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Introduction: A Fiela Guide for Fieldworkers

People who study nature (naturalists) use field guides to help
them identify, observe, and understand the trees, flowers,
birds, amphibians, mammals, or rocks they study in the “field.”
That means they go outside their offices and laboratories to
observe nature.

Ethnographers (people who do a lot of people watching)
also go outside their offices to study culture. When they talk
about doing “fieldwork,” they mean they are observing people
in ordinary local places, and documenting (recording) their
observations.

This Kids’ Field Guide to Local Culture will help you observe,
interview, and understand people. It includes tools and skills
for people watching and ways of presenting your research.
The main part of this guide is a list of some of the things you
will see (what we call cultural elements), such as foodways,
celebrations, and recreation. Under each item you will find
examples, ways of thinking, and ideas for projects.

Read this guide in any order. This chapter will give you ideas

for thinking about culture. If you want practical suggestions
for doing fieldwork, go directly to chapter two (Tools & Skills for
Ethnographers). If you want to get ideas of what is included in
culture, browse through the list of cultural elements in chapter
three (Cultural Elements). Ready to present to others what you

have learned? Then check out chapter four (Presenting Culture).






Seeing Loeal Culture






Seeing Local Culture

The purpose of this chapter is to help you see culture differently—
by looking in new ways, and noticing things you've not paid

attention to before. You don’t need to read this entire chapter

before you begin your fieldwork; in fact, you will better understand
what you read here if you have already begun observing people
in your community.

People Watching

Studying culture begins with people watching. We notice what
people wear and eat, things they say, objects they make, ways
they work and play.

If we talk to the people we are studying we learn even more—
where they come from, the groups they belong to, what they
know and believe, why they do things.

Culture is about people--including their languages, creations,
behaviors, beliefs, institutions, and all their interactions with

other people.

Make a long list of things that are cultural.
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Local Culture

People watching is a lot like bird watching—it’s always local.
We can learn about faraway birds and people in books, videos,
and websites; we can even observe birds and people when
they visit from faraway places; but whenever we observe them,
it's always in local habitats.

Even if we travel to another country, the
birds and people are local in that new
place. Hands-on study of culture is always
local. Walking and talking are always local,
as are most other aspects of everyday life.

How far away from home is still local for you?

Enjoying Variety

Bird watchers love variety. They want to see not only the

handful of common birds that spend the whole year in their

backyard, but also the birds that can be found in other nearby

habitats, and rare species that only briefly fly through their
area. Bird watchers aren’t satisfied to call a bird a sparrow or a

warbler—they want to know exactly what variety of sparrow or

warbler they are seeing. They get excited when they see new
birds—they enjoy the beautiful colors, songs, and nests, and
want to discover everything they can about the behaviors of
these birds.

People watchers likewise delight in variety. We enjoy hearing
new dialects and new dance tunes, admire distinctive clothes,
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Seeing Local Culture

relish unfamiliar food, and respect a range of beliefs. If everybody
else were just like our families, we would miss the beauty that
comes with human variety.

We also find variety among the people we know best. Our
parents change recipes they learned from our grandparents.
We never tell a story exactly the same way twice. There are
many different ways to play tag, and many rhymes to say while
jumping rope.

What varieties in culture do you already notice?

Seeing Deeply, Understanding More

Most of us recognize common birds—robins, cardinals, crows,
ducks—but only understand the simplest things about them.
Because bird watchers want to know everything about what
they are seeing, they look at birds differently. They concentrate,
pay attention to everything connected to the birds, use special
tools (binoculars, field guides), and take notes.

- Most people also have a shallow
knowledge of culture. We know
enough to get by, but not enough
to understand. We're often
satisfied with a few stereotypes
about groups of people, over
simplifications that keep us
from deeply seeing people and
their cultures.
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Someone tells us that Mexican-Americans eat tacos and celebrate
the Day of the Dead, but we never learn that there are many
ethnic groups in Mexico, bringing a great variety of cultural
expressions with them when they move to the U.S.

Even our own culture is often unknown to us. How many of us
know much about the cultures of our neighbors and friends?
How many of us know the deep culture of our family?

What do you already know about your local culture?
What do you want to understand more completely?

History or Culture?

It's easy to think that culture
is in the past. In school social
studies, and in many museums,
we usually learn more about the
past and about distant places
than we do about local culture
in the present. When you visit
a new community, you'll notice
that many tourist attractions are
focused on history.

History is only one of many powerful ways of looking at
culture. This field guide targets contemporary everyday life.
Fieldworkers are interested not so much in what happened
long ago as in how things from long ago are “passed to the
present:” old buildings that we live in, skills and knowledge
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handed down through generations

to us, ceremonies we observe today
similar to older practices.

Some people think the main reason
for telling stories is to remember
the past, and forget that storytellers
also inform us about the present
and entertain us. Oral history is only
a small part of storytelling.

Find out how folklorists, geographers, economists,
anthropologists, political scientists, sociologists,
psychologists, and linguists look at contemporary culture.

Who Has Culture?

It's also easy to think that only other people have culture—
people of different ethnicity or religion, or people who look
different from you. In the United States, textbooks often
present history with a European American point of view, and
culture is seen as belonging to everyone else.

White Christians have the same amount of culture as other
American groups. However, if your father is of Irish and German
background, and your mother is mixed Italian and Polish—or
even if you don’t know your family’s background—it’s more
complicated to describe your family’s traditions than if all

your ancestors were Norwegian or Hmong. We live totally
enmeshed in culture, even when we don't know our traditions.

13
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Ethnicity is only one of many ways of looking at culture. For
example, maybe where you live is more important for your
family than where your ancestors came from. Or maybe your
family’s cultural identity is based on what you do together, like
playing basketball, going fishing, or traveling.

Do you think some groups have more culture than others?

Groups

People belong to many groups: family, neighborhood,
recreational, occupational, religious, political, ethnic. Groups
are formed as people cluster together because of marriage,
background, location, beliefs, work, and play. It is in these
groups, especially in families, that we see most local culture.

Some groups (family, ethnic) we are born into,
others may change quickly as we move to a new
neighborhood, take a new job, or join a new
soccer team.

The easiest way to understand people is to see
and hear them in face-to-face interactions with

others. One place to begin is with people we
already know, in groups that we also belong

to. You may also want to study people whose
culture appears different from your own.

Which groups do you belong to?
Which groups do you want to study?
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Insider / Outsider

We are insiders in some
groups, outsiders in others,
and depending on how we
look at things, sometimes
a bit of both. For example,
we live with only our closest
family, and are outsiders
in the homes of other
relatives. At the same time,
we are insiders in the larger
group that includes all of
our relatives—the people
we regularly meet at
holidays, weddings, and
other extended family
events.

We begin life belonging to only a few groups. Whenever we
enter a new group, we feel like an outsider, but over time we
learn to understand the culture of this group. The same thing
happens when we study the culture of strangers; after a while
their culture doesn’t feel strange anymore.

Tell the story of joining a new group.

What did you feel like in the beginning?

What did you notice at first?

What do you see differently after being in this group for a while?
What does it feel like to belong?

