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Abstract 

 

This thesis examines the issue of parent participation and cultural diversity 

in the Australian special education context.  Previous research in the U.S. had 

suggested that the low participation by parents of culturally diverse backgrounds 

was due to cultural barriers that hindered their partnership with professionals. In 

reviewing and critiquing this previous research, it became clear that the key 

concepts of collaboration, disability and culture required reconceptualisation.  The 

theoretical tools deployed in this reconceptualisation are drawn from sociocultural 

theory and ethnomethodology  

Seventeen parents of Chinese and Vietnamese backgrounds and 20 

professionals were interviewed regarding the provision of special education for 

children attending either a special school or special education unit.  Follow-up 

interviews were carried out to probe specific issues related to the salience of culture 

in parent-professional communication, their understanding of disability, and barriers 

to parent participation.  In addition, the communication books that were passed 

between parents and professionals on a regular basis were obtained for 7 of the 

children. These books provide a unique insight into the way parents and 

professionals accomplished the category of Child-with-a-disability during their 

entries regarding the mundane practicalities of school and home. 

In suspending judgment about parent-professional collaboration, this thesis 

adopts the multiple foci of sociocultural analysis to gain a critical understanding of 

parent-professional relationships through time and across personal, interpersonal, 

community and institutional settings.  Within this framework, this thesis found that 

parents and professionals prefer and enact a ‘communicating’ type of parent 

participation. Their preferences seemed to depend on a range of circumstances such 

as their work commitments, financial resources, language resources and changing 

educational goals for the child.  The approach taken in the thesis also affords the 

specification of diverse models of collaboration  (e.g. obliging/directing, 

influencing/complying, respectful distancing, coordinating, collaborating), each of 

which may be regarded as worthwhile and acceptable in specific local 



circumstances.  This study found that overall the parent-professional relationship 

was a trust-given one in which participants unproblematically regarded the 

professionals as experts.  The professionals’ reports revealed them to be doing 

accounting work  – creating a moral view of the good parent and good professional. 

The emphasis on context in both sociocultural and ethnomethodological 

approaches reframes parental and professional discourse about disability as being 

context-driven.  In employing Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) to 

examine parents’ and professionals’ descriptions of the child in the communication 

book and the research interviews, positive as well as negative attributes of the child 

were obtained.   Interpreting the findings in terms of the context of home and school 

reveals how negative attributes of the child became foregrounded.  For example, the 

orientation to the child as lacking capacity to remember was an outcome of parents 

and professionals orienting to their (institutional) roles and responsibilities to 

manage the practicalities of school.  The comparison of views reveals strong 

agreement between the parents and professionals about the child.  Interpreting the 

data based on the task-at-hand of particular data collection settings provides one 

explanation. For instance, the communication book is a site where parents and 

professionals align with each other to co-construct a version of the child. 

Culture is not treated as a static set of traits and behavioural norms that 

accounts for the communication difficulties between Western-trained professionals 

and culturally-diverse parents. Rather, culture is theorised in this thesis as an 

evolving set of semiotic resources and repertoires of practice that participants draw 

upon and enact in their everyday activities.  Using MCA, the ways in which 

participants deployed cultural categories, the social ends achieved by such 

deployment, and the attributes they assigned to these cultural categories, are 

documented.  This approach takes cultural difference to be a resource that people 

use to account for conflicts, rather than as a determining cause of conflict.  The 

documentation of how participants legitimised their explanations to add credibility 

to their accounts captures their moment-by-moment cultural categorisation work.  In 

comparison to prior research, the significance of this approach is that it looks 



seriously at the parents’ and professionals’ mundane and enacted notions of 

collaboration and participation, the child with a disability, and culture. 

This thesis has interwoven several data sources and applied complementary 

analytics in order to reveal and understand some of the everyday complexity of 

cross-cultural parent professional interaction in the special education context.  There 

is reason to look carefully at the daily achievements of the participants for it is 

where the intricacies of a phenomenon lie. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

 

This thesis centres on the issue of collaboration between professionals 

(teachers, therapists, case managers) and Chinese and Vietnamese parents in the 

special education context in Australia.  It is important to state here that the thesis 

takes the epistemological stance that research is a process and that the researcher is 

part of the research.  The stages of the research process are not the coherent, 

sequential steps, set out neatly in order, which textbooks tend to describe 

(Alasuutari, 1995).  In this introductory chapter, I begin with the story of the 

research project from which the thesis derives.  This encompasses how that project 

was first conceptualised, my suitability for undertaking the study, and how the 

project developed into its present form.  In particular, I will explain how the 

dispositions and resources that I, as the researcher, brought to the task were crucial 

to the knowledge generated.   

The research questions are presented in Section 1.2.1.  They were developed 

after I experienced some false starts and culs-de-sac in trying to follow the research 

questions of the original project.  In Section 1.2.2, I describe the significance of the 

study in terms of its potential contributions to theory and methodology, to special 

education and disability research, and to the literature on cross-cultural parent-

professional collaboration.  I then provide an overview of this study. 

 

 

1.1 The story of the research project 

 

1.1.1 The origins of the project 

The research project Cross-cultural collaboration between parents and 

professionals in special education was funded by the Australian Research Council 

(ARC) through a grant proposal that was first developed in 2000 by Dr Levan Lim 

and Professor Peter Renshaw, and was designed to include Professor Hyun Sook 

Park to act as a consultant during the second phase of the project.  The proposed 

project comprised two phases: (1) qualitative investigation of the perspectives and 



experiences of professionals and Chinese and Vietnamese parents; (2) participatory 

action research (PAR) to illuminate how culturally reciprocal relationships might be 

established.  

The goals for the first phase comprised (a) understanding parental and 

professional perspectives and experiences through qualitative interviews; (b) 

examining the interactive process between parents and professionals in the context 

of Individualised Education Plan (IEP) meetings; and (c) analysing the IEP 

documents for evidence of parental involvement.  The aims defined for the second 

phase included (a) through focus group discussion, identifying conditions that affect 

cross-cultural collaboration; and (b) cultivating a culturally reciprocal partnership 

using PAR (see Appendix 1A). 

To ensure the continuance of a research assistant through the two phases of 

this project, part of the funds awarded by the ARC to the project was offered as a 

scholarship to potential PhD candidates.  Dr Lim first approached me to take on this 

project soon after I completed a Master of Special Education degree (in South 

Australia) as my Chinese ethnicity, and my experiences in cross-cultural settings 

(education in Singapore and Australia, backpacking trips to various countries) were 

deemed beneficial to understanding the cultural premises of the research topic.  The 

relevance of my ethnicity and my experiences is made explicit in Section 1.1.2 

As was normal practice in most research grant proposals, the aims of the 

original project were extensive (covering the investigation of perspectives, the 

examining of actual interactions, and implementing interventions) and lofty in 

attempting to enhance parent-professional collaboration.  I was attracted to the 

challenges that the project promised in terms of the diverse areas it covered and the 

participatory action research component which was very appealing in its democratic 

ideal to create change.  However, when the research proposal was (re)located in the 

reality of the actual funding received, several original aims and processes of the 

project had to be changed.  These changes will be further reported in Section 1.1.3. 

Changes not only occurred in the research process but in the movement of 

the people who wrote the grant as well.  Professor Renshaw took up a professorial 

position at Griffith University nine months after I enrolled at the University of 



Queensland.  Soon after, Dr Lim returned to a position in Singapore and had to 

withdraw from the project.  I transferred my candidature to Griffith University, with 

Professor Renshaw as my principal supervisor.  Dr Helena Austin was appointed my 

associate supervisor for her expertise in analysis of data from interviews and 

interactions.  The change of supervisors led to a more integrated employment of 

sociocultural and ethnomethodological analytical tools in this thesis. 

 

1.1.2 My knowledge and dispositions for undertaking this project 

The research project focuses on three main areas: (1) special education; (2) 

the parent-professional relation; and (3) cultural understanding.  In this section, I 

shall explain how I was particularly suited to investigating these issues in the 

project. 

My knowledge of, and interest in, special education stemmed from my four 

years of teaching experience at a special school for children with cerebral palsy in 

Singapore.  This former role as a special education teacher allowed me to assume an 

empathetic stance towards the professionals’ perspective.  In my own teaching 

practice, I recognised the value of parental involvement and had always made it a 

point to do home visits to access the parents’ views.  In one instance, I offered to 

look after a student over two days at my home when a crisis occurred in his family.  

That experience provided me some insights into what parenting a child with special 

needs was like and how the different (home and school) contexts influenced my 

responses to the child (e.g. in a caring role versus a teaching role).  Additionally, I 

believe that the informal interviews I did with those parents during the home visits 

fostered in me an ability to build quick rapport with parents.  I had also had 

extensive interview experiences and had sat in as a participant-observer for focus 

group meetings during my social work practicum at the National University of 

Singapore.  My coursework project for the Master’s degree involved carrying out 

semi-structured interviews with teachers that included using reflective listening 

skills.  This interview approach has proved particularly fundamental to the data 

created in Chapter 5 (Culture in Special Education). 



This project required the researcher to have insights and cultural knowledge 

of Chinese, Vietnamese and Australian cultures.  My claim to some understanding 

of Vietnamese culture is through a solo backpacking trip to Vietnam (about 10 days) 

in the late 1990s and some readings on Vietnamese culture (which shares some 

similarities with Chinese culture).  As mentioned earlier, my Chinese ethnicity and 

my experience of living and studying in Australia were considered highly relevant.  

However, my Chinese ethnicity was not unproblematic as I am from Singapore and 

many of the Chinese participants were quite diverse in nationality (e.g. China, Hong 

Kong, Malaysia and Singapore).  Nevertheless, as somebody who has moved across 

cultures, I was deemed well-resourced to deal with some of the cultural issues 

within this project.   

 

1.1.3 The journey of this thesis 

The original ARC research proposal did not anticipate some of the more 

delicate issues around who ‘qualifies’ as the ‘right’ participants.  For example, some 

schools contacted reported that the children were of mixed parentage, and 

professionals such as the occupational therapist and speech therapist were at the 

schools only once a week and had limited contacts with individual students.  A 

decision was made during the recruitment process that both parents, or the single 

parent of the child, must be of Chinese or Vietnamese backgrounds, and that the 

professionals be those who have regular contact with the child.   

The original ARC proposal also included participant-observation of IEP 

meetings.  However, most IEP meetings were carried out once a year and several 

opportunities to sit in on these meetings were missed in the first two years (see 

Appendix 1B).  While this component of the research was hindered in its progress, 

the initial interviews pointed to a regular form of parent-professional interaction that 

the original research proposal had not considered – the child’s communication book 

that was passed back and forth between home and school.  Perceiving that this data 

source would be important to the research, Professor Renshaw suggested that I 

access copies of the communication books for analysis as well.   



The second phase of the project, which aimed to identify conditions that 

affect cross-cultural collaboration through focus group discussion, and to cultivate 

culturally reciprocal partnership using participatory action research, was modified1.  

Initial data analysis of interviews suggested that concerns about parent-professional 

collaboration were not salient for most of the participants.  As such, the focus group 

meeting for identifying conditions for cross-cultural collaboration was dropped.  

Rather, a case study version of PAR – getting parents and teachers to identify a 

common vision for the child, brainstorming strategies together and choosing a 

strategy to implement – seemed a more logical way to proceed to ensure outcomes 

for the child, parents and professionals.   

A normative goal in the original ARC research proposal was to improve 

parent-professional collaboration through the PAR component of the study.  

However, part of the journey of doing this research was the development of a deeper 

understanding of the complexity of people’s lives.  For example, in attempting to 

improve parent-professional collaboration, the project in effect asked for more 

commitment and more effort from parents and teachers which did not always 

coincide with the current priorities of the participants (e.g. a parent who had to work 

overtime most days of the week gradually reduced her interactions with the teacher; 

the child fell sick and the parent’s main concern was the child’s health and not her 

partnership with the teacher).  The journey problematised the initial goal of 

enhancing collaboration and created the opportunity for me to understand the 

complexity of the phenomenon, and be critical of the literature and the rhetoric of 

parent participation. 

 A part of the changes in the journey of this thesis was related to my 

movement across different fields of activity – from teaching (grounded in practical, 

localised contexts) to that of scholarly inquiry (concerned with theorising and 

thinking in the abstract).  In the process of doing this thesis, I was intrigued by 

research (e.g. analysing and interpreting data in different ways), but also became 

                                                 
1 One modified route of the investigation that led nowhere was asking participants whether research 
intervention could help enhance collaboration in the follow-up interviews (See e.g. Question 6 of 
Appendix 2E). 



increasingly sceptical about the practical contributions that research can offer2.  My 

disposition to adopt a sceptical (dare I say, cynical) attitude towards academic 

writing and concerns was also exacerbated by an increasing understanding of the 

‘politics’ of research (e.g. what are the interests of the grant-giving bodies? Who do 

the researchers side with – the underdogs or the ‘top dogs’? [Silverman, 2001: 260-

262]).  Hence, the particular orientation of this thesis is reflective of my disposition 

and my learning process. 

