which students worked together in
5 different groups. The lessons were videotaped to give an overall idea of the class-
room activity and audio recorders were placed on each of the tables. Our analysis is
based on 20 h of transcribed material. Two groups consisted of only minority stu-
dents and 3 groups were ‘mixed’. The groups remained the same throughout the ob-
served period: they had been arranged earlier by the teacher, bearing in mind issues
of discipline and control as well as heterogeneity (gender and ethnicity).

The school has a philosophy which fosters collaborative learning and actively
encourages students to help other students with their work. According to the team
of teachers, this is a good way to build a school community, despite students’ differ-
ences in cultural background (de Haan and Elbers, 2003). The team has been trained
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in collaborative learning skills and has since adopted collaboration between students
as a regular strategy. Taking responsibility for one’s own learning as a student and
that of one’s peers and showing respect for each other are central guidelines. Accord-
ing to the school principal, the school fosters a view in which students should ideally
learn to guide other students by adopting the role of a tutor (‘What do you think the
next step would be?’), rather than by adopting a more demonstrative and directive
way of working (‘just telling them how to do it’). However, it must be added that
the school does allow a variety of strategies to develop. The school’s maths curricu-
Ium supports this vision: students should construct their own mathematical knowl-
edge on the basis of dialogues with their peers. The curriculum is called ‘realistic’.
Ninety percent of the maths curriculum in the Netherlands is influenced by Hans
Freudenthal’s (1991) theory on maths teaching, with its key concept of ‘realistic con-
texts’ of learning.

In the classroom we observed, all the students are aware that they are expected to
arrive at some form of collaboration and that individual work during these group
sessions is not valued positively by the teacher. Collaboration in this school is a nor-
mative institutional practice. The school therefore inculcates attitudes and compe-
tencies in the children which reflect these normative demands. Students have
practised and exercised collaboration since grade one.

We analysed the data both qualitatively and quantitatively. Initial qualitative
descriptions of the discussions in each group during each lesson focused on how stu-
dents organized their knowledge-sharing activities, as well as the kind of social con-
text that was created as a result, i.e., the norms and patterns of collaboration and
participation that were evident. Subsequently, a quantitative scoring system was de-
signed to process the differences between Dutch students and minority students that
had been observed in the qualitative descriptions. Going through the whole data-
base, we selected episodes in which some form of explanatory work took place.
We referred to these episodes as Collaborative Learning Episodes or CLEs: episodes
in which one student intended to or was asked by another student to share his or her
knowledge about the task at hand.

We then characterized these episodes according to the type of activity that was
constructed by the students as well as the division of roles that followed from it,
making a distinction between two different modes of explanation. The two modes
implied a different orientation to how knowledge should be shared. We referred to
them as: (a) ‘peer-tutoring mode’ (based on asymmetric relationships), and (b)
‘peer-collaboration mode’ (based on symmetric relationships; Foot et al., 1990).
The peer-tutoring mode was characterized by the fact that one student took on a tea-
cher role and would structure the activity for the other student, ask questions, eval-
uate answers, take responsibility for the learning of the other student, be careful not
to give the solution right away, and refrain from answering questions or doing tasks
while he or she was involved in explanatory work. This mode is similar to what has
been called the Child As Performer (CAP) principle. According to the CAP princi-
ple, the teacher structures the activity so that the student is able to perform and the
teacher refrains from performing (e.g., by asking questions such as ‘What do you
think you should do next?’; Nilholm and Siljo, 1996). In the peer-tutoring mode,
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students reproduce the CAP principle in the ways they collaborate. In contrast, what
typifies the peer-collaboration mode is that the student who is doing the explaining
does so while he or she is actually doing the task, accepting contributions from fel-
low-students as solutions to the problem at hand. This way of working is more sim-
ilar to ‘work’ than to ‘learning’ (Wertsch et al., 1984). Here the solutions from all
participants are of the same nature: questions posed are not known-answer questions
but simply serve as a means to get information.!