15
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Seeing Local Culture

Different / Same

Whenever we look at the culture of others, even relatives and
close friends, we find this puzzling question: “Is their culture
the same as mine or different from mine?” Usually we first
notice what is different— unusual sounds, smells, and other
sensations. In fact, it's often easier for us to notice cultural
differences than to be aware of the traits of our own culture.

When we begin to experience
similarity, we are noticing
structures of culture that are
deeper than surface details. If
your family eats bread at every
meal and my family eats rice
every meal, that's both something
different and something the same.
Every culture has a ceremony
when someone dies, but every
culture has a different funeral
ritual. In every culture, people give
gifts, but what we give and the
way we give varies.

\

|

_

Every cultural expression, then, is both the same and different

from mine!

Why are people often afraid when they are in a

culture that is very different?

When do we begin to trust strangers?
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Tradition / Change

We learn culture from others—parents, siblings, friends, neighbors,
teachers, indeed from everyone we interact with. “Tradition” is
that culture which is passed on person-to-person, by word of
mouth or example, from generation to generation. But culture
also changes as it is passed on, and individuals change the culture
they receive.

The same person can pass on exactly a home remedy for sore
throat (gargling with salt water), learn a new remedy for high
fever (a bath in ice water), change a remedy for indigestion
(from ginger ale to 7-Up), or replace an old cure for cough

(mullein tea) with a new one (Vick’s Vapor Rub).

Tradition is conservative, keeping what is most important.
Tradition is also creative, changing to meet contemporary
needs.

Which family traditions will you pass on to your children?
Which family traditions do you most want to change?

Patterns

Culture has patterns. When we see something repeated in
time or space, we understand the shape of culture. Examples
include quilt designs, dance steps, seasonal celebrations, job
routines, processes of making things (e.g. crafts) and doing
things (e.g. housework), daily schedules, speech rhythms, etc.
Every cultural detail repeats another detail, either exactly, or
with variation.

17
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We understand a culture—our own or others—by seeing these
patterns. We enjoy the beauty of a culture by noticing how
colors, sounds, shapes, memories, places, and other elements
are combined. We become skilled in cultural practices when
we are able to use patterns to create objects, events, and

relationships.

What cultural patterns do you notice right now?

') Systems

Our local culture goes beyond
personal and small group
behavioral patterns to larger
systems, sometimes called
institutions. The economy,
government, religion, schools,
mass media, and transportation
are global systems; connected to
places, people, and ideas distant
from our homes.

Yet each of these complex institutions has a local as well as a
global component. We work, study, worship, vote, shop, bank,
ride, and watch TV locally. A trip to a foreign country begins in
our garage or our local bus stop. Our neighbors help elect the
President of the United States. Garage sales are a part of the
national economy.

What institutions do you want to observe?
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Dialogue

The core of culture is human relationships. We speak, learn,
work, exchange, play, love, raise children, entertain, celebrate,
and make decisions while relating to others.

Dialogue means not only the give-and-take of people talking with
each other, but all of the lively connections between people—
contests, contracts, play, exchanges, and people watching!

Out of these trillions of human interactions, the thick web of
culture is formed.

Put your name in the center of a sheet of paper; then write
the names of the most important people in your life, placed
equally distant from each other. Draw lines between the
names for every kind of dialogue or interaction you or they
have with each other. Label each line with the kind of
connection (relationship, activity). See how full and
complicated you can make this web.

19



20

Seeing Loeal Culture

Stories

People tell stories and live out stories. Stories hold together the

information we have about people, places, problems, events,
and skills. While we mostly hear stories told with words, we

also understand stories communicated in photos, movement,
music, and other art forms.

As you begin to understand your family better, you will know
more family stories—stories of long ago, stories of important
events, accounts of what family members are currently doing,
even the steps of doing things in your family—the stories of
how you do laundry, make dinner, take trips, celebrate holidays.
The same becomes true as you study any other local group.

What stories do you most like to tell?
What culture is revealed in these stories?
What local stories do you want to learn?
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Tools & Skills for Ethnographers

Ordinary, everyday attention to local culture doesn’t require
you to use special tools and skills. You can simply notice
and enjoy the world you live in. But if you want to under-
stand and enjoy more deeply, focus your attention to
develop new abilities.

This chapter will help you research cultural elements you are
curious about, find local people you can study, learn ways to
observe and interview them, explore tools for recording your
fieldwork, and think about the family and community you
live in.

Spying

Harriet, the title character in Louise Fitzhugh's Harriet the Spy,
has a regular route of people she spies on. After school, she
gets out her notebook and other spy tools, then walks around
her New York City neighborhood, writing down what she
observes. She peeks in windows, sneaks into houses, uses
binoculars—so that she can spy without getting caught. She
would learn a lot of local culture, except that she is more
interested in odd secrets than in ordinary behaviors.

23
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Even without pretending to be a spy, all of us often watch people—
it's how we learn how to do things, and how we discover
what'’s happening in our world. Like Harriet, ethnographers
watch people very closely. Like Harriet, ethnographers

record their observations—in notebooks, with cameras and
tape recorders, or on video. And like Harriet, ethnographers
make people-watching a serious project. But unlike Harriet,
ethnographers usually ask people for permission to study
them. And unlike Harriet, we respect what we see and hear.

Walk around your neighborhood with a notebook, writing
down whatever grabs your attention. Find a place to sit
where you can watch lots of people—at a park, store, or other
gathering place. Use lots of precise details in writing your
observations—names of people, places, and objects; colors,
shapes, sizes, patterns; conversations overheard; movement
and activities.
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Fieldnotes

Get a notebook you will use only for your exploration of local
culture. Use this notebook to organize your study. You may
want to write responses to some of the prompts in this guide—
make lists, answer questions, keep track of your thinking as you
read, record some of the images you have of your community.

You will also use this notebook to record
your observations and interviews.
Make a habit of writing a lot, otherwise
in a month you will have forgotten
things you want to remember. You
will also draw what you see and
make maps.

Written fieldnotes are useful for all
possible presentations. Write as quickly
as you can, using abbreviations and
key words. The only spelling you need
to fuss with are names and places
mentioned by the person you're
interviewing. Written notes become
much more useful if you rewrite
them soon after your observation
or interview.

Quickly sketch what you see. It's usually better to make many quick
sketches than to spend a long time putting in details. Soon
after redraw any sketches you intend to use in a presentation.

25
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Your rough drawings will prompt you to remember important
details.

Make many photographs, especially if
you are documenting the steps of a
process. Practice using your camera in
advance. Use automatic settings unless
you understand how to make manual
adjustments for light, movement, and
depth of field.

Get a notebook! Get a notebook!

Plan Ahead

Fieldworkers, as they begin documenting cultures, already

are thinking of possible presentations for future audiences.
Exhibits, web sites, videos, radio documentaries, articles, and
community celebrations are several of the options. How one
intends to present fieldwork determines the tools used to
record the fieldwork (see chapter four, Presenting Local Culture).

If you plan a public presentation, you will likely need a release
form from every person you tape or photograph--which will
give you legal permission to present the documents you have
collected. See the model release form in the appendix.

Understand that fieldwork must be revised for final presen-
tations. The key, in the field, is to record as much as possible.
Later you can critically review and edit your documents.
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Curiosity

You can begin your study of local culture anywhere, with any
person, group, event, or other element of culture. The key is
to begin with your curiosity. Your questions, interests, and
excitement will sharpen your attention, helping you to see
culture clearly.