By the third year of the project, the project had grown to such proportions 

that it had far exceeded the requirements for a PhD thesis.  It was decided that the 

IEP meeting data and the PAR data be left out from the thesis.  Nevertheless, I have 

used some initial findings from the participatory action research data to comment on 

the issue of parent-professional collaboration (e.g. Section 3.5.2.4).   

  

1.2 Focus of the research 

 

1.2.1 Research questions 

As a result of the changes described above, the research questions of this 

present study have shifted from the original ones in the ARC research proposal. This 

thesis addresses three main topics: 

1.  Parent-professional collaboration 

a)  What are the experiences of the participants with regard to parent-

professional collaboration? 

b) What perspectives do the participants hold with regard to parent 

participation in the child’s schooling? 

2. The child with a disability 

a)  What are parents’ and professionals’ views of the child with a disability? 

b) To what extent are these views in agreement? 

                                                 
2 The literature suggests that participatory action research offers practical contributions to 
participants. However, I faced many challenges and personal dilemmas in carrying out the PAR 
component of the project.  I grew critical of PAR reports that highlighted their success stories while 
skimping the processes of negotiation that were achieved. Only some authors (e.g. Chataway, 1997; 
Mason & Boutilier, 1996; Webb, 1996; Weiskopf & Laske, 1996) have written about the challenges 
and (unresolved) issues within their own PAR projects. 



3. Culture  

a)  How do participants deploy cultural categories? 

b)  What meaning-making work is accomplished when participants deploy 

cultural categories? 

Questions (1a) and (1b) are addressed in Chapter 3; Questions (2a) and (2b) are 

addressed in Chapter 4; and Questions (3a) and (3b) are addressed in Chapter 5. 

 

1.2.2 Significance of the study 

1.2.2.1 Contributions to theory and methodology 

  According to some scholars (e.g. Boyer, 1994; Geertz, 1983), the most 

exciting work going on in the academy today is in the ‘hyphenated-disciplines’.  

Sociocultural theory consists of a family of theories and has an eclectic quality in 

which compatible theories and methodologies may be incorporated3.  In combining 

two theoretical approaches, this thesis seeks to compare and contrast sociocultural 

theory and ethnomethodology (EM) to determine their intersecting concerns as well 

as their unique perspectives (these issues are explored in Section 2.3 and Section 

5.2.5).   

Additionally, this thesis will explore how Membership Categorisation 

Analysis (MCA) of EM may inform and extend sociocultural investigation of 

categories (Chapter 4) and of culture (Chapter 5).  A contribution of this study is the 

application of MCA to a ‘conversation’ that is written rather than spoken, and 

further, takes place over an extended time frame.  This is explored in the analysis of 

the communication books in which the parents and professionals made entries over 

a period of 10 to 20 weeks (Section 4.4). 

 

                                                 
3 For example, Wertsch (1991) integrated the theoretical works of Vygotsky and Bakhtin in his book, 
Voices of the Mind.   



1.2.2.2 Contributions to special education and disability research  

The quantitative positivist paradigm has been the major framework of 

special education and disability research.  In the last two decades, qualitative 

research methodology such as ethnographic and case study research has gained 

considerable strength.  Now, a trend towards a multi-paradigmatic framework is 

emerging in the field (Anderson & Barrera, 1995).  The employment of 

sociocultural and ethnomethodological approaches in this study is in line with this 

shift away from the positivist paradigm and holds promise of exploring old issues 

(e.g. parent participation, cultural difference) in new ways.  By employing the 

personal, interpersonal and community foci of analysis (Rogoff, Topping, Baker-

Sennett & Lacasa, 2001) of sociocultural research, this study seeks to broaden the 

understanding of parent-professional collaboration.  In employing MCA, this thesis 

intends to add to, and refine, the methodological tools used in special education and 

disability research. 

  

1.2.2.3 Contributions to the literature 

 The present study aims to contribute to the Australian literature and 

international literature on collaboration between professionals and culturally diverse 

families in special education. 

 

Contribution to Australian literature 

A paucity of research exists in the area of cultural diversity and special 

education in the Australian context (Llewellyn, Dunn, Fante, Turnbull & Grace, 

1996).  The present study will assist in a relatively knowledge-poor field.  Exploring 

the nature of cross-cultural collaboration between parents and professionals in 

Australia (Brisbane), the study will also enable comparison and contrast with 

corresponding studies from the U.S., many of which have revealed a pattern of 

relatively passive cooperation from culturally diverse parents.  

 



Contribution to international literature 

This study will explore the experiences and perspectives of parents from two 

cultural groups – Chinese and Vietnamese – that have not been fully investigated.  

Often, the Chinese and Vietnamese are grouped with other diverse cultural groups 

under the category4 Asian.  So far, to my knowledge, empirical study of Vietnamese 

families with children with special needs has not appeared in the literature.  Since 

the study by Smith and Ryan (1987; Ryan & Smith, 1989) in the late 1980s which 

involved Chinese-American parents, there also appear to be limited empirical 

studies of Chinese families with children with special needs.  In making the cultural 

categories Chinese and Vietnamese salient and implying that there are unique 

qualities about these two cultural groups that warrant investigation, it may appear 

that the study treats ethnic categories as variables.  Perhaps the research project did 

start that way, but it was clear through its investigation that ethnicity as a category is 

extremely complicated and cannot be treated in a homogeneous way (See Section 

2.4.1.2 on the ethnicity of the parent-participants).  The categories Chinese and 

Vietnamese can only index place of birth of one’s ancestors; they do not necessarily 

index shared history, shared beliefs and practices, language resources, or religion. 

 

Suspending value judgment on parent-professional collaboration 

This research does not take for granted that parent-professional collaboration 

is a ‘good thing’ to enhance.  It aims to study the phenomenon in a detailed way to 

find out what is going on, instead of jumping into questions such as “how far off is 

the parent-professional collaboration from the ideal partnership?” or “why isn’t the 

partnership working?”.  This study intends to direct attention to the communication 

practices and resources displayed by the participants and not where they fell short.  

It is important that researchers exercise their professional scepticism when inquiring 

into the object of their investigation.  The suspension of judgment is crucial in the 

case of this research study because of the heavy moral weight and moral 

implications attached to parent-professional collaboration in special education 

settings.   

                                                 
4 Category names will be capitalised to help the reader. 



  

The acquisition of two perspectives 
Research on participation by culturally diverse parents has primarily focused 

on parental dissatisfaction in their interactions with professionals (Harry, Allen & 

McLauglin, 1995; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Rao, 2000; Zetlin, Padron & Wilson, 

1996), barriers to equal partnerships (Harry & Kalyanpur, 1994; Ware, 1994) and 

strategies for increasing meaningful involvement (Harry, Kalyanpur & Day, 1999; 

Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Park & Turnbull, 2001; Watson & Collins, 1993).  Such 

studies often excluded the perspectives of the professionals which would have 

contributed to a more complete understanding of parent-professional partnerships 

(Soodak & Erwin, 2000).  This study overcomes such a disadvantage since the 

perspectives and experiences of professionals (e.g. teachers and case managers) 

have been obtained.  Not only does obtaining two perspectives allow us to compare 

and contrast views, it provides the opportunity for deeper analysis (e.g. what work is 

achieved by participants’ report). 

In the following section, I give an overview of the thesis. 

 

1.3 Overview of study 

 

This thesis consists of six chapters: introduction, methodology, three data 

chapters and a conclusion.  

In this introductory chapter, I have explained how the thesis developed over 

time and how I was part of the research.  I have also listed the six research questions 

and described the contributions the study will potentially make.  

The Methodology chapter begins with a brief introduction centred on the key 

(relevant) concepts within sociocultural theory (Section 2.1) and ethnomethodology 

(Section 2.2).  The compatibility of the two approaches is discussed (Section 2.3).  

The research procedure (Section 2.4) provides some demographic information about 

the participants.  Next, how the study treats the interview data and communication 

book data is explicated (Section 2.4.2).  This is followed by a brief description of 



the approach to analysis (Section 2.4.3) and the ethical considerations and dilemmas 

that arose during the research process (Section 2.4.4). 

What is different about the structure of this thesis is the absence of a general 

literature review.  As the topics covered move from an investigation of parent-

professional collaboration to the participants’ views of the child with a disability, to 

culture in special education, a general literature would be too extensive and could 

put readers at risk of ‘literature indigestion’.  Hence I have decided to present the 

relevant literature review within each of the data chapters. 

Chapter 3 is a data chapter examining parent-professional collaboration and 

parent participation.  The literature section takes a historical perspective to 

understand how parent-professional relationship has changed over time.  Further, it 

clarifies terms such as ‘involvement’, ‘participation’, ‘collaboration’ and 

‘partnership’ and reviews the barriers to parent-professional collaborations.  The 

method used in this data chapter is briefly described in Section 3.3.  The findings of 

the study are organised in terms of the nature of parent participation (Section 3.4.1); 

the participants’ views on deterrents to parent participation (Section 3.4.2); and their 

views on parent participation (Section 3.4.3).  The discussion of this chapter draws 

on the multiple foci of analysis of sociocultural theory to provide a better 

understanding of the phenomenon (Section 3.5). 

Chapter 4 is a lengthy chapter that focuses on the category Child-with-a-

disability and the attributes the parents and professionals assigned to that category.  

The inception for this chapter came from previous studies that revealed the parents 

and professionals to have different views of the child (Section 4.2.1).  The literature 

then explores the various discourses of disability that parents and professionals may 

orient to: namely, the medical, social and critical models of disability.  The 

attributes assigned to the category Child-with-a-disability in the literature are 

collated (Section 4.2.5) and then the literature review shifts focus to the process of 

parent-professional interaction (Section 4.2.6).  A review of relevant 

ethnomethodological studies provides insights on contextual influences on parents’ 

and professionals’ construction of the child.  The data presented in this chapter 

consists of the communication book data and interview data.  The analytical tool 



deployed is Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA).  Several issues in utilising 

MCA for the communication book data are noted (Section 4.3).  Communication 

books belonging to four children – Mike, Becky, Roger and Irene – are then 

analysed.  Common themes and topics across the four books are compared in a 

discussion of the communication book data (Section 4.4.5).  Next, the focus shifts to 

examining the interview data.  The particular issues pertaining to utilising MCA for 

the interview data are noted (Section 4.5).  The analysis of the interview data 

revealed that the four most common topics oriented to by the participants were the 

child’s Cognitive capacity, Disability label or traits, Socio-emotional capacity, and 

Speech and communication capacity.  The topic (Challenging) Behaviour is also 

included for its special relevance to disability issues.  The discussion of the 

interview data compares the positive and negative attributes assigned to the child by 

the parents and the professionals (Section 4.6).  It also examines the extent to which 

parents’ and professionals’ views agree or disagree.  The overall discussion of the 

chapter compares the findings of the study to that of the literature (Section 4.7). 

In the last data chapter, Culture in special education, the literature section 

begins with a description of the concept of culture from a sociocultural perspective 

(Section 5.2.1).  It then reviews two main types of studies that address culture in 

special education and disability settings: (1) studies that have reported cultural 

factors to contribute to misunderstandings; and (2) texts that explain the 

characteristics of a particular cultural group (Section 5.2.2).  The dominant form of 

analysing culture in these studies is critiqued along with a presentation of various 

ways scholars have suggested to deal with dichotomous cultural categories (Section 

5.2.3).  With the dominant literature on culture and special education/disability 

reviewed, an alternative analytical approach – that of EM – is offered.  The 

ethnomethodological concept of culture is examined, followed by a review of 

ethnomethodological studies that have investigated cultural/ethnic issues (Section 

5.2.4).  Next, I consider the commonalities that ethnomethodology and recent 

sociocultural approach share in terms of their investigations of culture.  The way in 

which MCA is applied to the interview data is presented (Section 5.3).  The findings 

are organised as: (1) professionals’ deployment of cultural categories (5 case 



examples), and (2) parents’ deployment of cultural categories (3 case examples).  

The discussion attempts to connect the findings of the study to the sociocultural and 

ethnomethodological perspective on culture.   

The Conclusion considers the contributions of this study to the development 

of sociocultural theory and ethnomethodology, and to special education and 

disability research.  I also reprise the key findings of the study.  Implications for 

professional training and practice, and areas of further research are described.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 2 

METHODOLOGY 
 

This research project is theoretically framed within sociocultural theory and 

it employs Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) of ethnomethodology (EM) 

to investigate some of the research questions.  The rationale for employing 

sociocultural and ethnomethodological approaches (both derived from the 

qualitative traditions) is based on the recognition that the issues within cross-

cultural collaboration between parents and professionals are complex and 

multifaceted and so could benefit from a combination of approaches.  In accordance 

with Wertsch’s (1991) call for greater disciplinary integration in contemporary 

research, the questions and methodologies formulated in the immediate research 

project can be seen as an endeavour to embody the approaches of various 

disciplines.  As Patton (1990: 39) has suggested, good research should be based on a 

“paradigm of choices” rather than being locked into any single, narrow, disciplinary 

or methodological paradigm.  