3.3. Different interpretations of collaboration: learning or work?

Let us start by giving one example each of the two modes, then present quantita-
tive information on the occurrence of the modes, and, finally, discuss in detail the
circumstances under which these modes are applied by the students.

3.3.1. The two modes. examples

In the peer tutoring episode presented in excerpt 1 below, the students are work-
ing on a task about a store where candy can be bought either in small, regular pack-
ets or in a large family-size pack. The assignment requires them to calculate how
many small boxes can be put into a larger box. Excerpt 1 comes at the beginning
of the interaction in group 3, immediately after the teacher introduced the task
and told the children to start working together. The group consists of Goran, a
Dutch-Yugoslavian boy, Maktoub, a Dutch-Moroccan boy, Annelies, a Dutch girl
and Berend, a Dutch boy. In this example Annelies takes the initiative to explain to
the others.

Excerpt 1 (Group 3, 5-6-00)

(1) Annelies:

(2) Maktoub:
(3) Annelies:
(4) Maktoub:
(5) Annelies:
(6) Goran:

(7) Annelies:
(8) Goran:

(9) Annelies:

(10) Maktoub:

(11) Annelies:

(12) Maktoub:

! The scoring for the two modes proved reliable (Cohen’s k =. 84). Furthermore, while focussing on what

OK. Problem 4. How many times does a standard
packet fit into the family pack? Now, Twork it out.
One, two three

What

Three times

No:. Think lo::::gically.

((reads)) How many times does =

=Look.

How many times?

(..) >Yes<. Look. Standard packet, three times like this. ..

and three [times. . ..
[times like this. There you already have nine.
You should take that three times, because the
three here is also here.
Yes.

happened within the CLEs, we noted who was doing the explaining and to whom it was addressed.
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(13) Annelies: And three goes three times into nine, so you should
take it three times. Three times nine is twenty-seven.

(14) Goran: Say it again.

(15) Annelies: Do you understand?

This episode shows how Annelies takes on a tutor role and assumes responsibility for
Maktoub’s and Goran’s learning — she gives them instructions, provides feedback,
and checks if they understand. She does not work on the problem with Goran
and Maktoub on an equal basis but takes responsibility for their learning as she asks
them to start working on the problem (turn 1), encourages them to think harder
(turn 5), corrects their answers (turn 5), confirms their correct answers (turn 9),
and checks that they understand (turn 15). She makes sure that she is not the one
who does this assignment but allocates this role to Maktoub or Goran in line with
the CAP principle.

In the second pattern of knowledge sharing, the peer-collaboration mode, we
found a different division of roles and way of organizing the activity. Below is an epi-
sode which illustrates this mode. It is taken from Group 1, which has only minority
children (Feliz, a Dutch-Turkish girl, Samira, a Dutch-Moroccan girl, Assad, a
Dutch-Moroccan boy, and Hassan, a Dutch-Moroccan boy). There is a clear con-
trast with the excerpt from the mixed group presented above. The task is the same
as in excerpt 1, but Hassan, although he is clearly explaining things, does not adopt
a tutor position.

Excerpt 2 (Group 1, 5-6-00)

(1) Hassan: One, two, three

(2) Assad: Three times three, is what?

(3) Samira: I am here

(4) Assad: One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine.
(...)

(5) Assad: ((counts up to twenty-seven))

(6) Hassan: For, here, this is (.) twelve centimetres, and here it fits three times,
so three boxes fit here like this, and =

(7) Samira: =Three boxes fit=

(8) Hassan: =And (.) going up three boxes also fit, isn’t that right?=

(9) Samira: =Yes, because three times three is [nine, four times three is twelve.