In the beginning you may have few
questions. You can browse through

the chapter on cultural elements to
help you think of ideas. You can also
take a mental walk through your
neighborhood, looking for all the things
you want to understand better, people
you want to know better. The longer
you work on this project, the more
guestions you will have.

Make a list of topics you are interested in, questions you
want to answer, local places you want to visit, people you
want to talk to or understand. Keep adding to this list.

Self Inventories

Often the best way to begin fieldwork is by writing down what
you already know about a topic. Each of us is a culture bearer,
with basic knowledge of the culture in which we live. We know
a lot more than we realize about many of the elements of

this culture. In fact, you know more about contemporary kid
culture than most adults do.
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As you begin writing down what you already know about a
specific topic, you will discover many things you don't know.
Your knowledge and your curiosity are woven together.
When you write down what you know (a self inventory), you
simultaneously discover the questions which will guide your
fieldwork.

Write an essay about your culture, including as many
elements as possible.

Write your autobiography. Tell not only what has happened
in your life, but also the context (the culture) of your life
stories.

Family

Instead of spying on strangers, you might decide to look more
closely at the culture you already know best, your family.
Families are the most important cultural group—it's where we
learn the most important social skills, spend the most time,
know people best. More elements of cultural behavior can be
observed in families than in any other group.
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An excellent way to begin is to record what you already know
(a self inventory). Take any topic and write down everything
you already know. If you're exploring holidays, and it's near
Thanksgiving, you might jot down where your family has
Thanksgiving; who usually comes; who prepares the food;
what food is made; how the table is set (including decorations);
what happens during meal time (especially storytelling); and
other traditions connected to Thanksgiving, like taking walks
or playing football.

Not only will you know a lot about the topic, you will probably
become interested in what other family members know. You're
almost ready for your first interview.

Elders

In traditional cultures, extra respect is given to older people,
elders who are recognized as having special skills and wisdom
because of their age and experience. Elders often are the
most skilled craftspeople, storytellers, gardeners, healers,

and teachers in our communities; they help us connect to the
past and traditions; they have deep understanding of present
events; and many times they can give us valuable advice.

When looking for elders to interview, first consider your
grandparents, even if they live far away--they will be
especially willing to help you in your study of family and
local culture. Also consider older neighbors and friends of
your family.

29
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To gain a deep understanding of the culture of your elders,
consider doing an apprenticeship with one of them. In a
typical apprenticeship, the elder will teach you something
they know, while in exchange you help them with chores that
may be difficult for them.

Neighbors

Who in your neighborhood always knows what'’s going

on? Who can give you a tour of the neighborhood? Who
participates in local events? Who has cool stuff in their homes
and yards? Who do you want to get to know?

Every neighborhood has its own experts, artists, and leaders.
You don't have to look beyond your own street to find
interesting people to interview.

Make a list, with phone numbers, of local people you can
interview. Include the topics you might talk about. Ask
parents, friends, and neighbors to help you make this list.

Observing Places (and Objects)

Go any place, indoors or outdoors. Record what first grabs your
attention in this place.This focus could be a tree in a front yard,
a game in a park,a piano in the living room, a large stained-
glass window in a church. Notice how everything else in this
place connects to what you are focusing on.

Next, step back and describe the whole place, the big details:
what and where is this place? how big is it? what is it used for?
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what are the most important things in it? Check out all your
senses. Usually we begin with what we see, but also consider
sounds, textures, smells, and tastes. Use spatial words to
organize your descriptions: left, right, center, above, below,
inside, next to, behind, in front, etc.

Finally, describe things in or about this place that one doesn’t
notice at first. Surprises. Small details.

Repeat this exercise for a variety of places: indoors, outdoors;
at home, in public.

Now follow this same sequence in describing an object: what
you notice first; then the whole object; finally small details.

Observing People

Observe a person you
know. Watch them doing
something; watch them
talking with someone.What
photo could you take that
would best represent the
person your are observing?
What are the main words
needed to identify her or
him and give an overall
impression—name, age,
gender, background,
posture, size, clothing?

31
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Pay extra attention to this person’s face, their expressions that
communicate emotions and reveal personality, and to their eyes.
Be aware that in some traditional cultures we show respect by
not looking in the eyes of the person we are talking with.

Study, also, the posture and physical actions of the person you
are observing, paying special attention to their hands. What

gestures does this person use while talking?

Finally, listen to words and voices, what is said and how it is said:

pitch (high or low?)

+ volume (loud or soft?)

+ speed (fast or slow?)

rhythm (pauses? steady pace?)
tone (soothing? angry? excited?)

Repeat this exercise to describe a variety of people: overall
impression, faces and eyes, hands and gestures, voices
and words.
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Observing Events

Events (people acting in places) are stories, best presented as a
series of images. Use time words to organize your telling of an
event: first, next, then, when, while, before, after, soon, later,
yesterday, in 1963, etc.

First find the focus of the \\f\

event. When documenting

a conversation, highlight
the give and take between
the participants. When
describing a craftsperson
making an object, or a cook
making dinner, zero in on
tools, materials, and skills.
When recording a ceremony
or celebration, pay attention
to everything:location,
participants, relationships,
conversations, music,

gestures and dance, food, (
gifts, speeches, and stories.

—~——
Tell the steps, in sequence, of the event you are observing.

Like a sports announcer giving a play-by-play account of a
game, record what grabs your attention each moment.

33
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Interview Questions

Interviews and observations are the two main forms of fieldwork.
Before interviewing someone, it's good to know what you
hope to hear and learn. Are you looking for facts, stories,
detailed steps in making or doing something, or reflections?
Make a list of topics or questions, similar ideas grouped
together, arranged in an order where one topic easily leads

to the next.

Sometimes the best way to ask for information is not with a
guestion. “I'd love to hear a story about hunting” will get much
better results than “Do you know any stories about hunting?”

If the person you are interviewing is a stranger, it's often

a good idea to get some background information at the
beginning: correct spelling of their name, birthplace, age,
occupation. Obviously you don't begin an interview with your
mother in the same way! As the interview progresses, you'll
want to encourage longer answers such as stories and detailed
explanations.

Writing questions beforehand helps you get ready for listening.
Now you can stop worrying that you won't know what to ask—
and get ready to listen to what the other person has to say.

Practice writing questions that prompt long answers:
Tell me about a time when you. . .
What are the exact steps in making . ..
What is most important about. ..
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Performing Listening

During an interview, your
guestions mostly come from
listening to the interviewee (the
person you are interviewing),

not from the list you prepared

in advance. As much as possible,
look at the interviewee, not at
your list of questions. Put your list
to the side where you can find it
if you get really stuck.

Think of an interview as a conversation. Your main job is letting
the interviewee know that you enjoy hearing what they are
saying—by acting out your listening. Most important is to always
look in their eyes, unless you are in a culture where you show
respect by lowering your eyes. Respond to what is being said with
appropriate facial expressions, nodding, saying “uh-huh.”