This Methodology chapter is made up of four sections.  In Section 2.1, I 

explicate the concepts within sociocultural theory that are applicable to this study.  

In Section 2.2, I describe the tenets of EM, concepts within MCA, and how MCA 

applies to the analysis.  Section 2.3 reveals how EM is compatible with the 

sociocultural framing of this study and provides a justification for the integration of 

the two approaches.  Section 2.4, on research procedure, records the characteristics 

of the participants, the types of data generated, the approaches to analysis and the 

ethical considerations.  

 



2.1 Sociocultural framing of the research study 

 

Several principles of sociocultural theory underpin the position this study takes, and 

guide its process. 

 

2.1.1 The sociocultural approach to research 

Sociocultural theory (Wertsch, 1985) claims that the mind (our thinking, 

cognition, consciousness) is co-constructed through interaction with others.  A 

research situation (be it an experiment, self-administered survey, interview or 

participant observation) necessarily sets up an interaction between the researchers 

and the participants in which the knowledge generated is co-constructed.  In 

addition, research itself is a social activity that is not neutral with regard to change, 

specifically, changes in participants’ ways of thinking: their beliefs, attitudes, and 

even their memories. Although research is typically thought of as capturing a static 

phenomenon, it is likely to bring about change just as any social interaction would.  

Even the act of articulating or describing to a researcher in an interview is a process 

of change. For example, parents talking about the history of the child at the request 

of the researcher may change their whole view of the child; their memory of the 

child is being changed as they construct the narratives.  

Research is also bound by its own set of assumptions and contextual 

constraints (Renshaw, 1992).  Citing Rogoff, Gauvain and Ellis (1984), Renshaw 

argues that participants’ familiarity with the materials, setting, and social-

interactional demands of the research context will influence their performance and, 

therefore, impact on the data.  Moreover, participants’ interpretation of the nature of 

the research, their role in the particular study and the information that the researcher 

is seeking will influence the kinds of data that are collected (Renshaw, 1992; 

Silverman, 2001).  Hence, in this sense, data is co-constructed within the kinds of 

social relationships (e.g. between researcher and participant) that are formed 

through the research process, rather than ‘out there’ for the collecting.  



What does this mean in terms of analysis?  Does it mean we can never get 

hold of accurate depictions of ‘facts’ or ‘experiences’5?  In a way, the answer is yes. 

But given the theory of the research process as co-constructed, it also means that the 

processes of co-construction become open to investigation. The processes of co-

construction can form part of the reflection and research inquiry. Researchers can6  

• reflect on the processes of co-construction of knowledge between 

researchers and participants 

• examine and account for the processes of co-construction 

• examine how meaning, situation definitions, and roles of participants are 

negotiated. 

In this thesis, such processes of data co-construction are sometimes 

explained in footnotes, or analysed along with the data analysis.  For instance, the 

data on culture (Section 5.4) was generated through further probing whenever the 

participants named cultural categories such as their ethnicity, country of origin, and 

language.  Where cultural categories were not named, participants were sometimes 

asked directly to comment.  With these people, it is possible that they had never 

been asked about culture.  Their answers, however, are not treated as arbitrary, but 

as situated attempts to explain and apply the cultural categories.  Further, when the 

‘expected’ data on barriers to cross-cultural collaboration and cultural aspects of 

parent-teacher interaction did not show up as salient in the first set of interviews, 

follow-up interviews with the participants were carried out to seek their comments 

(Section 3.4.2).   

 

                                                 
5 Silverman (2001: 301) offers three responses to the question, “If everything derives from forms of 
representation, how can we find any secure ground from which to speak?”. Alternatively, we can 
treat the task of research to be the transformation of the object under investigation (Newman & 
Holzman, 1993) and ask the more productive question, “how did the change take place?”. 
6 Cole (1995: 193) cites Lamb and Wozniak (1990) to offer the following criteria for good research 
that adopts a co-constructionist theoretical approach: (i) dynamic analysis of the flow of events over 
time, (ii) interactional analysis of dyads, triads and larger units, (iii) pattern analysis of the 
interrelatedness of variables, (iv) transactional analysis of person-environment interactions, (v) 
multicultural and historical analyses, (vi) willingness to deal with the messy interactions outside of 
laboratories. 



2.1.2 Reflexivity of the researcher 

Another way to deal with the social constructed nature of research 

knowledge is via researcher reflexivity.  The notion that the mind is first formed 

socially and interactively as intermental processes between persons and then 

internalised (not just transmitted but transformed) to become intramental processes 

within persons, suggests that an internal dialogic process (in which two or more 

voices are present) exist in each person’s mind.  Important to elaborate here is the 

internal dialogic process of the researcher – the reflective and reflexive process in 

which I engaged myself in the research study: in other words, how my positionality 

and situatedness shape the research.  

As researchers, we are never as impartial and objective as we might intend to 

be.  What topics get researched, what gets reported and how we report it to persuade 

readers, suggest that we do bring values and biases to the topics that we investigate.  

A methodological technique to deal with the problem of bias is for the researcher to 

‘come clean’ in a confessional mode (Skeggs, 2002).  How do I make this 

confession part of the research without adopting a self-absorbed approach? 

According to Ruby (1977 quoted in Hall, 1996: 34): 

 
To be reflexive [in reporting] is to be not only self-aware, but to be 
sufficiently self-aware to know what aspects of self are necessary to reveal 
so that an audience is able to understand both the process employed and 
the resultant product and to know that the revelation itself is purposive, 
intentional, and not merely narcissistic or accidentally revealing. 

 

Hence, my self-telling will be limited by the criteria of relevance to the research 

practice and research participants (Skeggs, 2002). For example, I declare my 

relevant personal and professional background experiences (Section 1.1.2), my own 

democratic ideological/epistemological leanings (Section 2.4.4), and lessons gained 

from experience at co-researching with the participants (Section 2.4.4.3) in various 

parts of the thesis (either in the main text or in the footnotes) (Hall, 1996). 

As an illustration of how my Chinese ethnicity oriented the inquiry on 

culture in a particular direction, I pursued in subsequent interviews with parents 

what I perceived to be a salient concern of a Chinese identity – the concept of face – 



in parents’ attitudes and perceptions of their child with disability, and in their 

interaction with professionals.  Knowing that many Asian families usually have 

sociocultural beliefs about childhood disability7, I also followed up on this line of 

inquiry when those beliefs failed to be significant in the initial interview data.  

However, for the thesis to be kept within a manageable size, I have chosen not to 

produce this set of data, although I shall refer to some aspects of the findings in 

Section 5.5.  

 

2.1.3 Developmental process and the child with a disability 

This study is interested in examining the child with a disability because s/he 

is the central person in the parent-professional relationship.  From a sociocultural 

perspective, the investigation of the child’s developmental process must include 

examination of its origins and the transitions that lead up to its later form.  Vygotsky 

proposed that four lines of development need to be examined to obtain a complete 

and accurate account of the developmental processes (Wertsch, 1985).  They are: (i) 

the evolutionary, or the long history of humanity – phylogenetic; (ii) the history of a 

particular society – sociohistorical; (iii) the history of a person8 in society – 

ontogenetic; (iv) the history of a particular psychological system – microgenetic9 

(Scribner, 1997; Wertsch, 1985).  Although Vygotsky claimed that these lines of 

development are intermingled and cannot be empirically separated, the domain is 

nonetheless regarded as properly conceptualised in terms of the interaction and 

mutual transformation of separate forces (Wertsch, 1985: 42).  Most sociocultural 

research focuses on the onto-developmental domain and/or the micro-developmental 

domain because it is empirically impossible to observe evolutionary change, or the 

historical change of a particular society, in its entirety. 

                                                 
7 This knowledge is based on the narratives that parents shared with me when I was a special 
education teacher in Singapore. 
8 I prefer to use the term ‘person’ instead of ‘individual’ as the latter connotes the image of a single 
entity separated from a group. In using ‘person’, I refer to a person-in-society-in-history-acting-with-
mediational means. 
9 Henceforth, I will use the terms ‘onto-developmental’ and ‘micro-developmental’ in place of 
ontogenetic and microgenetic because some readers misunderstand the term ‘genetic’ to mean 
biological determinism. 



 In his claim about the developmental history of a child (onto-developmental 

domain), Vygotsky distinguished two lines of development: the line of natural 

development (the process of growth and maturation) and the line of cultural 

development (the mastering of various cultural means) (van der Veer & Valsiner, 

1991: 223). Vygotsky studied the special case of children with impairment10 to 

better understand the difference between cultural and natural development.  In his 

view, a disability is a kind of “social dislocation” (Vygodskaya, 1999: 331); the 

children with impairment are impeded in their development because they have 

major qualitative differences in the ‘means and ways’ of their internalisation of 

culture (Gindis, 1999).  

The multi-domain framework for understanding developmental processes is 

useful because it avoids the reductive assumption that a child’s development is 

based purely on biological maturation (Wertsch, 1985).  The attention to the four 

lines of development reveals how mediational tools can be invented or modified to 

create compensatory strategies for the child with a disability.  For example, the 

onto-development of a child with speech and communication difficulty can be 

enhanced when s/he learns to manipulate an augmentative communication device 

(micro-development).  The access of this device would not have been possible if 

there had not been the invention of electronic devices with auditory input and output 

in the society (sociohistorical).  And the invention and development of such devices 

is only promoted in an environment of technological advancement made possible by 

human evolution.  

The sociocultural emphasis on the influence of cultural, institutional and 

historical situations on human mental functioning (Wertsch, del Río & Alvarez, 

1995) directs the investigation of the onto-development of the category Child-with-

a-disability to include the cultural expectations of the particular society (e.g. 

expectations regarding developmental milestones) and the institutional requirements 

in addition to biological maturation. 

                                                 
10 Vygotsky’s writings on special education were published under the title Problemy Defectologii 
(Problems of Defectology). The word defectologia literally means “study of defect” and is a term that 
covers disability such as visual impairment, hearing impairment, mental retardation, speech-language 
impairment (Gindis, 1999: 334). 



This thesis examines the onto-development of the child with a disability 

across time through parents’ and professionals’ communication about the child in 

the communication book and through their interview accounts.  In accord with the 

sociocultural focus on cultural, institutional and historical situations, the data 

(parent-professional written conversations and interview accounts) is examined for 

evidence of participants’ cultural expectations of this child, and the institutional 

requirements (e.g. having the child toilet trained for school).  That the parents of 

these children had migrated from another country to Australia also meant that it may 

be possible to investigate how the onto-development (personal history) of the child 

intersects with the social history of a particular society (Dien, 2000) through the 

parents’ accounts. 

 

2.1.4 Sociocultural investigation of culture 

Sociocultural theory proposes that the structure and development of human 

psychological processes are socially formed through participation in culturally 

mediated, historically developing, practical activity involving cultural practices and 

tools (Cole, 1996).  Our ways of thinking, doing and speaking, therefore, retain the 

imprint of the particular culture and historical moment in which we develop.  

Further, the acquisition of these cultural practices happens throughout the life course 

and can be done anew, again and again, within a single generation (Erickson, 2002).  

That is, our generational cohorts may change community traditions with changing 

times and conditions (Rogoff & Angelillo, 2002). 

Sociocultural (or cultural-historical) understanding of culture departs from 

the trait approach of attributing cultural differences.  From a cultural-historical 

perspective, cultural differences are explained in terms of the variations in people’s 

involvement in common practices of particular cultural communities11.  Gutiérrez 

and Rogoff (2003) argue that a cultural-historical approach recognises that the 

dynamic, historical process in the multifaceted patterns of thinking and doing is 

                                                 
11 By cultural communities, Gutiérrez and Rogoff (2003: 21) mean a coordinated group of people 
with some traditions and understandings in common, extending across several generations, with 
varied roles and practices and continual change among participants as well as transformation in the 
community’s practices. 



ongoing in communities.  The cultural-historical approach to culture is significantly 

different from treating cultural categories as mutually exclusive and homogeneous 

within its category (Rogoff & Angelillo, 2002).  It also does not assume cultural 

characteristics as ‘built in’ to the person (or the group) in a stable manner that 

extends across time and situations (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003).  By focusing on 

experiences in activities, the cultural-historical approach allows researchers to 

attend to persons’ linguistic and cultural-historical repertoires as well as to their 

contributions to practices that connect with other activities in which they commonly 

engage (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003). 

The present study investigates how culture enters into parent-professional 

collaboration and special education through professionals’ accounts of whether 

culture influences their relationship with parents, and in any instances during the 

interview that cultural categories are named.  Here, cultural categories (ascribed to 

the participants) are treated as cultural designation rather than variables. When 

cultural categories are interpreted as historically and culturally situated concepts that 

fit a certain time and place, they can help in the understanding of cultural practices 

and processes (Rogoff & Angelillo, 2002).  This is particularly useful, when in the 

data itself, parents illustrate the dynamic processes of change in their way of 

thinking and doing (Section 5.4.2.3).  