(10) Hassan: [Here three, here three, and here

three, and here
twenty-seven and twenty two, twenty-two boxes.
(11) Samira:  How do you do that?
(12) Hassan:  Just like that.
(-.)
((Hassan sits opposite Samira. He now walks to
Samira’s side of the table.))
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(13) Hassan:  Look here, twelve centimetres. ( ) Three times, so, three, (.) three
boxes like this >and then we look at the height<. Here it also fits
three times, so three boxes up, three boxes like this, and here also
three times, so three boxes up, here three.

What we see is that Hassan clearly adopts a leading role in the interaction by sharing
his solutions with the group both on his own initiative and on the initiative of the
others. He is acknowledged as a good maths performer in this group and his enthu-
siasm is clear from his eagerness to explain repeatedly to the others. However, his
role is still not like the role of a tutor as he does not take responsibility for the learn-
ing of the others, he simply makes it clear to the others how he is working, doing the
job himself (instead of asking the other students to do it). Pointing to the picture in
the maths book, he demonstrates the respective steps he is taking (e.g., in turns 6, 10
and 13) on an egalitarian basis. The role of the expert in this group is, in principle,
interchangeable. This is clear, for instance, from turns 7 and 9 where Samira contrib-
utes to the knowledge building while confirming the solution (in turn 7) and arguing
why (in turn 9) Hassan’s solution is the right one. However, immediately after that
she takes on a more dependent role in turn 11 when she invites Hassan to explain.
Typically, the questions posed here are not known-answer questions but questions
that make use of the other student’s expertise, as in turn 2 when Assad poses a mul-
tiplication question. What is typical of this pattern is that all the participants in the
group can take the initiative, adopt leading roles, and are consulted for the specific
skills they have.

3.3.2. The two modes. quantitative analysis

Table 1 shows the distribution of CLEs over the modes and groups. Although the
peer-collaboration mode was the mode that was most frequently adopted in all
groups, the peer-tutor mode occurred relatively more frequently in the groups where
minority and Dutch students worked together. Within the CLEs we also counted
who it was that did the explanatory work and to whom it was addressed. Almost
72% of all explaining actions was done by Dutch students and addressed to minority
students. In only 6% of the cases minority students offered explanations to Dutch
students, and this only occurred in the peer-collaboration mode. We checked the ef-
fects of proficiency in maths on explanatory behaviour by dividing up the students
into high performers and low performers. These two groups did not differ in their

Table 1
CLEs per mode in mixed and minority-only groups
Peer-tutor mode Peer-collaboration mode
Minority groups 8 (6.2%) 122 (93.8%)
Mixed groups 35 (25.4%) 103 (74.6%)
Total 43 (16.0%) 225 (84.0%)

N =268 CLE, 4> =18.34, df = 1, p < .00.
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explanatory behaviour. Within the group of minority students, no differences be-
tween high and low maths performers were found related to explanatory behaviour.
We could not make a similar analysis for the Dutch group as this group was small
and the students were all high maths performers.

3.3.3. The two modes: contexts and negotiations

Let us now examine in detail the context of the CLEs. In what circumstances do
students use the peer-tutoring mode rather than the peer-collaboration mode and
vice versa? To answer this question, we have singled out episodes in which the col-
laboration and the mode of collaboration were being discussed or questioned. Such
self-reflexive episodes are particularly useful for understanding students’ motives for
applying one or other of the modes. There is a lot of negotiation going on during the
process. This negotiation is mostly directed to norms of participation (who is entitled
to participate and how) and conditions for adopting certain roles, in particular the
tutor role. It is precisely this kind of negotiation that shows that these modes are lo-
cal student productions under given institutional and cultural conditions.

The first example is taken from a discussion in group 1 with only minority stu-
dents. This group has developed a strong preference for the peer-collaboration
mode. The exchange of expertise on an equal basis is an important norm in this
mode. We present an episode at the end of a lesson. One of the students, Feliz, seems
at this stage to be one step behind the others in the group. The episode shows how
the other students react to this.