Your most important response is to ask follow-up questions
that come from listening to what’s just been said. If the
interviewee has just told you she loves gardening, your next
question most likely responds to that statement. You might ask
any of the following questions: “What do you most enjoy when
you are gardening?” “Tell me about your garden.” “What do
you grow in your garden?” “I help my dad put horse manure on
our garden. What do you use for fertilizer?”

35
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A successful interview builds a relationship. Your excellent
listening may help your interviewee remember things they
haven't thought about in a long time. Listening is your

main way of honoring the experience and expertise of your
interviewee. Of course, you'll also say “thanks” several times at
the end of the interview.

If possible, schedule your first interviews with people you
already know: parents, grandparents, neighbors, and family
friends.

Audio and Video Recorders

The simplest way to remember what we learn in an interview
is to write it down quickly. But sometimes we want to record
the exact words that are said. The primary tool for recording an
interview is a tape recorder.

A taped interview allows
you to listen again to what
was said and to transcribe
(write out word for word) the
most important sections.
Transcribed interviews are
very useful for creating
media presentations for
your community. Although
transcribing takes a lot

of time, sometimes it is
necessary.
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An external microphone will greatly
improve the sound of the interview;
necessary if you want to use the tape
in presentations. At the interview,
place the mike as close to the inter-
viewee as possible.

If you are using a tape recorder to
document an interview, it's a good
idea to begin by saying: “Today is
(date). I am (your name), talking

to (name of the person you are
interviewing), at (place of interview),
in (city, state).” This helps you

get started, lets the person you

are interviewing relax, and puts
important information in the front of
the tape for later use.

Usually it’s better to use a tape recorder for an interview,
unless the interviewee will be showing you material objects
during the interview. In that case, use a video recorder if it's
available—or a tape recorder plus a still camera. If you are
using a video recorder, ideally you will have two people, one
to interview, and the other to do the taping.

The biggest mistake students make with video recorders is

moving images too often or too quickly. Zoom (moving from
close to distant, or distant to close shots) and pan (moving
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the camera horizontally or vertically) as little as possible. Focus
on the face of a person who is talking; focus on the hands of a
person who is demonstrating the steps of doing something.

Audio and video recorders are also used for recording music
and documenting events.

Practice using your tape or video recorder a number of times
before you go to your interview.

Before transcribing parts of an audio or video tape, first
create an audio or video log--brief summaries of what is said
or shown, cued to either the built-in timer or a stop watch.

Surveys

Another way to gather information
about local culture is to interview many
people with the same questions. If you
want to know what rules you have in
your family, you can simply write out

a self inventory, and ask your parents
and siblings for ideas. If you want to
know what rules families have in your
neighborhood, you'll need to ask many
people. It might be interesting to
compare what parents and kids say!

While interviews will give you lots of in-depth information,
surveys can give you quick information from many people.
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For example, what percent of
households have rules about
jumping on furniture, using the
telephone, or how much TV can
be watched? While yes-or-no

or multiple choice questions
usually lead to poor interviews,
they are perfect for surveys of
many people.

The challenge is to ask questions important for the study of
local culture. Finding out what percent of your neighbors drink
Pepsi may be less important than discovering what percent
decorate for Halloween or attend parent-teacher conferences.

An equally difficult challenge is to understand the data you
have collected. Try to interpret it in a number of different ways,
and give evidence for each interpretation.

What do you want to know about a specific cultural element
in your neighborhood? Now write important survey
questions that will help you answer your inquiry.

Background Research

Students of local culture often do background research in
libraries and archives to help them better understand their
fieldwork. Every photo, every piece of writing—historical or
contemporary—is a document that might help you answer
your questions about local culture.
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What have other ethnographers written about the type of
group or cultural element you are studying? Although the
most useful material is typically written for adults, you can
probably work your way through a few pages that can greatly
increase your understanding.

What is the local history of the cultural element you are inves-
tigating? If you're lucky, you'll find a book in a library to help
you gain historical perspective. More likely, you'll need to look
in archives (places where documents are stored). If you have

a local historical society, you might find old letters, diaries,
photos, or other artifacts. Check out historical museums also, a
kind of archive for old objects.

Chances are that some of the best documents are in the homes
of people you interview. Begin by asking at home for old
documents.Whenever you interview friends and neighbors,
ask if they have old photos, letters, or other historical records.

Contemporary documents are easier to find. Libraries often
have old newspaper articles on microfilm; local newspapers
often have more recent articles available on web sites.

You can gain geographical perspective by comparing what
you observe locally with what students are observing in other
places, sometimes published on web sites.

List local libraries and archives useful for your project. Make
sure you include family archives such as photo albums and
old furniture.
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Find web sites with documents related to your local culture;
and student-created web sites that show the local culture of
other places.

Telephone and Computer

Also important for studying local
culture are your telephone and
telephone book. Many times
you can answer your questions
with short telephone interviews.
Sometimes you'll want to call

to schedule longer face-to-face
interviews.

| You might be scared the first time you call a

f stranger. With practice, you'll discover that
- adults are usually happy to answer questions

from kids who know what they want. Before

| | you call, first write down questions to help you
organize your thinking.
[
a
I E:Iﬂ H Email letters are another great way to ask quick

u questions about local culture. More and more

local information can now be found by doing
web searches.

You may also use your computer to write up your fieldnotes—
and if you have the skills, edit your digital photos or video.
Later you may use your computer to present what you have
learned in a web site, slide show, newsletter, or visual display.
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Ask your parents how to use all of the sections of your tele-
phone book: residential, commercial, and governmental;
white, yellow, red, and blue pages.

Role play making telephone calls to strangers. Quickly
identify yourself, your project, and your questions.

If you have access to a computer, get email addresses for
your grandparents and other adults who can answer your
questions about family or local culture.

Participation

The best way to learn local culture is to become involved. If
you want to understand how to make salsa, there’s no better
way than helping someone who knows how. If you want to
understand local politics, go to local meetings, drop off leaflets
for candidates door-to-door, or go with your parents to a
polling booth. If you want to understand polka music, learn
how to dance the polka.
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Kids often want to improve the
world they live in. Think locally!
It's much easier to preserve an
endangered local wetlands than
a distant rainforest. It’s easier to
help stop bullying in your school
than to stop wars in the Middle
East. Often the most effective
way to be of use in the world is
to work with your neighbors.
Possible community service
projects are as numerous as

the ideas in your imagination.

Find other kids in your neighborhood who want to create a
neighborhood newsletter or web site.

Work with your neighbors to organize a regular
neighborhood potluck.

Ask your parents how to best help the neediest people in
your community. Can you volunteer for a food pantry or
Habitat for Humanity? Which neighbor needs help with
simple chores such as mowing the lawn, raking leaves, or
shoveling snow?
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Relationships

Culture is built out of relationships between people. Make a
long list of the categories of people you relate to, and the most
important people who belong in each category. Make up new
categories if you need to that fit your experience. For example,
you can either include all brothers and sisters, half brothers and
sisters, and step-brothers and sisters in the same group—or
put them in separate groups. Note overlapping categories (e.g.
siblings who are friends, a neighbor who is your coach).