Penuel and Wertsch (1995: 351) have pointed out that identities involving 

cultural designation are often contrastingly defined when they are generated in 

dialogue with others.  Citing Shi-xu’s (1995) analysis of contemporary Dutch 

travelogues, they show that cultural perceptions of the cultural-other and the 

cultural-self were presented as ‘us-them’ binary constructs of some kind.  In these 

representations, the cultural-self is almost always identified with positively valued 

traits or behaviours, while the cultural-other is identified with negatively valued 

ones (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995: 354).  In the immediate study, participants were 

found to also build binary constructs when they produced cultural categories in their 

talk.  The thesis, therefore, takes some interest in the representations of cultural-self 

and cultural-other that participants constructed during the interviews.  In accord 



with sociocultural emphasis on context, the context of the research interview is also 

taken into account when examining the data. 

 

2.2  Ethnomethodology - Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) 

 

Ethnomethodology can be simply described as the study of members’ 

methods in doing social life (Silverman, 2001).  In order to frame the reading of 

Chapters 4 and 5 (in which MCA was employed), I explain in the sections below the 

tenets of EM, the concepts within the system of MCA (including the ‘rules of 

application’) and how MCA is used in this thesis. 

 

2.2.1 Tenets of Ethnomethodology (EM) 

EM has a set of core propositions: 

• The understandings and practices of members of a culture are inherently and 

resolutely social and accomplished by multiple parties.  In other words, sense 

making in a social interaction is jointly produced by two or more people. 

• Social actions are culturally reflexive.  Members perform certain social activities 

to accomplish events and simultaneously provide accounts (descriptions, 

explanations and warrants) of those events to one another. 

• Accounts of cultural practices provided by members are contingent (conditional) 

on the here-and-now of the local, in situ practices. 

• The orderliness of the properties of commonplace actions needs to be discovered 

from ‘within’ the actual settings, as ongoing accomplishments of those settings 

and the participants.  This means that the ethnomethodologist can only make a 

claim when evidence is defensibly and analysably displayed in the data.   

• EM suspends beliefs regarding its topic of investigation.  For example, the 

analyst does not pre-empt what parent-professional interaction will look like, or 

what will be talked about in that interaction, or what membership categories will 

be invoked in that interaction based on traditional theories of parent-professional 

relationships.  In addition, an ethnomethodologist does not presume to know the 

context of an interaction based on the sites in which the interaction occurred.  A 



claim about the context is warrantable only insofar as the analyst can document 

the ways in which the setting or context has ‘determinate consequences for the 

talk’ (procedural consequentiality) (Austin, Dwyer & Freebody, 2003: 35-46; 

Freebody, 2003: 64-66). 

These tenets about how to theorise the nature of social action and its relation to 

social structure form the basis on which ethnomethodologists do their analytical 

work.  Since this thesis is employing MCA (an analytic founded in EM), I shall now 

briefly introduce MCA and its central concepts. 

 

2.2.1 Concepts within the system of MCA 

As members or participants in any social scene, we organise and order what 

we see, hear and know in commonsensical, taken-for-granted, routinely understood 

ways.  One of the ways we do this is through Membership Categorisation.  Through 

MCA, analysts can document and explicate the categories, classifications or social 

types that members use for describing and accounting in their talk (Freebody, 2003).  

The concepts listed below are essential for understanding the apparatus of 

Membership Categorisation.  

 

• Membership Categories  

Membership categories12 are classifications that we may use to describe persons 

(e.g. Parent, Sister, Teacher, Lawyer, Nurse, Baby, Teenager).  Certain activities, 

rights, obligations, knowledge, attributes and competencies are commonsensically 

associated with certain membership categories (Silverman, 1998: 83).  For example, 

if we know someone’s activity is ‘teaching’, we can conclude that his/her social 

identity is likely to be Teacher.  Category-bound predicate is the term used to 

describe the activities, rights, obligations, knowledge, attributes and competencies 

                                                 
12 This thesis will adopt the convention used in Austin et al (2003), whereby category names are 
written with a capital, for example, Child, Student. Membership Categorisation Device names are 
written in quotation marks, for example, ‘family’.  



associated with a category.  Symptoms of a disease, say, is hearable as a Doctor’s 

knowledge and is a category predicate13 of Doctor. 

How is one’s particular membership category achieved?  It can be achieved by 

members’ first person avowal (a person saying she is a Teacher) or third personal 

declaration (saying that someone else is a Teacher), and by ascription (ascribing 

actions to the person that accomplish particular attributes and therefore categorise 

the person). 

  

• Membership Categorisation Device 

Membership categories may be interactionally linked together to form 

collections: Membership Categorisation Devices (MCD).  For example, Father, 

Mother, Grandparents, Brother, Sister can be used and heard commonsensically as 

‘going together’ (Hester & Eglin, 1997).  They can be heard to belong to the MCD 

of ‘family’.  Similarly, Teacher, Lawyer and Nurse can be heard as belonging to the 

MCD of ‘occupation’; Baby, Teenager and Adult are heard as belonging to the 

MCD ‘stage of life’.  In some MCDs (e.g. ‘stage of life’ MCD), the collection has 

positioned categories in which the next category is heard as higher than the 

preceding one.  This creates the possibility of praise or complaint by using a higher 

or lower position to refer to some activity (Silverman, 1998: 84).  For example, 

describing an older child as acting like a baby is hearable as a complaint.  

 

• Economy rule and consistency rule 

MCA notices two rules for applying membership categories.  The economy rule 

states that a single membership category is sufficient for describing a person. This 

does not mean that more than one category cannot be used but that in describing a 

person and to be recognised as having described them, a single category is adequate 

(Hester & Eglin, 1997: 4).  For example, while any one person may be 

simultaneously describable as Mother, Sister, Aunt, Teacher, Patient, Customer and 

so on, a single category that adequately describes that person for the task-at-hand, 

                                                 
13 Henceforth, the term ‘category attribute’ will be used to more generally mean ‘category predicate’ 
since ‘attribute’ is more intuitively understandable to readers than is ‘predicate’.  



say Teacher, is adequate.  The consistency rule holds that if a member of the 

population is categorised as member of a MCD, further members of the population 

may be referred to in terms of categories from the same MCD.  For example, if a 

person in a group is categorised as Lecturer, then further persons in that group may 

be referred to in terms of other membership categories (e.g. Students, Head of 

School) from the MCD of ‘occupation at university’.   

Categorisations are indexical expressions and their sense is therefore locally and 

temporally contingent (Hester & Eglin, 1997).  This means that what a category 

means will depend on the occasion in which it is used. Hence, in the data, we cannot 

take for granted that the category Child-with-a-disability or the cultural category 

Chinese is the same in every occasion.  For example, the Child-with-a-disability 

may be described in terms of the MCD ‘family’ at one moment and then in terms of 

the MCD ‘special school’ the next moment.  Hence, we need to examine the use of a 

particular category in each occasion, as it is locally produced, and look for evidence 

within the data to make a claim. 

 

• Standard relational pairs  

Within an MCD, categories can be paired. The standard relational pair (SRP) 

describes categories that are routinely heard to “go together” (Hester & Eglin, 1997; 

Silverman, 1998).  For instance, Husband-Wife, Parent-Child are readily heard as 

pairs of categories that go together in the MCD ‘family’.  Doctor-Patient, Teacher-

Student are readily heard as occupationally based category pairings.  Good student-

Bad student, Deaf person-Hearing person are readily heard as contrast pairings.  

These categories are sometimes named and sometimes implied14 (Baker, 1997).  For 

example, to explicitly describe one member on a scene as a Westerner is to 

implicitly make the category pair (SRP) Non-Westerner available for sense making.  

Further, category attributes are similarly named and implied.  So to explicitly 

                                                 
14 Implicative logic appears to be based on a Western logic system that is traceable to the influences 
of Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. One should note that this form of logical reading or hearing (A is B, 
B is C, therefore C is A. Or A is B, C is not B, therefore C is not A) contradicts the paradoxical logic 
in Eastern thinking such as Zen (see Choo & Jewell, 2001). The Chinese yin-yang symbol  (a 
circle with a wavering line separating the colours white [yang] and black [yin]; with a black dot in 
the white segment and a white dot in the black segment) also contradicts the exclusivity logic.   



ascribe the attribute assertive to Westerners is to implicatively not ascribe the 

attribute assertive to Non-Westerners15.   

 

2.2.3  Application of ethnomethodological analysis (MCA) to this study 

In this section, I provide a general overview of what counts as data in 

ethnomethodological studies and what are the foci of analysis (namely, the 

membership categories and their associative attributes, and ‘talk’) in this study.  

More specific accounts of how the data is treated and what the focus of analysis are 

in Chapters 4 and 5 are presented in Sections 4.3, 4.5, and 5.3. 

 

2.2.3.1 The data used in ethnomethodology, MCA 

In EM, specific and actual instances of interaction or action are the materials 

for data analysis (Coulter, 1979 cit. in Austin et al., 2003).  In this study, the data 

obtained which is an ‘actual’ or naturally occurring interaction is the 

communication book data, whereas the interview data is made (Baker, 1997) 

through the interaction between the participants and researcher.  The generation of 

data does not, however, negate its usefulness.  The analyst takes the creation of the 

data into account as one of the features of achieving meaning making on this scene.  

(As a simple example, participants may accomplish one member as questioner and 

one as answerer.  Hence, it could be noted that in their turn-design, they appear to 

orient to the ‘interview’ form.)  In the case of this thesis, the interview data counts 

as data in the question of how parents and professionals achieve the attributes of the 

category Child-with-a-disability, and the attributes of cultural categories Chinese, 

Vietnamese, and Australian in the context of an interview.  The interview data 

would not constitute data that answers the questions “Who is the Child-with-a-

disability?”, “What are the attributes of the Child-with-a-disability?” or “What is 

Chinese, Vietnamese, and Australian?” per se. 

 
                                                 
15 While I was interviewing, I also noticed that whenever I explicitly stated what could be implied 
(negative) from an interviewee’s remark, I typically received a counter-response from the 
interviewee, negating the implication.  Of course, his/her response could be interpreted as moral 
accounting work, but I would still caution analysts from overly relying on implicative logic to make 
a warrantable claim. 



 

2.2.3.2 Foci of analysis in MCA 

Membership categories and attributes assigned to these categories 

As an interaction proceeds, members establish their relevant identity or 

membership category (Sacks 1972 cit. in Austin et al., 2003).  The interaction or the 

record of that interaction (e.g. transcript) is available to the analyst in determining 

those relevant identities and membership categories.  In this study, the identities and 

membership categories that the interactants invoked in the interaction can be 

identified in the communication books and in the interview data.  Although the 

tenets of EM warn against pre-empting, we might speculate that the participants in 

this study – Cross-cultural collaboration between (Chinese and Vietnamese) 

parents and professionals in (Australian) special education – might orient to the 

categories Child-with-a-disability, Parent, and Teacher/Professional, and the cultural 

categories Chinese, Vietnamese, and white-Australian.  These categories may be 

named, or implied through the activities that are attached to them.  For example, if a 

child is described as studying, it implies his/her membership in the category 

Student.    

 

The ‘talk’ 

There is an overriding assumption among interactants that everything 

said/written is pertinent to the business at hand.  For example, a teacher who 

writes in the communication book, “Please sign and return form” is 

communicating what is immediately relevant to him/her.  In an interview-

interaction, the researcher and participant will talk about what is 

immediately relevant to them (e.g. getting participant’s views on disability 

services in Australia) unless there are explicit markers evident in the talk to 

suggest otherwise (e.g. talking about the weather). 

Interactants routinely accomplish a scene as ordinary. If there is a breach of 

the ordinary, the action will be accounted for (in the talk or in the interactant’s 

action).  For instance, the apology in a teacher’s entry in the communication book – 

“Apologies for Becky’s glam look but we got rather wet during water play” – marks 



a breach of the ordinary or norm, the ordinary being that Becky should not be 

looking glam and wet from school.  The account provided (“we got wet”) also 

suggests that a breach of the ordinary has occurred.  

An utterance (or silence) can be heard in various ways.  The work done by 

an utterance (or silence) will depend on how it is heard in sequence.  For example, 

in the context of the communication book, the work accomplished by a request in a 

teacher’s entry is analysed in terms of how it is ‘heard’ – that is, whether the parent 

takes action or responds a certain way in the next entry and in turn how that 

utterance is ‘heard’ by the other participant – for example, is it heard as an 

expectable response or is an account called for.  So if a parent writes, “Noticed that 

Becky did not eat her lunch yesterday”, this is analysed as the parent calling for an 

account when the teacher replies with an account, “We had a big morning tea at 

McDonald’s so she was probably full”.  The way an utterance is heard will be 

explicated to readers in the data analyses in Sections 4.4 and 5.4.  However, 

explicating that evidence may create the impression that the analyst is stating what 

is loomingly obvious or commonsensical to readers.  A way to avoid such a reading 

of the analyses is to problematise sense by taking categories out of context, or by 

entertaining other possibilities, as has been done in some cases in the analyses.  