Excerpt 3 (Group 1, 5-6-00)

(1) Samira: So the first is two thousand, two hu::ndred, two thousand

(2) Feliz: Is the first two thousand?

(3) Hassan: ((irritated)) Hey man.

(4) Samira: >You only want to copy it<, come on

(5) Feliz ((irritated)) > don’t underTstand, you understand<-.

(6) Samira: Yes, you don’t work with us.

(7) Hassan: Two thousand

(8) Feliz I do. But you don’t tell me anything.

(9) Hassan: We say nothing. You do nothing.

(10) Samira: Because you don’t work with us.
(...)

(11) Hassan: Do you know why we say nothing, because you should
have your own ().

(12) Feliz: Explain it, explain it to me.

(13) Assad: Why do we have to explain? You should work with us.

In this episode, Feliz (turn 2) asks the others to tell her about the solution to the
problem they have been working on for a while. Obviously, the others do not see
her as being part of this collective process as they accuse her of copying (turns 3—
4). Feliz’s defence that she does not understand is not acknowledged by the group.
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Acting as tutee, i.e., someone who does not know and needs to have things explained
to him/her, invites criticism, as is clear from the rest of the episode in which the oth-
ers stress active membership of the group is stressed as a condition for sharing solu-
tions; see, for instance, turn 6 in which Samira states that Feliz should work with
them. Also in turn 9 Hassan makes the connection between being part of the process
(doing) and being part of the solution (saying). Assad confirms this in turn 13 where
he explicitly does not acknowledge ‘the need to explain” and puts forward ‘working
with the group’ as an imperative. This episode shows that the student’s collaboration
implies certain norms of participation and knowledge sharing and also that these
norms are consistent with the peer-collaboration mode and contrast with the peer-
tutor mode. These norms are made explicit in situations where someone does not
play the game according to the rules, as in Feliz’s case.

The second situation is taken from a conversation in a mixed group, in which the
Dutch student Lonneke is criticized for not being a good enough tutor. The group
consists of Lonneke, a Dutch girl, Ikram, a Dutch-Moroccan girl, Frangoise, a
Dutch-Ghanaian girl, Abdel, a Dutch-Moroccan boy, and Fahd, a Dutch-Turkish
boy.

Excerpt 4 (Group 4, 26-5-00)

(1) Lonneke:

Look, here, hundred and seventy, uh.. hundred??

(2) Ikram: Yes it is.

(3) L17: Four.

(4) Fahd: She just does not know how. She is just doing something (...)
) 0O: 1,2,3,4,5,6,7.

(6) Abdel: They are so stupid.

(7) Lonneke: You are stupid.

(8) Fahd: Yeah.

(9) Abdel: Yeah, and she ((meaning Lonneke)) gives you all the answers.
(10) Fahd: Ye:::s. But after that she acts stu:pid.

(11) Tkram: Hello:: But you don’t have to give all the answers.

(12) Frangoise:

(13) Ikram:
(14) Lonneke:

Yes and you (...) You don’t have to give all the answers.
Yesterday you wrote down all the answers she
((Lonneke)) gave you.

You could also (...) ehh (..) it’s better to explain.

Yes.

After Lonneke’s attempts to show something to Ikram (turn 1), Fahd states that
Lonneke does not know how to explain (turn 4), that she is being stupid (turn
10), which picks up on a generalisation that ‘they are so stupid’ in turn 6 (this turn
probably refers to the Dutch students in general). The group further discuss ‘explain-
ing’ in turns 9 to 13 contrasting it to ‘giving away the answers’ and expressing a (prin-
cipled) preference for explaining. Frangoise accuses Lonneke of giving away
answers, and she includes Ikram in her accusation since she is the one who copied
Lonneke’s answers. In this way, criticizing Lonneke turns into a more general reflec-
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tion of the group’s way of working and leads to an explicit statement about the
advantages of explaining (in turn 13).