Here are examples of categories:

parents

brothers and sisters
grandparents

aunts and uncles
cousins

nieces and nephews
other relatives
friends

classmates

teammates

playmates

neighbors

teachers (school, classes)

coaches

minister, priest, or rabbi

doctor, dentist, therapist

storekeepers (where you are a regular customer)
employers (ifyou do child, pet, or lawn care, etc.)
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The people that you name in this list are the people that you
have cultural relationships with. Think about these people
and these relationships as you go through the other cultural
elements in this field guide.

Now, describe the kinds of interactions you have in the
different relationships you listed. Include when and
where you interact, the activities you do together, the
responsibilities and decision making you each have in this
relationship, the exchanges of gifts or money that you do,
and the kind of respect that is shown in the relationship.
Tell how long you’ve had this relationship.

Groups & Identities

Local culture is made up of the different groups that people
belong to. Some groups are based on parts of a person’s life
that can’t be changed. These “assigned” groups include:

+ Family, including the family you're born into, the family you
live with, and the family you marry into,

* The region you are born into,

* Whether you're male or female, and

* How old you are.
Other groups are based on shared interests that people
usually choose. These “voluntary” groups include:

* Occupational groups,

* The place where you live,

* Recreational groups, and

. Advocacy groups (groups that work toward mutual goals like
labor unions or service organizations).
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Choose one person in your
family. Make a list of the
assigned and voluntary
groups that the person
belongs to. Each group has
traditions and customs
(long-established practices
and beliefs) that it holds
as important. Each group
has certain privileges
(advantages, benefits, or
honors) and responsibilities (duties, expected tasks). Find
out one tradition, custom, privilege, and responsibility for
each group. For example, an eldest boy in a family might
have the responsibility to take out the trash every week, the
privilege of being the first one to be served dessert, and the
tradition that he will work in the family’s business after he
grows up.

A person’s cultural identity is based on the groups they're a
part of. But just because a person belongs to a group, they
might not identify with it. For example, someone might have
Cuban and Irish ancestors but identify themselves only as
being of Cuban descent. A person might belong to a union at
work but not participate or feel connected with it. A person
born in Hawaii might move away and live in Oregon but still
call Hawaii “home.” Those are choices the person makes about
their identity, about who they say they are culturally.

Ask your family member what their cultural identity is. Does it
include all the groups they belong to or only some?
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Why does someone choose to emphasize one of the groups
they belong to and not others? It's usually because of social
circumstances. Maybe one of the groups they belong to has
low social status or is discriminated against. Maybe another
of the groups they belong to is eligible for special benefits
or privileges. Maybe there are lots of other people nearby
who are part of one group, creating more opportunities for
participation. Maybe a political crisis has made it dangerous
to be identified with a group. Many people emphasize or
ignore part of their full identity because they think it is to
their advantage to do so. This tells us that cultural identity is
something that may change throughout a person’s life based
on the groups they belong to, the choices they make about
those groups, and social circumstances that influence those
choices.

Family

How big is your family, and who is in it? Some people have
parents and brothers and sisters as part of their family. Some
include grandparents, aunts, uncles and cousins. Some families
have two moms or dads. Some have one or more stepparents.
Some have other adults as part of the family. There are lots of
different kinds of families.

Families can range from very small—one parent and one child,
for example, to very large. Many Indian tribes are organized
into clans, for example the Bear clan of the Ho Chunk, or the
Bitter Water clan from the Navajo. Clans are family relationships
that come either through the maternal or paternal line of the
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family, and members of your clan are members of your family.
So you might have hundreds of people in your family! If you
are Ho Chunk, and a member of the Bear clan, you would never
marry another person from the Bear clan, even if they grew up
in another town and you never met them before. That would
be just like marrying your brother or sister!

Families have their own cultures. Many families will share
certain words or expressions that mean something special

only to them. For example, if your little brother had trouble
pronouncing your name when he was learning to talk and
called you “Way Way” instead of Larry, that might become your
nickname in your family. Families also have their own special
traditions, like an annual rubber ducky race or making popcorn
on Friday nights.

Your family is your best jumping off place for local culture
studies. Because this is the group you spend the most
time with, you can learn a lot about your own culture by
interviewing and observing your family members.
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Mealtimes

A good meal can be more than food. For some families, it’s
important for everyone to sit together around a table while
they eat. Other people watch TV. Some want to have a
beautiful table, with place settings and flowers; others focus
on the food. Some families see mealtime as a chance to talk;
others listen to music while they eat. What does your family do
at mealtime?

Many families are so busy they can’t always eat together. Still,
they might choose one meal a day, or once a week, where
they all sit down together. Often at mealtime families have
special traditions, like a prayer or song before the meal. What
traditions are important to your family? Often each person
has a job related to

the meal—setting

the table, pouring
drinks, or cleaning up
afterward. What are
your mealtime chores?
Which mealtime is the
most important in your
family—breakfast,
lunch, or dinner? Why?
Interview different
family members to find
out what they think
makes a good meal.
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We might have mealtime customs that we use everyday within
our families, but rules can change when a guest comes or
when it is a special meal or holiday. Maybe with guests, you use
cloth napkins instead of paper towels. Maybe your assigned
seat changes so that the guest can have the “seat of honor.”
Maybe food is served in pots and pans for regular meals, but

is served on platters or special dishes for holiday meals. How
do your family’s everyday traditions differ from traditions
during a special meal with extended family and guests?

Not everyone behaves the same at mealtime! Some people
think it’s fine to slurp while they eat, or to lick their plate when
they're done. Some people burp at the end of a meal to show
they've enjoyed it. Have you ever been a guest and found that
your host family had different behavior expectations from
you? Have you ever had a guest at a meal who did something
you considered unusual?
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Cooking

We have to eat to live. But food does more than keep us alive.
It can make us feel loved and valued. It can make us feel at
home, or feel as if we are really experiencing a new culture.
The culture of food can be seen in how it is selected, how it is
prepared, how it is served and how it is eaten.

What we eat is cultural. We can see how culture affects food
when we think about what is considered food. Some cultures
eat bugs! Some regard fat as a real delicacy. Other cultures
would never consider eating beef. Food can also be a bridge
between cultures. Every culture has “staples,” foods that

get eaten every day. Depending on your family, you might
expect bread, or tortillas, or bagels, to be served at least once
a day. For other cultures, the “staple” might be rice, beans, or
potatoes.

Some cultures or religions have certain foods that they are
prohibited from eating. Traditionally, Jews and Muslims do not
eat pork, Sikhs do not eat beef, and Hindus eat no meat at all.
Are there foods that your family doesn’t eat? Why? Are there
times when your family avoids certain foods? Are there other
times when certain foods are supposed to be eaten?
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Think about your own

family’s cooking habits.

Make a list of your family’s

expectations about food.

Which foods do you eat

every day? What foods

do you expect to eat raw,

and what foods have to

be cooked? Why? Do you have a special family recipe? What
is it, and what makes it special to your family? Where does
it come from? Who are the cooks in your family? Do certain
people cook certain meals? Are cooking duties shared—and
ifso, who is in charge? Why? Take notes while someone is
cooking. Do they work alone? Who else is there, and what
are they doing? Step by step, write down what happens while
food is being prepared.