Now that I have described the key features of sociocultural theory and EM 

(MCA), I will make the case for why it is not unreasonable to integrate the two 

approaches in this thesis. 

 

2.3 The compatibility of sociocultural and ethnomethodological approaches 

 

The combination of ethnomethodological analysis and sociocultural theory 

can be a powerful means for understanding a phenomenon such as parent-

professional collaboration (and the related phenomena of Child-with-a-disability 

and culture) in this thesis16.  In the sections below, I argue how EM is a compatible 

method within the sociocultural framing of the research study.  Despite their 

                                                 
16 The studies by Mäkitalo & Säljö (2002) and Mäkitalo (2002) on categorising work in vocational 
guidance setting have also combined Membership Categorisation Analysis of EM and sociocultural 
theory. 



different orientation and inflexion to topics of inquiry and ways of going about their 

investigation, several underlying assumptions in their approaches are similar.  

Indeed, some explicit parallels have been drawn between the traditions of discourse 

analysis (EM is broadly  speaking, within the frame of discourse analysis) and 

sociocultural theory (Gee, Michaels & O’Connor, 1992). 

 

2.3.1 Social constructivism 

The theoretical strands of EM and sociocultural studies are not 

incommensurable (Table 2.1 on page 33  summarises the following discussion).  

Membership Categorisation Analysis has its theoretical basis in EM (Hester & 

Eglin, 1997) which has its origin in Sociology17 (Cuff, Sharrock, & Francis, 1990).  

Although sociocultural theory originates in Psychology, its emphasis on historical-

social-cultural context in studying a psychological phenomenon can appear rather  

more sociological than psychological18 (Ratner, 2002).  Moreover, a common 

assumption in both EM and sociocultural theory is a perspective on the socially 

constructed nature of the social world and of knowledge: EM assumes that social 

reality is ‘accomplished’ (or co-constructed) by its members in their interaction, 

and, sociocultural theory talks about the co-construction of knowledge (between the 

child and adult or a more capable peer in the context of learning and development). 

 

2.3.2 Human Action 

Both EM and sociocultural theory are interested in human action, albeit for 

different reasons and purposes, and they employ different analytic techniques.  The 

fundamental question that EM asks is – how do ordinary people get things done?  

EM is concerned with explicating how members routinely accomplish the taken-for-

granted social world (Baker, 2002).  It examines action-in-a-social-structure 

                                                 
17 EM has also been equated with phenomenology. Maynard and Clayman (1991: 388) argue it is 
more accurate to say that a phenomenological sensibility is expressed in EM. 
18 Discursive psychology is the application of discourse analysis principles to psychological topics 
(Edwards & Potter, 2001: 14). It takes on a discursive-constructive notion of mind as a range of 
participants’ categories and ways of talking, deployed in descriptions and accounts of human conduct 
where the analytic interest is in how people assign and use those categories in and for social 
practices. The discursive approach focuses squarely onto cultural practices, rather than back on 
cognitive psychological notions of mind (Edwards, 1997).  



(Watson & Goulet, 1998) as it is locally produced by its members (Cuff et al., 

1990). Ethnomethodologists’ primary objects of inquiry about human action are talk 

and text, where these are taken to be organised action.  Sociocultural theory is 

concerned with mediated action in its cultural, historical and institutional setting 

because it seeks to understand how the mind19 (which cannot be distinct from the 

tools we use, the context we are in, or the people we are engaged with) is formed 

(Wertsch, 1985; Wertsch et al., 1995).  

Coulter (1989), an ethnomethodologist, has written about cognition, and 

titled his book Mind in Action while Wertsch, a sociocultural researcher, has titled 

one of his books Mind as Action (Wertsch, 1998).  The connection that these two 

scholars make between mind and action in the titles of their books hints at the 

distinction between the approaches but stands as a neat metaphor that suggests that 

an integration of ethnomethodological and sociocultural approaches is not an 

unreasonable endeavour.  However, it is important to note that more recent EM has 

rejected any mentalistic assumptions (Maynard & Clayman, 1991) and is not 

concerned with theorising ‘mind’.  The concept of ‘mind’, however, remains a key 

theoretical focus of sociocultural theorists.  That is, unlike the sociocultural interest 

in learning how action is shaped by the cultural and historical mind or the cultural 

tools people appropriate, EM holds an indifference, or suspension of belief, towards 

that type of inquiry. It neither denies the existence of the ‘mind’ and ‘what is inside 

it’ that influences people’s behaviour, nor has any interest to affirm its presence and 

impact (Hilbert, 1990). The closest an ethnomethodologist would investigate a 

mental state or event would be to study members’ description of their mental 

state/process – how, and to what ends, people make references to internal mental 

states in their talk (McHoul & Rapley, 2003). 

 

                                                 
19 The notion of mind adopted here is as expounded by sociocultural theorists such as James Wertsch 
and Michael Cole who consider mind as a feature of mediated action within a network of other 
entities like context, tools, task, audience (Cole, 1995; Wertsch et al., 1995). This concept of mind is 
slightly different compared to Vygotsky’s, whose thesis was more in terms of the process of 
internalisation and the interior schemas of the brain such as mental processes of memory, logical 
reasoning, and concept development (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991). 



2.3.3 Talk and categories  

Sociocultural theorists and ethnomethodologists both consider language and 

talk an important source of research data. As mentioned earlier, EM places its 

central focus of investigation in talk as social action. However, sociocultural 

theorists are interested in language and the speech act (or talk-in-interaction) 

because they seek to understand social practices and how the mind is formed. The 

sociocultural assumption is that the cultural and historical mind can only be known 

through its representation in signs and symbols (or semiotic tools): language20 being 

one of such semiotic tools, and the speech act, one such representation of the 

mind21. Edwards (1997: 44) argues that the term ‘tool’ invokes notions of function, 

usage, and construction. In this sense, the sociocultural orientation to language as 

semiotic tools, or as getting things done and performing actions (Edwards, 1997), is 

similar to ethnomethodological stance towards language.  

Both sociocultural and ethnomethodological approaches attend to categories 

in a system. They share the view that categories are important for sense-making and 

meaning-making (Mäkitalo & Säljö, 2002). Sociocultural studies analyse categories 

to find out what cultural tools people use to think with and make sense of the world; 

ethnomethodologists analyse categories to find out how members organise the social 

world and accomplish social practices. 

 

2.3.4 Context 

Sociocultural and ethnomethodological approaches emphasise the need to 

interpret word meanings in context.  However, they differ in their definitions of 

context and the ways in which they invoke context within their investigation.  By 

context, EM does not merely mean the observable setting in which an interaction 

occurs (Austin et al., 2003).  Ethnomethodologists reject external contextual 

knowledge for their analytical work.  They access particular aspects of the context 

by scrutinising the sequential organisation of the talk. The analysts determine the 

                                                 
20 By ‘language’, I mean more than linguistic structures and grammar (Lee, 1991).  
21 In this sense, all the symbolic systems that we think with (e.g. language, signs and symbols) have a 
dual existence. That is, they exist symbolically, abstractly and virtually as part of the mind but also as 
part of a communicative system with a physical communicative reality. 



context of that interaction based on members’ accomplishment of where they are in 

the talk and when “determinate consequences for the talk” (Schegloff, 1991: 53) are 

available for analysis.  For example, when the speech-exchange systems22 of the 

interactants reveal ‘classroom talk’ in a café, the relevant context is ‘classroom’ 

rather than ‘café’.  Further, the interactants have to continue to work at co-

producing the context.  So if the speech-exchange systems of the same interactants 

at the café later reveal ‘family talk’, the context is taken to have changed to 

‘family’.  Although EM sensitises one to the understanding of contexts as 

interpersonal constructions, Engeström (1993: 66) argues that contexts, as 

situationally created experiential spaces, are “commonly treated as purely linguistic, 

symbolic and experiential entities. This makes contexts look like something that can 

be created at will by two or more persons in interaction, as if independently of the 

deep-seated material practices and socio-economic structures of the given culture” 

(emphasis my own).   

For a sociocultural definition of context, I refer to activity theory which 

defines contexts as activity systems (Engeström, 1993: 67): the components of an 

activity system are the subject (individual or subgroup) and his/her community, the 

object (problem space) directed towards certain outcomes, the tools (mediating 

instruments and signs), the division of labour (includes division of task and division 

of power/status) and the rules (explicit and implict regulations, norms and 

conventions).  Sociocultural researchers differ from ethnomethodologists in that 

they rely on contextual information – ‘categorial’ (or cultural) knowledge of the 

local practices, the discursive and material tools in use (Mäkitalo & Säljö, 2002) – 

in order to interpret a word (category) or an utterance.  For example, Mäkitalo’s 

(2002) study has demonstrated how it is important to understand the sociohistorical 

genesis of categories and their links to material resources in society (a sociocultural 

approach) whilst applying MCA in her analysis of vocational-guidance 

conversation.  Hence applying the sociocultural understanding of context to an 

ethnomethodological analysis can be beneficial.   

                                                 
22 Speech-exchange systems refers to how some speakers in the interaction routinely ask questions of  
particular type and other people routinely answer those questions in a particular way. 



Table 2.1 A comparison of sociocultural approach and ethnomethodology 
 
 Sociocultural approach Ethnomethodology 
Origins Psychology, Anthropology, 

Sociolinguistic – (family of 
theories) 

Sociology (symbolic interaction 
and phenomenology) 

Fundamental 
question 

How is mind formed in historical 
and cultural contexts? 
Interested in analysing the 
sociogenesis, meaning and 
consequences of social action in 
society  

How do interactants get things 
done?  
Interested in how members 
achieve orderliness of social 
structure and social organisation in 
the day-to-day ordinary activities 

Social 
constructivism 

Knowledge is co-constructed 
  

Social reality is accomplished by 
members in interaction  

Human action Mediated action in cultural, 
historical and institutional setting 

Action-in-a-social-structure; talk is 
action, action is organised 

Assumptions 
about the mind 

An assumption is made about 
what ‘culture’ is already out there 
for internalisation (i.e. 
transformation from inter-mental 
to intra-mental) 
Mind as action 

No assumptions made. Evidence is 
what is observable or enacted in 
interaction.  
Culture-in-action 
Mind in action 

Categories  Categories are analysed for the 
cultural tools people use to think 
with and to make sense of the 
world 

Categories are analysed for how 
people organise the social world 
and social practices in talk 

Interaction Study interaction to document the 
appropriation of knowledge by a 
child/less capable peer/apprentice 

Interaction is a major part of the 
action; structurally organised 
through turns at talk 

Context Activity system that integrates the 
subject, object, and the tools into 
a unified whole 

Members’ accomplishment and 
showing determinate 
consequences for the talk 

Intersubjectivity Interactants require a common 
framework to begin an exchange; 
they work towards shared 
understanding of what their 
situation is, what their relationship 
is, and what words to use for 
them to understand each other. 

Interactants are assumed to be 
capable of reciprocity of 
perspective by virtue of knowing 
what type of actor the other person 
is, what kinds of motives and 
interest s/he has 

 

In Section 2.3 above, I have illustrated the commonalities between EM and 

sociocultural theory in terms of their theoretical orientation to the social 

constructivist paradigm, their interest in investigating human action, and their 

analytical focus on talk, categories and context to justify the integration of the two 

approaches in this study. Although some tensions between the two approaches 

remain unresolved in the discussion above, they are, perhaps, a necessary feature of 

the theoretical frameworks.  Next, I shall describe the research procedures.  

 



2.4  Research procedures 

 

Children ascertained with a disability and of Chinese and Vietnamese 

background were sought through schools (special schools and special education 

units of State and Catholic schools) in southern areas of Brisbane where high 

populations of Chinese and Vietnamese are found.  Letters explaining the study, in 

English and in Chinese (traditional and simplified systems) or Vietnamese (see 

Appendix 2A), were sent home to families of the identified children through the 

schools.  A form requesting parents’ permission to obtain their contact details from 

the school was attached.  Letters were also sent to the school principals, head of 

units and the professionals (e.g. teachers, case managers, and advisory visiting 

teacher) who work with these children (see Appendix 2B).  Only parents who 

returned the agreement forms were contacted for interviews.  

 

2.4.1  Participants 

Attempts to recruit participants were made over two stages, one in mid 2001 

and another in early 2002.  In the first stage, parents and teachers of six children 

were contacted and interviewed.  The second attempt resulted in the involvement of 

the parents and professionals of five students. 

 

2.4.1.1 The children 

Table 2.2 provides information about the 11 children whose parents and 

professionals participated in this study.  As there were two stages in the recruitment 

process, the age of the child listed in Table 2.2 is the age of the child when the 

parents were first contacted.  The age range of these children is six to 12 years old.  

The disabilities that the children were ascertained with include autism (6), hearing 

impairment (2), speech and language impairment (1), Down syndrome (1) and 

intellectual impairment23 (1).  