Our next example is particularly revealing because it shows how students in a
minority-only group evaluate the peer-tutor mode. This excerpt is one of the few
cases where this mode is used by minority-only groups. The excerpt presented below
is taken from a group of 4 Dutch Moroccan students, two girls, Fouzia and Ilham,
and two boys, Ferit and Zakaria. The episode comes after 15 min of group work and
is a reaction to an intervention by the teacher who provides feedback to the group. In
this intervention, Fouzia is the most active student. She answers most of the teacher’s
questions. The teacher concludes that Fouzia has understood the problem that they
are working on, viz. how many small boxes can be put into a larger box, taking into
account their volume. The teacher then instructs Fouzia to explain her solution to
the others.

Excerpt 5 (Group 2, 5-6-00)

(1) Teacher: ((addressing Fouzia)) Explain it to your group, so that they
understand ((she leaves))

(...)

(2) Fouzia: Look, you do the length. O.k., first we calculate the length.
If you do it step by step, we will be finished in no time ((laughs)).

3) ((Other students laugh))

(4) Fouzia: O.k., now the length, what is the length?

3 (): Three centimetres

(...)

(6) Fouzia: How much is it upwards? ((laughs))

(7) Zakaria: Four centimetres.

(8) Fouzia: ((laughing)) How long is it?

(9) Ilham: Three centimetres.

(10) Ferit: Three centimetres.

(11) Ilham: You should take this one.

(12) Student: O.k., here three centimetres.

(13) Ilham: Three

(14) Fouzia: Well done, and what about the width?

(15) Ilham: Fifteen.

(16) Fouzia: Yes, how do you know?

(17) Student: () fifteen centimetres.
(18) Fouzia: ((laughs)) That is the solution.

The fragments in excerpt 5 show that Fouzia is taking on a tutor’s role. Although she
does perform the role with certain fluency, she treats it as a temporary role in a way
which resembles play or parody (rather than displaying a regular aspect of her
behaviour). The laughter on the part of both Fouzia and the others is significant
in this respect and shows a certain amount of embarrassment. Our interpretation
here is affirmed by a number of observations: Fouzia performs this role ‘on
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command’ (turn 1); in the lessons we observed she only did this during one lesson;
and she is criticized by the others after a while, who tell her: “Don’t talk like this”.

4. Across contexts: tutoring as a local reworking of “off-site” repertoires and
relationships

How do we interpret these data in the light of a cross-contextual perspective? Our
first point is that our results show that the patterns we have detected are local pro-
ductions, i.e., specific responses to a particular institutional environment. Next, we
wish to stress the ways in which ‘culturalist’ and ‘structuralist’ perspectives add to
our analysis and how, when interwoven with a local production perspective, they
prove to be fruitful as part of a cross-contextual explanation. Finally, we consider
how these kinds of explanations can contribute to reflections on cultural translation
and change.

4.1. Tutoring and collaboration as student work: local productions

Our analysis has shown that the students in this classroom do not just take on or
invent the two different modes of collaboration described above as if they were ready
to pick them up, only for them to apply. The peer-tutor mode is, like the peer-
collaboration mode, not a self-evident practice, which students reproduce automat-
ically in response to institutional norms. Instead it is an active, collective production
of students. It is a creative response to the institutional demands to work together
collaboratively and ‘explain’ things to each other. In particular the struggle with
group norms on participation and the conditions under which a student can take
on a tutor role prove that these are dynamic practices in which normative roles
are tested and appropriated in particular ways. The Fouzia example (excerpt 5)
and the Lonneke examples (excerpt 4) show that, although peer tutoring is, in this
classroom, related to Dutch-minority relationships, local conditions may change
or challenge such a pattern.’

With respect to how these two patterns are linked with ethnic divisions in this
class, we can say that, although peer tutoring seem to be strongly linked to Dutch
Native students (as they are the ones who apply the mode most frequently), the data
also show that they do so when involved in a particular ethnic relationship, that is,
when they explain things to minority students. We have also seen that minority stu-
dents are able to act out this tutor role, playfully in particular circumstances (see
especially excerpt 5).