Farming

How does your family get its fruit, vegetables, and meat? Most
people buy their produce and meat at the grocery store. This
food comes from farms. Some of these farms are very large
and are far away from the grocery store—maybe even in
another state or country. In the summer, many people go to
farmers’ markets to buy produce. Many of the farmers who
sell at farmers’ markets come from smaller farms in the local
community. Often, local farmers will know their customers,
but the owners of large farms that sell their products beyond
the boundaries of their community probably won’t know who
is buying from them. Ask farmers who sell locally if knowing
their customers is important to them.
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While some types of agriculture are found all over the country,
certain crops and types of farming are associated with certain
regions of the country, because of soil conditions, weather,
land availability, or other factors. The Mississippi Delta is known
for growing cotton. Massachusetts’ and Wisconsin’s marshes
are top producers of cranberries. Because they have large
areas for grazing, Texas and
j the western states raise a lot
of beef cattle. Find out what
types of crops are grown near
you, and why.

There are many different types
of farms: factory farms (farms
that raise only one product
in extremely large numbers);
ranches (large tracts of grazing
land); family farms (where the
L land and farming practices are
passed from one generation
to the next); and community-supported agriculture (where
people can buy shares or even help work on a farm, to get
produce during the year). Do you know anyone who farms?
Interview them. What crops and/or animals do they raise?
How big is the farm? What type of equipment does it need?
What changes has the farmer seen over years of farming?

At one time, maybe during the lives of your great-grand-
parents, half of the United States lived on farms. Now, only
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about 1% of our population lives on farms. Interview family
members to learn if anyone in your family has lived on a
farm. If so, when? Where? What crops did they raise?

Occupations

Jobs are a great way to learn about culture. Every workplace
has traditions and special knowledge shared by workers. You
can interview anyone who works to learn how each workplace
creates its own kind of local culture. Ask about:

Tools and clothing.
Every worker has special
tools they use to get
their job done, whether
it is a wrench, a backhoe,
a net, or a computer.
And many workers have
special clothing they wear
when they work, such

as a nurse’s uniformor a
judge's robe.

I

Skills and Training.

Each job requires knowledge to do it right. Often, someone
experienced in a specific skill will train a new worker—how
to manage a certain machine on an assembly line, or how to
carry a heavy tray filled with hot dishes. Sometimes a worker
undergoes a “rite of passage” to prove to fellow workers she
has the skills needed for her job. A carpenter’s aide might be
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sent for a “board stretcher;” if he realizes there is no such thing,
and laughs at the joke, he is welcomed into the fold of workers.

Special language. Often workers use special words, like code
words, for things they work with a lot. A police officer can
respond to a 10-31 (crime in progress). An office worker might
fill out a TER (travel expense report).

Stories and jokes. All workers have stories about their jobs.
Waitresses tell stories about bad tippers. Firefighters talk about
dangerous fires. As workers tell stories to each other, they show
they have the same concerns. Stories also teach new workers
about the job. People also may tell jokes about their work,

and some occupations especially seem to attract jokes: “What
do you get when you cross a librarian with a lawyer? All the
information you need—but you can’t understand a word of it!”

Sometimes, jobs get passed from generation to generation
within a family. If your family owns a business, like a bakery, it is
likely that the next generation will want to keep that business
going. If your father is trained as an electrician, it is likely he
will pass those skills to you. Sometimes jobs are common to a
community because of the natural resources nearby. Logging,
tree farming, wreath making and paper mills are common
industries for places that have extensive forests. Commercial
fishing, sail making, boat building and installing piers are
common in coastal communities. List the jobs of your family
and friends. Are these typical jobs within your community?
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Informal & Formal Learning

How did you learn to tie your shoes? Partly by watching other
people, partly by practicing yourself, partly by being taught by
someone who already was good at it. Maybe it was something
you learned at school. Did you follow the same process when
you learned how to braid hair, or set the table, or play 4-Square,
or bait a fishing hook?

We learn much of the basic
information we need to live
in a culture when we are
very young. A lot of times
we don't even realize that
we're learning! We learn
how to live in a culture

by using lots of different
learning tools. We watch
other people. We listen

to what they say—even
getting scolded is a way to
learn by listening. We try

things ourselves. We have

an expert instruct us.

Who are the experts in our lives? They are all around us: our
families, our friends, our neighbors, and people who work at
teaching others. It might be your mom who makes great pie.

It might be your friend who knows how to do a handstand. It
might be your grandpa who loves playing the harmonica. It
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might be your neighbor who is expert at growing flowers.
It might be your camp counselor who dives really well.

As we get older, we need and want more specialized skills and
more detailed information. Sometimes we continue to get
that informally, by observing and listening and practicing and
getting advice. But sometimes we need formal instruction from
a master or a textbook. A master is a person who is very good
at what they do and can teach others to do it too. This might
be your piano instructor or your Japanese language teacher.
This kind of formal instruction usually happens in some type
of school or class. It happens in a special place set aside for
learning and at a specific time. Sometimes we can’t learn
directly from a master so we find a book that gives thorough
explanations and detailed information.

Look around your school. What are the kinds of things you
learn informally—how to fold a paper football or how to play
a hand-clapping game? Who are the skilled people you learn
from? Then, what are the kinds of things you learn formally,
in a class with a different expert? Observe yourself for a day.
Make a list of what you learn informally and formally at
school and at home. Be sure to observe each of the cultural
elements from this field guide. Specifically, observe how you
learn about things like relationships, power, and exchanges
as well as things like music, crafts and games.

When we visit a culture that is different for us, we have to learn
all over again. We use informal and formal means to learn:
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watching, listening, practicing, asking for help, going to a

class, finding information in books. For many people, that is
the fun part about traveling to other cultural places—learning
the basics all over again. For people who travel as refugees or
immigrants, that is one of the big challenges for them in the
new place—learning basic parts of the new culture like rules
for driving, handling
money, or shopping for
food. Do you know a
person who has lived in
a different culture? Ask
them for a story about
how they learned the
new cultural ways.

Local Knowledge

If someone tells you to turn left where the drugstore used to
be, you know you are dealing with local knowledge. Local
knowledge is information about a place that only long-term,
local residents are likely to know. This can include knowledge
about weather or local plants, or well-known short-cuts, or
local history—even who is related to whom!

Local knowledge often includes local names for places, plants
and phenomena. Local residents might refer to a house as “the
Smith place,” even though the Rodriguez family has lived there
thirty years. A poplar tree in Wisconsin might be an aspen in
Colorado, or a poplar elsewhere. A drinking fountain in Kansas
City is a bubbler in Milwaukee.
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Local knowledge can extend to knowing about local kinds of
time (like the length of the growing season where you live) to
knowing how to interpret nature signs to predict the weather
(like recognizing from a certain kind of cloud that it is going
to snow.) It can include knowledge about what to avoid in
your environment (like knowing what a fire ant hill looks like)
to knowledge about what to do with the resources in your
environment (like pulling petals from a violet to show the king
sitting on a throne, or biting off the end of a honeysuckle to
taste the sweet part of the flower).

] Local knowledge includes
culture as well as nature.
People who have lived
someplace for a long

time know shortcuts and
paths that help them get
from one place to another
more efficiently. They
know which roads are the
best. They know which
local businesses have the
best prices, or the best
merchandise.