                                                 
23 In this case, it was unclear what impairment the child had. One co-teacher mentioned intellectual 
impairment; another suspected autism which the mother disclaimed. The mother’s primary concern 
was the child’s limited speech. 



Six of the children were enrolled in a special school when first contacted.  

One of them (Timothy) began a home-based program soon after the parent was 

contacted in 2002.  Another child (Truong) transferred to another special school in 

2002 and his new teacher reported a few months later that Truong would be placed 

in a group home.  The other five children were enrolled in regular schools or special 

education units of State schools.  One child (Billy) was ascertained with speech 

language disorder while studying in a State primary school and was fully included 

in the regular classroom.  Two children were placed in the special education unit of 

a State school with partial inclusion (Roger and Jessica).  Jessica was later fully 

included in a regular classroom in 2003.  Two other children (Vanessa and Irene) 

were from the hearing impaired unit of a regular school.  One of them (Vanessa) 

was fully included soon after entering high school.  

 

Table 2.2 Child Information 
Child Gender Age  Ethnic group Impairment category School placement 
Audi M 8 Chinese-English Down syndrome Special school 
Becky F 9 Chinese Intellectual impairment  Special school 
Mike M 11 Chinese Autism Spectrum Disorder Special school 
Leon M 9  Chinese Autism Spectrum Disorder Special school 
Timothy M 6 Chinese Autism Spectrum Disorder Special school; ABA 

program at home 
Truong M 11 Vietnamese Autism Spectrum Disorder Special school; group home 
Billy M 12 Vietnamese Speech and Language 

Disorder 
Regular school; SEU at 
high school 

Jessica F 6 Vietnamese Autism Spectrum Disorder SEU in regular school 
Roger M 10 Vietnamese Autism Spectrum Disorder SEU in regular school 
Vanessa F 12 Vietnamese Hearing Impairment HIU; high school 
Irene F 10 Vietnamese Hearing Impairment HIU 
 

SEU – Special Education Unit  ABA – Applied Behaviour Analysis HIU – Hearing Impaired Unit 
 



2.4.1.2 The parents 

The maximum number of parents interviewed was 17.  The number of 

parent-participants varied on different occasions (initial interview and subsequent 

interviews) when either one or both parents of a child participated in the interview.  

Demographical information about the parents presented in Table 2.3 and Table 2.4 

was obtained through casual conversations with parents over a few interviews or 

from school documents which parents gave permission to be accessed.  In the cases 

of Leon and Irene, the fathers’ occupations could not be confirmed.  

 

Table 2.3 Family Information – Chinese  
Parent(s) Gender Child No. 

of 
chn 

County of origin  Language 
used at 
interview 

Parents’ occupation 

Sharon F Audi 1 Born in Indonesia, 
grew up in China 

English & 
Mandarin 

Sales assistant 
 

Magdeline 
Keith 

F 
M 

Becky 
 

2 Singapore;  
Papua New Guinea 

English Accountant 
Accountant 

Fong Yin F Mike 2 Malaysia Mandarin Home duties 
Father - Engineer 

Dan M Leon 4 Hong Kong English NA (works night-shift) 
Mother – Home duties 

Frank 
Judy 

M 
F 

Timothy 2 China  English  Musician/Opera singer 
Engineer 

NA – Not Available 

 

Table 2.4  Family Information – Vietnamese  
Parent(s)  Gender Child No. 

of 
chn 

Country 
of origin 

Language used at 
interview 

Parents’ occupation 

Chi 
Ai-Vy 

M 
F 

Truong 3 Vietnam  Vietnamese  Unemployed (previously 
worked in a factory)  

Kim F Billy 3 Vietnam  English & 
Vietnamese  

Home duties 
Father – Factory worker 

Huong F Vanessa 2 Vietnam  English & 
Vietnamese  

Home duties (frequent 
changes for both parents) 

Van 
Phuong 

F 
M 

Jessica 2 Vietnam  Vietnamese & a 
little English 

Home duties 
Big machinery worker 

My-Anh 
Canh 

F 
M 

Roger 1 Vietnam  English Interpreter 
Customer service officer 

Yen  
Phat 

F 
M 

Irene 1 Vietnam  Vietnamese  Factory worker 
NA 

NA – Not Available 

 

The socio-economic status (SES) of each family is not presented in the 

tables but could be inferred from the parents’ occupations, the type of housing and 



the suburbs the family lived in24.  Several of the Chinese participants held 

professional jobs.  Overall, the Chinese participants appeared to be of middle or 

lower-middle income.  A majority of the Vietnamese parents (except Roger’s 

parents) were employed in unskilled or semi-skilled occupations.  The SES of the 

Vietnamese parents is likely to be of lower or lower-middle income groups. 

All except one family in this study are two-parent families.  Audi’s father, an 

English-Australian, passed away when Audi was three.  The Chinese participants 

had originally come from various countries such as China, Hong Kong, Singapore, 

Papua New Guinea and Malaysia.  Several of them reported having studied in 

various tertiary institutions in Australia.  It is reasonable to assume that some of the 

Vietnamese participants first arrived in Australia as refugees.  This is confirmed in 

the case of Vanessa’s parents as the mother had explicitly mentioned it during the 

interview.  Others such as Jessica’s mother and Roger’s mother appeared to have 

come to Australia only in the last 10 years.  Some of the Vietnamese participants 

revealed that they were of Chinese heritage, but they are categorised as Vietnamese 

here for ease of reference.  These characteristics reveal the difficulty of trying to 

classify parents and children as Chinese or Vietnamese.  The history and 

circumstances of each family are complex and will require separate explanation as 

the data are analysed. 

 

2.4.1.3 The professionals 

The research project was originally framed to involve various professionals 

such as psychologists, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, speech therapists, 

guidance officers, and special educators who provide services for the children.  

However, in this study, only regular school teachers, special education teachers, 

case managers, Advisory Visiting Teacher (AVT) and therapists (who carried out an 

Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) program at a child’s home) were involved.   

                                                 
24 I followed Lareau and Horvat’s (1999) classification in which ‘middle-class families’ are 
considered to be those in which at least one parent is employed in a professional or managerial 
position; ‘working class families’ are those in which at least one parent is steadily employed in a 
skilled or semi-skilled position, including lower-level white-collar work. 



Table 2.5 presents the information relating to the 20 professionals who 

participated in this study.  As the project was carried out over a period of two years, 

the research scenes were constantly changing with movement of the child to 

different schools (e.g. Truong transferred school; Vanessa and Billy moved on to 

high schools) and movement of staff (teachers working on contract basis; teachers 

getting transferred or leaving the profession; teachers job-sharing).  Only four 

teachers were interviewed in 2001 because the teacher of two of the children (Audi 

and Becky) was a temporary staff member.  Hence, a majority of the professionals 

were interviewed in 2002.  When the children changed school (Truong) or began 

high school (Vanessa and Billy), the new teachers or new case managers were 

contacted for interviews.  As can be seen in Table 2.5, the professional’s name may 

appear twice.  In the case of Wendy and James, they were teaching two of the 

children involved in this study at the time of contact.  They were each interviewed 

twice for information about their two students.  Carol was interviewed about 

Vanessa in 2001 and then interviewed about Irene in 2002 when Irene’s parents 

began participation in this study that year. 

Most of the professional-participants were white-Australians.  This 

information was assumed based on the participants’ appearance.  Only one special 

education teacher (Mike’s teacher, Rosna) was an Indian migrant from Africa and a 

teacher (James) revealed his Greek ethnicity during the interview. 



 
Table 2.5 Professional Information 
Professional Child Year 

interviewed 
Cultural group Place of work Job title  

Wendy Audi 2002 White-Australian Special school Teacher 
Sophie 
Phyllis 

Becky 2002 
2002 

White-Australian 
White-Australian 

Special school 
Special school 

Co-teacher 
Co-teacher 

James 
Rosna 

Mike 2001 
2002 

Greek 
Indian 

Special school 
Special school 

Teacher 
Teacher 

Wendy Leon 2002 White-Australian Special school Teacher 
Brad 
Dave 
Chris 
Jo 
Lynn 

Timothy 2002 
2002 
2002 
2002 
2002 

White-Australian 
White-Australian 
White-Australian 
White-Australian 
White-Australian 

Child’s home 
Child’s home 
Child’s home 
Child’s home 
Child’s home 

Therapist 
Therapist 
Therapist 
Therapist 
Therapist 

James 
Aaron 

Truong 2001 
2002 

Greek 
White-Australian 

Special school 
Special school 

Teacher 
Teacher 

Sandy 
Amy 
Diana 

Billy 2001 
2002 
2002 

White-Australian 
White-Australian 
White-Australian 

Primary school 
High school SEU 
(mobile) 

Teacher 
Case manager 
Advisory Visiting Teacher 

Alison 
Jane 
Pauline 

Jessica 2002 
2002 
2002 

White-Australian 
White-Australian 
White-Australian 

Primary sch SEU 
Primary sch SEU 
Primary school 

Case manager 
case manager 
Teacher 

Kathy Roger 2002 White-Australian Primary sch SEU Case manager 
Carol 
Nick 

Vanessa 2001 
2002 

White-Australian 
White-Australian 

Primary sch HIU 
High school HIU 

Teacher 
Case manager 

Carol Irene 2002 White-Australian Primary sch HIU Teacher 
 

SEU – Special Education Unit  HIU – Hearing Impaired Unit 

 

2.4.2 The Data 

Two corpora of data – interviews and communication books – are used in this 

thesis. 

 
2.4.2.1 Qualitative interview 

Location and duration of interview 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with parents at their homes, the 

child’s school, or public areas (e.g. parks and food courts).  Professionals were 

interviewed at schools (e.g. in the classroom, the office or in the school recreation 

area) either before, during or after school hours, as arranged by them.  Five 

therapists of one child (Timothy) in the ABA program were university 

undergraduates and they were interviewed in the university precinct.  The duration 

of interviews with parents tended to be longer (between one hour and three hours) 

whereas the interviews with the professionals lasted about half an hour. 



 At the beginning of the first interview, the participants signed a consent form 

(Appendix 2C) which assured them of confidentiality and anonymity.  They were 

later given a copy of the form. Audio-tapes were used to record the interviews. 

 
Interview questions 

Some of the questions used to facilitate and guide the interviews were 

adapted from Zetlin et al (1996) and Park and Turnbull (2001).  Appendix 2D 

provides a sample of the interview questions.  The interview with parents generally 

followed a linear progression, beginning with the question of how they first found 

out about their child’s condition.  They were then asked to describe the child, the 

child’s program at school, their present interaction with the professionals (e.g. IEP 

meetings), and the interview concluded with a question on their future hopes for the 

child.  The interview questions for the professionals followed a similar structure, 

usually starting with a request to describe the child.  Reflective listening was used to 

encourage the participants to talk freely and spontaneously on the topics.  Where the 

participants brought up cultural issues, they were probed to clarify and elaborate 

further.  

 
Language used at interviews 

The researcher is conversant in English and Mandarin and interviewed four 

of the Chinese families in English.  These parents occasionally used their home 

language (e.g. Cantonese, Mandarin) to refer to specific ideas or concepts during the 

interview.  One Chinese parent (Mike’s mother) was interviewed in Mandarin as she 

indicated it as the preferred language for the interview.  

One interview with a Vietnamese family was carried out in English.  In most 

of the interviews with the other five Vietnamese families a Vietnamese interpreter 

was available to help with the translation.  For two of the families, the mothers 

switched to speaking English in the middle of the interviews and only had some 

phrases translated when required.  One Vietnamese university undergraduate was 

engaged to do the interpretation in the first year (2001) and another was engaged in 

the second year (2002).  A Vietnamese teacher at a State school assisted in the 



interpretation of the interview with a Vietnamese parent (Billy’s mother), which was 

carried out at the school.  Overall, there appeared to be a lack of fluency and 

continuity in some of the interviews carried out in Vietnamese.  This was mainly 

due to communication difficulty and the translation process.  

All of the interviews with the professionals were carried out in English. 

 
Transcription and verification of data 

The different languages in which the data was generated can pose a 

difficulty for transcription when both time and resources are limited.  The 

interviews with the Chinese parent were translated and summarised by the 

researcher who is multilingual in English and Chinese languages.  In the interviews 

with Vietnamese-speaking parents only the translated versions were recorded on 

paper.  The summaries of interviews (in English) were returned to participants for 

verification.  This applies for all the Chinese and most of the Vietnamese 

participants as they had indicated that an English version of the report would 

suffice.  Home-visits with the interpreter to translate the reports were made with two 

Vietnamese families.  These two families verified the contents in the reports and 

indicated that it was unnecessary to do the same for subsequent interviews.  Phone 

calls were made to the other participants for their confirmation that the interview 

reports were accurate.  All except a few participants requested minor changes (e.g. 

Roger’s case manager changed some of her original expressions; Mike’s mother 

asked for the removal of less relevant information).  