All in all, we can say that the observed patterns must be seen both as responses to
a particular local setting and as active re-workings of the conditions of this setting

2 The discussion of the conditions under which students are entitled to participate in the peer-
collaboration mode, in which the norms of ‘actively working together’ and ‘equal participation’ are
discussed, shows that this is an active student construction, even more so, as this is a pattern which is in a
certain sense opposite to the tutor model which the school promotes (see above).
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and that, in addition to having a certain robustness about them in the sense that they
repeatedly turn up in the same form, they are also clearly situated and flexible.

4.2. Cultural and structural ‘givens’?

Let us now turn to a ‘culturalist’ perspective. On the basis of a review of the
literature on Moroccan socialisation (Pels and de Haan, 2003), it can be argued
that ‘tutoring’ in the sense of adults consciously intervening in the child’s learning,
structuring their learning experience (or ‘direct instruction’) is not a common prac-
tice in Moroccan socialization. Such tutoring does occur commonly in Dutch mid-
dle class families. Children in Moroccan families learn through modelling and
observation of adults and participate in relatively ‘free’ and open peer spaces where
symmetric forms of participation are dominant. Although we concentrate here on
(traditional) Moroccan versus Dutch middle class, the same contrast is found be-
tween other white middle class cultures and non-western cultures (Rogoff, 2003;
Paradise, 1994; de Haan, 1999). The literature on Moroccan migrants in the Neth-
erlands shows that peer socialization is relatively more influential for Moroccan
children than for Dutch children, for instance, with respect to the support which
peers and siblings offer one another in school work. So, if we speak from the point
of view of what is known about the students’ home socialization, we could say that
Moroccan students are less familiar with a socialization mode in which adult inter-
vention and ‘direct instruction’ is common and that this helps explain why, unlike
the Dutch students, they do not readily pick up a role pattern that is based on an
asymmetric, one-to-one adult-child relationship. In contrast, from what we know
of their home socialization, we can expect them to pick up more symmetric modes
of interaction that are based on the equal participation and status norms which
characterize the peer socialization they are familiar with. The Dutch students,
being more familiar with one-to-one asymmetric ‘direct instruction’, are more likely
to borrow from this model, especially perhaps in circumstances which encourage
such an asymmetry.

Alternatively, if we think in more ‘structuralist’ terms, then the different engage-
ments in modes of collaboration can be explained by referring to a different aca-
demic engagement of migrant students which is based on more structural
inequalities between Dutch and migrant groups outside this classroom. If we com-
bine notions of resistance theory (Giroux, 1983) and minority status theory (Ogbu,
1991), we can see minority students’ reluctance to adopt a tutor position as an
expression of the distance these students experience with the institution of school-
ing. This is mediated by a sense that the institution is not working for them in the
same way as it does for native Dutch students and such a perception is based on
more structural power inequalities that exist between them elsewhere in society. In
the general literature on minority and schooling, disengagement and the adoption
of a distant attitude as a consequence of how students think the institution works
for them is amply documented. The Dutch literature on minority parents’ attitude
(Pels, 1998) as well as on minority students’ attitude (Andriessen and Phalet, 2002)
on schooling in the Netherlands provide proof of a certain distance towards
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schooling that is related to skepticism that the institution will mediate their (chil-
dren’s) school careers in fair ways. In the light of these studies, the reluctance to
use the peer-tutor mode can be seen as a way of establishing a distance with the
school standards and the school models of learning and teaching, so as to create
alternative spaces and work forms. Moreover, the fact that the tutor-tutee rela-
tionship is expressed in Dutch-minority relationships and that the minority stu-
dents come to take on the more dependent positions means that this is not just
a response of minority students to schooling but an interactive pattern which pro-
vides or is appropriated as an opportunity to express and confirm power inequal-
ities that exist elsewhere.