They know which
neighbors don't get along.
They know

Mrs. Watson gets really
upset if you let your dog
J stop in her flower garden.
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Think about the local knowledge you
have, and make a list of what you know
that a newcomer to your community
would not know. Collect stories from
people who have moved to a place and
had to learn local knowledge.

Memory

Most of culture is made up of what we remember. Consciously
or not, we select the information that we remember. It's a good
thing we don’t remember everything that ever happened to
us, because our heads would explode with all the details!

We are more likely to remember things if they either fit with
our cultural ideas of how things are, or are strikingly different
from our ideas. We also are more likely to remember details
that fit well into the telling of a story. In other words, memory
is an interpretation of the past. You can't always trust memory
as completely accurate, but as you listen to what people
remember, you hear what is important to them.

Think about the kinds of things you find worth remembering.
Do you remember particular events, like the day your baby
sister was born? Or particular places, like your grandparents’
house? Or special times and trips, like a family vacation
when your brother was carsick the whole time and you

had to sit next to him? Sometimes our memory helps us
remember the usual—the details we are used to seeing every
day, and sometimes our memory helps us remember the
unusual—different “first times,” like the first time you hit a
homerun or rode a bike.
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Sometimes, when we hear stories from our friends or family,
our memory helps us remember other people’s memories.
Telling stories is a great way to keep memories alive.
Community members participate in “communal memory.” Not
just common stories, but also public traditions like parades,
local museums, and murals or other public art can pass on
information about important people or events to future
generations.

Try creating a “memory web”—in the middle of a piece

of paper, write your name. Around it, write words that
represent your important memories. Try to show how
memories are connected by drawing lines between them.
Create as many webs as you need to record your memories.
Does this web help you tell a satisfactory story about your
life? Interview someone older than you and try to create a
“memory web” of their memories.

Keepsakes & Heirlooms

Do you have something special that you keep to help you
remember someone or something? That’s a keepsake. Has
anyone in your family given you something that belonged to
an ancestor? That’s an heirloom. Does your family have photo
albums or boxes of photos that they like to bring out and
look at together sometimes? Often we use physical objects or
pictures to trigger memories or stories. The objects we keep
around us help to tell the story of who we are.

Keepsakes and heirlooms might be items that continue to

be used over and over, or they might be items saved—not to
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[ ——————— be used everyday but rather

to be preserved as treasures.
We have many other kinds of
objects that help us preserve
memories: a souvenir, like a
pennant from a ball game,
can help us remember a
specific occasion; a memento,
like a ticket stub or a lock of
someone’s hair, can help us
remember an event, a person
or an experience; photos can
remind us of special times or

] people.

Look around your home for keepsakes, heirlooms and other
objects that are important in your family. Ask an older
family member to identify the keepsakes and heirlooms
important to them. Make a list of these items. Are they

used or treasured? Look in your bedroom and make a list of
important “memory objects” you have kept. How does this
list differ from your first list? Choose one object that has
meaning and bring it to school; tell your classmates the story
of why it has significance.

Often, people will create objects meant to preserve memories.
A retired mechanic might build miniature steam engines that
he remembers from his youth. An immigrant might paint
pictures of holiday scenes from her home country. Even more
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commonly, people put together lots of different items to create
ensembles with sentimental value. A quilter can make a quilt
with cloth from each of her children’s clothing, as a way to
remember their childhood. A family might create a display of
their kids' awards and art projects. A traveler might create a
scrapbook with items from the trip to remember where he has
been. What ensemble could you put together to capture an
experience you've had?

Storytelling

Everyone tells stories—to remember, explain, and entertain.
Although we are not always aware of it, our most common
language use is hearing and telling stories—at the dinner
table and playground, on the porch and the telephone, in
classrooms and court rooms, in offices and factories. Mostly we
hear and tell short anecdotes about recent events and people,
places, and problems we know. Our best stories become
polished by being told many times.

Here’s how to recognize that a story is being told:

+ the teller talks about specific people, in a specific time and
place, who have a specific problem ... or tells the steps of
doing something;

+ the people in the story often talk to each other (dialogue);
+ the teller uses gestures to show actions;

+ the teller often announces a story is beginning (“You won't
believe what happened to me this morning!”) or ending (“I'll
never try that again”).
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Personal stories are told about
ourselves and people we know
experiencing unusual problems or
humorous happenings in everyday
life. Community stories are somebody
else’s personal stories, passed on from
teller to teller, about important or
humorous local events.

Legends include ghost stories and
stories about local place names told as
true stories. “Urban legends” sound like
newspaper stories that are “too good to
be true.” Do you believe ghost stories
when you hear and tell them?

Some jokes are short funny anecdotes, told about character
types (e.g., a numbskull, a shrewd farmer, “two guys”). The
problems they encounter are quickly resolved with a humorous
punch line. Other jokes are longer stories, like a “shaggy dog
story.” This is a rambling, elaborate story with a punchline that
is a very bad pun. What makes a good joke?

Tales are longer fictional stories—about talking animals,
tricksters, or magical events. These older stories, still
sometimes heard in some cultures in the United States,
are often beautifully patterned with repetition and poetic

expressions.
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Make a list of the stories you tell most often, and another list
of the stories you hear most often. Who do you know who
tells excellent stories? What makes their stories interesting?
What kinds of stories do they tell? When and where do they
tell stories?

An excellent way to hear stories is to interview someone, if
possible with a tape recorder. Ask about experiences that are
easily remembered: accidents, illness, pranks, punishment,
embarrassment, being scared, first times (e.g. catching a

fish, dating future husband), work, accomplishments, travel,
unusual characters.

Oral Lore

Our lives are filled with oral lore. Everyday, we communicate
with each other through proverbs and sayings, jokes and
riddles, and traditional rhymes. “Lore” means knowledge, and
these common expressions that we are used to hearing do
contain advice and traditional ways of dealing with things.

Proverbs are traditional short statements that pass on advice,
or that comment on situations. Usually, they are metaphors
that allow us to relate one situation to another. If someone tells
you “Don't play with fire,” they aren’t necessarily talking about
fire. They might be telling you to stay out of a “hot” situation—
like teasing someone with a bad temper. People might tell you
not to put all your eggs in one basket. Not many of us carry our
eggs in baskets anymore—but the advice is still good. It means
you shouldn’t put all your resources into one place, or you
could lose it all. Do a survey where you ask different people
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ifthey have a saying for each of the following situations:
What do you say when someone heads impulsively into a
dangerous situation? When someone who is equally at fault
in a situation blames someone else? When someone makes a
mistake and then tries to correct it, too late?

\'%__— Certain types of jokes and riddles are
traditional. A riddle is a joke form that asks
a question and gives a funny answer.
It’s easy to collect traditional riddles
from people. Ask them to tell you riddles
that begin in the following ways: “Knock
knock”; “What do you get when you cross
a_____witha__?";"Howmany____
does it take to screw in a light bulb?”
Think of more common forms that you
recognize from listening to jokes, and ask
about them as well.