 

Follow-up interviews 

Subsequent interviews were carried out in the later part of 2002 to pursue parents’ 
and professionals’ views of a preliminary analysis of the data.  At this time, several 
participants had withdrawn from the research project.  Parents of four Vietnamese children 
explained that they were busy and did not wish to continue with the study.  Further reasons 
were not probed but could be speculated from the parents’ circumstances at that time: 
Truong broke his arm and had to be cared for (24 hours a day) at home; Vanessa’s mother 
took up a temporary job; Billy’s mother had been hesitant to participate during the first 
interview-session and had perhaps found the interviews meaningless, in that we ‘just talked’ 
(as opposed to providing practical assistance to her son); Roger’s mother indicated her 
intention to withdraw from the study soon after declining an invitation to participate in the 
PAR.  She explained that she would not be able to withstand the setback (another hope 
dashed) should the project fail to achieve the desired outcome (an improvement in Roger’s 



social skills).  Hence, only five professionals and eight parents were interviewed at follow-
up.  
 
Table 2.6 Participants involved in follow-up interview 
Child Parent Professional 
Audi Sharon Wendy 
Becky Magdeline and Keith Phyllis 
Mike Fong Yin Rosna 
Leon Dan  
Timothy Frank  
Truong   
Billy   
Jessica Van  
Roger  Kathy 
Vanessa  Nick 
Irene Yen  
 

The themes and patterns identified from the preliminary findings were used 

to design the interview questions for the follow-up interview (see Appendix 2E and 

2F).  Participants were first told that the initial findings appeared to differ from the 

(American) literature.  They were then asked to comment on barriers to parent 

participation identified in the literature and their views of parent participation.  They 

were also asked to account for why culture did not appear to be salient in the data.  

Summaries of these interviews were returned to the participants for verification. 

 

2.4.2.2 Communication books 

During the process of analysing the data, it became increasingly apparent 

that the children’s communication books (which were passed between parent and 

teacher/case manager) would be an important source of data in the investigation of 

parent-professional interaction and collaboration.  Permission to access these books 

was sought from the respective parents and professionals.  (Mike’s former teacher, 

James, had left the school at this time and permission to use the sections that he had 

written was granted by the school).  Altogether, copies of seven communication 

books belonging to Audi, Becky, Leon, Mike, Jessica, Roger and Irene were 

obtained25. 
Entries in the books ranged from one to two terms (10 – 20 weeks).  As some 

of the books were photocopied by the school staff, a few pages that appeared to be 

                                                 
25 Parents of two of the children (Truong and Billy) had, by this time, withdrawn from the study. 
Vanessa could not locate her communication book and Timothy did not have one. 



missing in Mike’s and Irene’s books could not be retrieved.  Three of the books 
(Audi’s, Leon’s and Jessica’s) had very few entries from parents. Accordingly, a 
decision was made to analyse the four communication books belonging to Mike, 
Becky, Roger and Irene for this thesis. 

 

2.4.3 Approach to analysis 

The data analysis included that of the interview data and the communication book 

data. 

 

2.4.3.1 Analysis of interview data  

Interview data in this study was treated in two ways: (1) as reports of 

participants’ thoughts (interiors) and social circumstances (exteriors); (2) as 

accounts participants collaboratively constructed with the interviewer. 

The first approach in the analysis of interview data follows from the 

conventional perspective of research participants as repositories of knowledge 

(Holstein & Gubrium, 1997).  The emphasis is on gathering and analysing the 

contents of participants’ reports which constitute information about the social world.  

In Chapter 3, where parent-professional collaboration and parent participation is 

investigated, the interview data is treated predominantly in this manner.  Analysis 

involved systematically coding, categorising and presenting what the participants 

reported into a rethematized format (see Section 3.3 for details).  However, at 

various parts of the findings, comments are made about how the reports by 

participants relate to their circumstances; the argument is made that those responses 

should be treated as works of accounting.  

In Section 4.5, where attributes assigned to the category Child-with-a-

disability are extracted from the interview data, the interest also lies more with the 

content of answers.  Membership Categorisation Analysis is employed to identify 

segments of the interview data in which the participants had described or made 

reference to the child.  The footnotes will show the particular situations and contexts 

in which some of these descriptions were made. 

 The second approach in the analysis of interview data treats the participants’ 

responses as accounts that are collaboratively constructed with the interviewer.  It is 



this situated accounting work that is the core of the analysis of the data (Baker, 

1997: 131).  According to Baker (2002: 781), accounts are best understood as sense-

making work through which participants engage in explaining, attributing, 

justifying, describing, and otherwise finding a possible sense or orderliness in the 

various events, people, places and courses of action they talk about.  The interview 

data is analysed for the hows of knowledge production in the interactional encounter 

between the participants and interviewer as well as the whats (the substantive 

information) communicated by the participants (Holstein & Gubrium, 1997).  

In Chapter 5, where the research interest is in how culture enters into special 

education and parent-professional collaboration, segments of the interview 

transcripts are extracted.  Analysis focuses on how cultural categories are invoked 

by participants in collaboration with the interviewer (the assembly process) and 

what work is accomplished in invoking the cultural categories.  The attributes that 

participants assigned to these cultural categories (the whats assembled by the 

participants), by comparison, received less emphasis.  

 



2.4.3.2 Analysis of communication book data 

The analysis of the communication books in Section 4.4 employs MCA to 

examine in detail how the category Child-with-a-disability is accomplished by 

parents and professionals in their back-and-forth written conversation (see Section 

4.3 for details).  The attributes ascribed to the child (the whats) in the books are 

sought.  Some attention is also given to the ways in which parents and professionals 

orient to their relevancies, activities, roles and responsibilities in the books. 

 

2.4.4  Ethical considerations in the thesis 

 Traditional ethical concerns in research have revolved around topics of 

informed consent, right to privacy and protection from harm (Fontana & Frey, 1998: 

70).  These concerns were somewhat addressed when participants signed the 

consent-to-participation form (see Appendix 2C for consent form and Appendix 2G 

for ethical approvals obtained from various institutions).  However, the inclusion of 

a participatory action research component in the project created some dilemmas.  

 

2.4.4.1 The issue of informed consent and ownership 

Initial consent was obtained from participants for the use of the interview 

data, and verbal consent for the access and use of the communication book data.  

Silverman (2001: 271) advises that it is proper to secure further consent as to how 

the data (e.g. video recording26) may be used.  

My dilemma pertaining to informed consent arose from the awareness that 

researchers typically claim ownership of the data once the participants have signed 

the consent form to participate in the study.  The information acquired from 

participants is taken out of their control and could potentially be used in ways that 

they do not approve (Finch, 1993).  For instance, ethnomethodological analysis of 

the data may be unfamiliar to the participants, who might have initially intended for 

researchers to take their stories, their concerns and their worries to audiences, policy 

makers and the public in ways that they could not (Fine, Weis, Weseen & Wong, 

                                                 
26 In the larger project that included the participatory action research process, video recordings of 
work group meetings were made, with verbal consent from participants. They were told that it was 
for the purpose of improving the researcher’s skills in facilitating such meetings. 



2001: 115).  This interpretation of how the data would be used by the researchers 

was explicitly stated by Audi’s mother.  However, ethnomethodological analysis 

tends to expose the moral work of accounting that people do in their everyday 

interaction (including interview conversations) and might be read as a criticism27 of 

them.  

It was also suggested that when participants give personal information about 

themselves to researchers, they are made more vulnerable than the researchers who 

do not reciprocate with the same type of information (Cocks & Cockram, 1995).  

Further, there is a risk that research participants may be “left carrying the burden of 

representations as the researchers hide behind the cloak of alleged neutrality” (Fine 

et al., 2001: 109).  For example, in presenting the attributes assigned to the Child-

with-a-disability in Chapter 4, I claim to be merely reporting the various portrayals 

of the child as produced by parents and professionals in the study.  

I was inspired by the democratic principles within PAR, such as involving 

participants in the analysis of the data28 and allowing them control over the use of 

the outcomes (McTaggart, 1997: 29), and had the notion that I would invite 

participants to comment on the manuscripts that would come out of the project.  

This was done with one participant for an earlier paper (Choo, Lim, Renshaw, Park 

& Lee, 2002).  However, such a practice demanded time and effort that may not 

always be available to the researchers and participants.  Further, there is the debate 

that having manuscripts vetted by participants is a form of censorship that threatens 

researchers’ ‘academic freedom’ to critically analyse a phenomenon.  

Clearly, there needs to be a balance between researchers’ accountability to 

their research participants (i.e. not exploit or betray them) and conducting the 

research in a manner that will be authentic and relevant to audiences in the broader 

                                                 
27 A former colleague who was not used to ethnomethodological approaches read a paper (presented 
at the European Association for Research on Learning and Instruction) in which a child’s 
communication book was analysed.  She interpreted us (the authors) to be criticising the parent and 
the teachers for ascribing non-agency and incompetence to the child. Also, I was recently told that I 
am not a nice person any more because I would analyse aloud the moral work people accomplished 
with their utterances or silence in our group interaction. 
28 Ethnomethodologists do not seek participants’ views on the analysis as participants’ comments are 
taken to be further work of accounting. Getting participants to verify the analysis is seen as creating 
endless and spurious accounting work for them.   



professional community and the scholarly community.  I provide a couple of 

examples in the following text.  

  

2.4.4.2 The issue of privacy  

In their book, Building cultural reciprocity with families: case studies in 

special education, Harry, Kalyanpur and Day (1999) used real names and even 

photographs of some of the research participants to personalise their stories.  They 

report that several families regarded the opportunity to tell their stories empowering.  

They further suggest that their decision to use real names meant that they held 

absolute accountability to the families for everything written in the book. 

In the present project, there was also an initial intention to emulate the 

example of these authors.  However, most participants indicated their preference for 

anonymity (except Irene’s parents) and it was decided to use pseudonyms for all 

participants in reports.  Prompted by the wish to return something to the 

participants, I had initially planned to provide copies of papers that result from the 

study to participants.  But there is a risk that confidentiality will be breached if this 

is done.  As several of the children were attending the same schools, participant-

readers may be able to identify the child, the parents and the professionals in the 

reports.  The situation is made more problematic as some teachers contributed 

information under the assurance that their comments would not be passed on to 

parents.  This dilemma is resolved with the current plan to only share selected 

publications with participants. 

Further, there is a risk that local readers may be able to work out which 

special schools are involved in this study, as there are limited special schools or 

schools with special education units/hearing impaired units in the suburbs with a 

high population density of Chinese and/or Vietnamese.  The ethnicity of the child-

participants also meant that they could easily be identified.  (The place of residence 

of Billy’s teacher, Yvonne, was not changed because it is essential to the analysis). 

 

 

 



2.4.4.3 The issue of the multiple roles of the researcher 

In carrying out this project, I found myself playing multiple roles: 

‘messenger’ between parents and teachers, volunteer, confidante, ‘critical friend’, 

curriculum advisor, and so on.  As the researcher with information obtained from 

both sides (parents and professionals), I sometimes faced the dilemma of whether to 

reveal information to the other party or to keep the information absolutely 

confidential.  My struggle with the issue was most acute at the early stages of the 

project when I perceived that sharing the information would benefit the child’s 

learning.  I was also presented with different views about this: (1) do not intervene 

because the data would become contaminated; (2) uncontaminated data is a myth – 

act conscientiously; (3) the whole idea of PAR research is sharing and exchanging 

information.  I resolved the issue by keeping most information confidential and 

exercised discretion when I encountered a situation that warranted my revealing the 

information.  Other times, I intervened by making implicative comments to the 

teachers or parents.  For example, I updated a parent about the teacher’s use of 

phonics to teach reading and asked the teacher whether she had or had not shared 

this teaching method with the parent.  In these ways, I sometimes acted as 

‘messenger’ between parents and teachers. 

During my deferment of candidature (when I was in the process of 

transferring universities), I started volunteering in the special education classes of 

the teachers I had interviewed.  The experience motivated me to want to be of 

genuine help to the teachers and, in one case, I perceived the ‘teacher aide role’ to 

be the most beneficial assistance I could provide this teacher.  I was quite obliging 

when she requested my help the following year.  However, I soon grew 

uncomfortable in that ‘teacher aide-volunteer’ role29 as I became critical of her 

teaching and class management skills.  I found what I had to offer (e.g. classroom 

management stratgies) devalued and soon stopped volunteering.  

My relationship with a few of participants became closer because of the 

PAR process.  Sometimes, that can create partiality.  In one case study, I was drawn 

                                                 
29 In the Appendix of her book, Lareau (1989) revealed that she had volunteered in a classroom while 
carrying out her research and she also encountered ambivalence with her role there (e.g. as teacher, 
disciplinarian). 



into the conflict between the professionals.  When a decision had to be made (e.g. 

choosing between a community access program or a Be-friender program for the 

child; repeating Year One or proceeding to Year Two), I was usually more 

persuaded by the case manager whom I affiliated with (but consultation with my 

supervisor helped to balance my perspectives).  In those situations, the case manager 

sought my help to present the two options to the mother (through my Vietnamese 

interpreter).  Although I was somewhat disappointed with the parents’ decisions, I 

made little effort to influence them.  The conflict between the professionals would 

have made the case study an interesting one but I was denied access to the meetings.  