4.3. Cross-contextual explanations and cultural translation

As argued in the introduction, we see the collaboration patterns that have
evolved in this multi-ethnic classroom both as particular, situated, productions
of this setting and as a translation of processes and patterns that are more endur-
ing and robust. We see the classroom as a space in which the cultural patterns
and power relationships that students bring along are reshaped, resisted and devel-
oped further. The situated, local side of this phenomenon becomes clear when we
consider the creative efforts which students make to adopt the institutionally given
norms on collaboration and the particular forms through which such adoptions
are negotiated. It is clear that these forms are the student’s own versions of what
the institution demands from them. At the same time, the particular forms that
are being developed ‘match’ cultural patterns and social relationships and attitudes
which exist outside this class (the culturalist and structuralist explanations). We
believe that this ‘matching’ is a process of creative translation between contexts
where ‘old’ forms are reproduced in ‘new’ ways. That is, from the differences in
socialization experiences we were not able to predict how the variety in collabo-
ration patterns in peer groups in a school context would emerge. These were
the specific local circumstances that shaped the socialization patterns and ethni-
cally informed power relations specific to the institution, providing them with
their current form.

In our view, structural and cultural aspects can be mutually formative. The differ-
ence in domestic experience with adult-led direct instruction between the Dutch and
minority students has induced a pattern in which tutor roles were mostly taken up
and given to the Dutch students. But at the same time, the particular power relation-
ships between migrant students and Dutch students structured the possible field of
action in which such a division of roles became possible. The unequal power rela-
tionships between minority students and Dutch students found a cultural expression
in the development of a tutor—tutee relationship in an academic setting. The ‘original’
cultural patterns, i.e., those that exist ‘elsewhere’, were re-interpreted in interaction
with the social positions and relationships that were constructed as a result of a
shared history in this particular class. Similarly, the power relationships in Dutch
society and how they shape the students’ identification with school can be seen as
a condition for the development of a more dependent position of minority students
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in the tutor—tutee relationship. It is in this process of re-interpretation and adjust-
ment that new cultural forms and social positions are being created. The status rela-
tionships between Moroccan and Dutch students are reworked as they get a
particular form in tutor—tutee relationships and these status relationships may evolve
in different ways from how they exist outside the classroom. Likewise, the culturally
informed experiences of collaboration and tutoring which students bring into the
classroom evolve in new ways due to the social and cultural dynamics of this class-
room. It is here that the idea of ‘art of the present’ becomes relevant, as it is in these
particular local settings that cultural patterns and social relationships are articulated
and pushed into new directions due to the contradictions and confrontations of that
situation.

In this particular setting, migrant students and Dutch students are confronted
with specific institutional demands as well as a diversity of experiences and posi-
tions which is brought along. Students are forced to develop a liveable and work-
able form which mediates between, on the one hand, what they know and are
experienced in and, on the other hand, what matches the dynamics of this aca-
demic setting. The perspective taken in this paper invites attention to several his-
torical durées (including how they are articulated in the here and now); it
includes different social levels or scales of analysis and considers in detail how
these are locally expressed by making the processes of translation visible. For in-
stance, this study shows that migrant students develop a particular form of peer
collaboration that can be traced back to traditional Moroccan patterns of peer
socialization. It also shows how this is made to function in an academic environ-
ment in line with a ‘modern’ pedagogy of collaborative learning as advocated by
the institution.

Allow us to conclude by stressing how an understanding of diversity involves both
an eye for the specifics and dynamics of local productions and the non-local struc-
tures and cultural patterns that are brought to bear on these productions. The chal-
lenge is to move the analytic eye in multiple directions and trace cultural patterns
and power relations ‘back and forth’ to other settings and time scales. It is only in
such a perspective that both the dynamic and the resistant nature of diversity can
be framed adequately.
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