We use traditional rhymes all the time, for everything from
jumping rope (“l love coffee, | love tea, How many boys are
stuck on me? 1, 2, 3, 4”), to choosing (“Eeny, meeny, miney moe”),
to teasing (“Alfie and Susie, sitting in a tree, K-1-S-S-I-N-G").
Rhymes can also be used as jokes. Limericks, for example, often
start by identifying someone from a certain place: (“There was
an old lady from Kent, Whose nose was most awfully bent,

She followed her nose, One day | suppose, And nobody knows
where she went”). Survey your friends to see how many
rhymes they know, and what they use them for.
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Language

People talk! Some estimates say that there are 6,800 different
languages used around the world today. How many of those
languages can you name? What languages are spoken in
your community? Some languages are used more than others.
If a language doesn’t get used enough, it can die out. Then
many rich ideas, important knowledge, and unique sounds are
lost.

Many people use different languages in different settings. You
might use one language at school and another at home. Some
people use one language for worship and another for business.
Sometimes a person knows how to read a language but can’t
speak it, or can understand it in a conversation but can’t write
it. What are the different languages people in your family
speak? Who uses which language where? Do they know the
language to speak, read, write, or listen to it?

levels of formal and
informal language

in different settings.
You might speak
more carefully

when talking with
someone you want
to impress. Formal
speech mightinclude
full pronunciation of

? People use different
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words, such as saying “until” instead of “til;” using titles such
as “Ma’am” or “Sir;” and not using interjections such as “um”
or “like.” In other words, making your spoken speech more like
written speech.

What are the occasions when you try to speak as properly as
possible? How do you change your speech to make it more
formal? You might speak informally when playing with
friends. Informal speech might include slang and nicknames.
What are some nicknames that you and friends have for
people or places? What is a slang word that you use that
your parents or grandparents don’t? Ask a person of an
older generation what some poplar slang was when they
were young. Record the meanings as well as the words.

Think about the main language you speak. There are small
differences between how you and someone from another
place speak it. When those differences are bundled together,
they make up a “dialect” Do you say “sack” or “bag,” “soda”
or “pop,” “coulee,” “hollow,” “holler,” or “valley” in your
community? If you have a pen pal in another part of the
country, ask that person which words they use. There will

be differences in pronunciation between dialects too, such as
in a “Southern accent” or a “Brooklyn accent.” Find out what
defines your region’s pronunciation style. These kinds of
regional differences in vocabulary, pronunciation, and even
grammar are true for lots of languages, not just English. Talk
with someone whose first language was not English. Ask how
the dialect they speak differs from how their language is
spoken in a different region.

a
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Communication & Media

People communicate, using many media or channels to send
and receive messages. In mass media, such as network TV, the
public has little control over what is communicated because
relatively few people decide what will be broadcast. In local
media, more people send messages and have control over
what is communicated.

Oral media—listening, talking, and sign language--are always
local, and are usually spontaneous. Face-to-face with family,
friends, neighbors, coworkers, and classmates, we exchange
information, ask questions or ask for help, give commands,
argue, discuss, and entertain each other with songs and stories.
In a typical two-person conversation, participants send as
many messages as they receive, and feedback is immediate.
Next time you talk with someone, notice how much is
communicated with facial expressions, gestures, and vocal
effects.

(\ ) Print media, such as books,

magazines, and newspapers,
may be mass-produced.
Print media for small

local audiences include
refrigerator lists, flyers,
graffiti, even notes passed

in school. Does anybody

in your family keep old
personal letters? Does your
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neighborhood have a newsletter? Who makes the outdoor
signs in your community? Are photos a print media?

Electronic media use electronics to

send messages. TV, radio, and movies
are usually created for a mass audience,
but many communities support public
access radio and TV for local audiences.
Other digital media include the
telephone, home videos and email. Does
the telephone change the way people
talk to each other? Do you know
anyone who plays telephone pranks?
What are locally produced radio/TV
shows your community listens to? Do
you make home videos that you copy to
share with family and friends?

Music

Listen to the tune your mom always whistles as she cooks
dinner, the songs your friends sing on a long bus ride, the
“Dreidel Song” at Chanukkah, or the fight song the band plays
at football games. These are examples of music in local culture.

To learn about music in local culture, listen to the music but
also pay attention to the performance. Who is making the
music? Where and for whom are they performing? How does
the performance event connect with local culture? Music that
is part of local culture tells us about important ideas and values
shared by the people making and hearing the music.

3
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When and where does your family sing—around a campfire,
on birthdays, during holidays, every Wednesday at church?
What are other groups you belong to: a Scout group, a
sports team, a group of friends? What kind of music do those
groups make—cheers, chants, yodels, body music (like using
your armpit or cheek to make musical sounds), songs with
words changed to be funny or disgusting?

Listen to the music in your community. When you walk
through your neighborhood, are there places where people
go to make or hear music? Who goes there and when? What
kind of music is there? What are the songs that most people
know how to sing? Ask different people you know to name
three songs they think everyone in your community knows.
Ask them to sing you a lullaby—do they choose the same
one? Ask them to sing you a song that is part of a game.

In some ethnic groups, certain musical instruments are
especially important. You'll hear tamburitza music when
Croatian-Americans or Serbian-Americans perform, the uod
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in traditional Arab-American
music, and Native American
drumming at powwows.
These often have lyrics,

but not always. With other
instruments, the musician
doesn’t sing at all, like with
geej music at Hmong events
or Scottish bagpipe music.

Favorite instruments
might be regional too.
Listen for accordions in
local music especially in
Northern Mexico, Texas,
Louisiana, Quebec and
Minnesota, for example.
What musical instruments
are important in your
community’s regional and
ethnic cultures? Whatis
the group that most values that instrument? Musical styles
are regional too. In the blues, a music style created by
African-American musicians, you’ll hear particular styles
in California, Memphis, the Piedmont region (the Carolinas
and Georgia), Chicago, Texas, the Mississippi Delta, and St.
Louis. Is there a style of music that is especially linked with
your region? How have styles of music from other regions
influenced your area’s local music traditions?

4]
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Dance

If you look for dance in local culture you'll find regional dances
and ethnic dances. Regional dances are favorite dances from
particular parts of the country. In the Upper Midwest, look for
polka; in Appalachia you'll find clogging; in the West, people
love the two-step. Some dances you'll find in any region, like
the waltz. What is a dance that is part of the traditional life of
the region where you live? Where is it danced—at weddings,
community celebrations, in dance halls?

Ethnic dances are traditional dances from ancestral countries.
Sometimes these dances tell stories; sometimes they
demonstrate a traditional activity like harvesting or fishing.
Often these dances can teach you about the geography and
history of that country’s different regions.



W

oA

)f%'\'

/ . !',
Cultural Elements

Look for an ethnic dance troupe in your
community; likely places are churches,
fraternal organizations, and dance
schools. Try to find a children’s ethnic
dance troupe. Go to a performance or
practice. Listen to the music, look at any
special outfits the dancers are wearing,
notice if they use props or special
equipment, and ask about the stories that
the dances tell. Talk to the choreographer,
the person who arranged the dancers’
movements. Ask how they took the
original dance and made changes to it.

Ethnic dances have different characteristics. Watch to see:

+ Are the dancers noisy or quiet, playful or serious?ls there
a lot of foot stamping, jumping, and hopping or are the
movements smooth, steady and graceful?

* Do the dancers touch