In the end, I opted to maintain a respectful distance and not intervene. 

In another PAR case study, my work with a teacher gradually developed into 

a friendship.  It started with the goal of improving Audi’s literacy skills.  At about 

the same time, this teacher attended a course on teaching spelling and began sharing 

with me what she had learned in the course and the difficulties she encountered in 

implementing certain strategies with Audi and the other children.  We exchanged 

ideas and rejoiced in the successes.  When she started a literacy program for her 

class, I continued to be a useful resource, a ‘critical friend’ and an empathetic 

listener.  Some time later, we discussed doing a similar program for numeracy and I 

offered to help in designing the Mathematics program (drawing upon my previous 

experience teaching in a Mathematics enrichment centre).  My involvement with the 

school has turned from researching into curriculum advising.      

I have discursively outlined these dilemmas because I am convinced there 

are no recipe solutions to the ethical dilemmas of conducting research that involves 

close, on-going collaboration with participants.  I believe I acted ethically: I sought 

advice when issues arose that I could not resolve; I tried to balance multiple roles 

and changes across time in a discreet and thoughtful manner; I sought to put the 

interests of the children and parents above the interests of the research team, but I 

also did not abandon the importance of collecting authentic data and trying to fulfil 

the research purposes in a disciplined manner.    

 

 



 
CHAPTER 3 

PARENT-PROFESSIONAL COLLABORATION AND  

PARENT PARTICIPATION 

 

3.1 Introduction 

  

The focus of this chapter – parent-professional collaboration or parent 

participation – was inspired partly by the many studies conducted in the U.S. that 

have revealed a lower rate of participation by parents of culturally diverse children 

(Sontag & Schacht, 1994), passive rather than active involvement of parents, and 

various deterrents to parents’ collaboration with professionals (Harry, 1992a, 1992c: 

Harry, Allen & McLaughlin, 1995; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Lian & Fontánez-

Phelan, 2001; Park & Turnbull, 2001; Park, Turnbull & Park, 2001; Smith & Ryan, 

1987).  This study is interested in finding out what the situation is for Chinese and 

Vietnamese parents who have a child with a disability as they interact with the 

Australian special education system. 

The literature review in Section 3.2 is composed of four main parts.  I first 

present a historical perspective on how parent-professional collaboration and parent 

participation came to be emphasised in the educational discourse.  Next, I clarify the 

meanings of the key concepts (involvement, participation, collaboration and 

partnership) of this chapter. The barriers to parent participation identified in the 

literature are reviewed before the Australian literature is presented.   

The method of analysis is briefly described in Section 3.3.  The findings and 

analyses in 3.4 address three questions, namely: What is the nature of parent 

participation (Section 3.4.1)? Do the deterrents to parent participation identified in 

the literature apply to this study (Section 3.4.2)? What are participants’ views on 

parent participation (Section 3.4.3)?  Relevant studies are reviewed prior to the 

presentation of particular findings and a brief discussion follows the reports.  The 

Discussion in Section 3.5 analyses the findings within an enlarging sphere of 

cultural, historical and institutional systems. 



3.2 Literature Review 

 

Parental participation, parents-as-partner, parent-professional collaboration and 

the like, are generally considered a ‘good thing’.  Numerous studies of 

parent involvement programs have reported benefits such as improved 

academic achievements (Deslandes, Royer, Potvin & Leclerc, 1999; 

Henderson, 1988; Nichols, 2000), increased language achievements 

(Bermudez, 1993; Chavkin & Williams, 1993), positive attitudes and 

behaviour (Bermudez, 1993; Deslandes et al., 1999), increase in student 

attendance and a reduction in dropouts (Chavkin & Williams, 1993).  

Hence, home and school partnership is widely accepted by scholars, 

policymakers, educators and parent organisations as a contributing factor 

to children’s academic and social success (Davis, 1993; Moles, 1993; 

Nichols, 2000).  

However, Davis (1993) cautions that parent participation may just be a 

cosmetic to cover up inadequate performance by schools in promoting the academic 

and social success of all children.  Citing Edmonds (1986), Scott-Jones (1993) also 

argues that parental involvement is desirable but not necessary for good school 

performance; schools rather than families should be changed because the family 

environment is but one of several developmental contexts affecting children’s 

achievement in a complex and dynamic manner.  Moreover, as proponents of the 

effective schools movement argue, achievement differences result not from family 

background but from the schools children attend (Davis, 1993).  These dissenting 

views are, however, dampened when studies increasingly focus on the positive 

impact of parental involvement. 

In the field of special education, a similar research interest in the topic of 

parent involvement was evident (Correa, 1990).  Parent involvement was perceived 

to not only improve developmental outcomes for the child with a disability, it could 

also reduce family stress as parents learned what to expect of the child, of the 

educational program, and of the future (Porter & McKenzie, 2000).  



Parent-professional relationship in the special education context, therefore, is 

also widely held as both desirable and beneficial to the child’s education, and 

continues to evolve with an increasing emphasis on an equal partnership between 

parents and professionals.  This can be seen in educational legislation in the United 

States (e.g. passage PL 94-14230) which requires parental involvement in the 

decision-making process regarding provision for children with special educational 

needs.  However, amidst all the clamour for parents to be partners, there is little 

critical questioning of the whys and wherefores of parental involvement (Wood, 

1988).  How did parent-professional partnership come to be of such significance in 

the education of children with special needs?  To answer that question, it is 

necessary to consider the history of human service delivery in Western countries 

(e.g. America, England, Australia) and the resulting impact on the parent-

professional relationship, and the development of professionalism in the human 

services in the larger context of social, economic and political settings. 

 

3.2.1 History of human service delivery  

Developments in special education do not occur in isolation but are 

connected to wider societal movements and to general issues that are currently 

popular within society (Wood, 1988).  Hence, it is necessary to understand the 

context of other social, economical, institutional and political forces that have 

created today’s view of parent-professional collaboration.  

 

3.2.1.1 Models of service delivery and parent-professional relationships 

Historically, human services for people with disabilities were tied to church-

based philanthropy (Stehlik & Chenoweth, 1996).  Under the social welfare 

ideology of many Western countries, human services were also provided by public, 

non-profit organisations (Greenwood & Lachman, 1996).  The predominant service 

delivery model was largely based on a medical model where the person with a 

                                                 
30 U.S. Public Law 94-142, The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (renamed Individuals 
with Disabilities Education Act or IDEA) established the legal rights of students with disabilities to 
an appropriate education and also guaranteed the rights of parents to make decisions about 
educational placement and planning for their children (Stephenson, 1996; Valle & Aponte, 2002).  



disability was perceived as a patient.  The prevailing view in the late 1950s was that 

children and people with disabilities would best be cared for in institutions – a 

hospital setting – by professionals who knew best what treatments to implement.  

The role of parents was often limited to being a ‘friend of the hospital’ and raising 

money for patients’ welfare and outings31 (Dyer, 1996 cit. in Murray, 2000: 686) 

Over the years, public opinion, policy debate and ideological persuasion 

created a shift from large segregated institutions towards community-based services.  

However, it has been suggested that such a move was motivated also by economic 

considerations, as fiscal, budgetary and other allocation difficulties reduced 

government involvement in non-profit professional sectors (Greenwood & 

Lachman, 1996; Murray, 2000).  With changes in legislation towards an economic 

rationalist model, human service delivery also moved towards a market framework 

where service-users (i.e. people with disabilities and their families) were 

increasingly seen as clients or consumers (Stehlik & Chenoweth, 1996).  A change 

of the terminology ‘ineducable’ to ‘severely educationally subnormal’ by the 1970 

Education Act in the U.S. transferred the responsibility for children with disabilities 

from the health services to education departments (Murray, 2000).  In this respect, 

the emphasis on ‘parents-as-partners’ in the educational enterprise can be seen as an 

emphasis on consumer rights (Wood, 1988). 

 

3.2.1.2 Development of professionalism in human services 

Another development in the human service delivery system is the 

professionalisation of disability services.  The emergence of professions has been 

linked to the rise of a capitalist economy in which knowledge or service becomes a 

commodity for exchange (Larson, 1977).  The business of modern society is service 

and the economy is organised to meet needs.  In the case of special education and 

disability services, one might say that the commodity paid for is ‘care’ (McKnight, 

1995) and, perhaps, the promise of a cure.  When special education is predominantly 

perceived as a direct response to need, parental involvement (as an extension within 

                                                 
31 The institutionalisation era of service delivery seemed to be absent in countries where it is held that 
the responsibility of caring for people with disabilities lies with individual families and not the state.  



special education) is on the whole welcomed as beneficial in a taken-for-granted 

manner, and put across as such within the rhetoric of special needs (Wood, 1988).  

Since there is no end to the needs for which services can be manufactured, human 

service business has endless possibilities for expansion32. In the area of special 

education and disability services, we can see a proliferation of professionalised 

services that translate need in terms of ‘modularised’ or ‘disassembled’ people – 

people in pieces (McKnight, 1995: 45).  For example, a child with a disability 

would now typically need services from the physiotherapist, occupational therapist, 

speech pathologist, music therapist, psychologist, behaviour management expert, 

guidance counsellor, special educator and so on.  Clearly, the specialisation or 

differentiation of professional expertise within special education has expanded in 

size and scope over the last two decades33.  With the diversity of specialised 

services available, there is now a need for the professionals to ‘piece the child back 

together’ through inter-disciplinary collaboration and collaboration with parents, so 

that the professionals see the whole child.  

The larger context of the historical development and the professionalisation of 

special education and disability services affords us a critical perspective on 

how the role of the parents has become so significant in the education of 

their children today.  However, for many of the people involved, 

collaboration or partnership between parents and professionals remains a 

                                                 
32 For example, it was suggested that there are seven life crises from infancy to death, each requiring 
its helping professional (McKnight, 1995). 
33 Although these professions may draw upon similar knowledge bases, there are finer and finer 
distinctions made among them, and the quest for ‘professionalisation’ seems to have encompassed 
everyone who has some claim to a level of specialised knowledge (Greenwood & Lachman, 1996). A 
trend towards professionalisation can, of course, be argued as necessary for a large complex society 
since professionalisation is associated with credentialism and accountability of services (Freidson, 
1994). However, professionalisation of human services can also be discoursed in terms of the envy of 
medicine, where aspiration to professionalism is seen as a bid for the power, status, and control 
equivalent to that within the medical professions (Thompson, 1995). The teacher professionalisation 
literature suggests that when teachers advert to the ‘real’ professions such as medicine or law as 
worthy of emulation, this is based more upon the desire for ‘prestige by association’ than upon a 
competent analysis of the attributes, efficacy and value to society of the professions (Soder 1990 cit. 
in Engvall, 1997). The debate on professionalisation of teaching is complex and controversial 
(Engvall, 1997) but there had been a general movement towards teacher professionalisation through 
the increased length of teacher training, definition of professional standards in education, research on 
teacher knowledge and practice and establishment of teacher registration boards. In the field of 
special education, again, the extent to which special educators are accorded the same status as say, a 
psychologist, is debatable. 



fashionable concept and one that is loosely defined (Alexander & 

Morrison, 1999): a vague ideal that professionals and  

parents should be working towards (Wood, 1988).  Indeed, when the terms 

‘parental involvement’, ‘parent participation’, ‘parent-professional 

partnership’ and ‘collaboration’ are used interchangeably in the literature, 

it is necessary to clarify the terms before proceeding further into the topic.  

 

3.2.2 Defining ‘involvement’, ‘participation’, ‘partnership’ and ‘collaboration’ 

Defining the terms parent involvement, parent participation, parent-

professional partnership or collaboration can be complicated because different 

authors may make finer distinctions for each of the terms and focus on particular 

aspects that they wish to emphasise.  First, the term ‘parent involvement’ is 

explained.   

 

3.2.2.1 Parent involvement 

Epstein (Brandt, 1989) suggests that parent involvement is a broad term that 

may take a variety of forms both in and out of school.  She classifies the types of 

parental involvement as: 

1. Parenting – parents are obliged to ensure children’s health and safety and to 

build positive home conditions that support school learning 

2. Communicating – schools are obliged to communicate to parents about the 

school program and children’s progress through conferences or weekly 

folders of students’ work 

3. Volunteering – parents volunteer in the classroom or in the school tuckshop 

4. Learning at home – parents monitor or assist children at home on learning 

activities that are coordinated with class work 

5. Representing other parents34  – parents take on decision-making roles in 

advisory committees or governing councils. 

                                                 
34 Epstein (1995) later named this Type 5 involvement ‘Decision making’ and expanded the typology 
to include Type 6 involvement – “Collaborating with Community: coordinate the work and resources 
of community businesses, agencies, colleges or universities and other groups to strengthen school 
programs, family practices and student learning and development” (Epstein, 1996: 216). Since I had 



 

From Epstein’s typology above, the term ‘involvement’ does not make 

explicit suggestion about ownership; nor does the term ‘participation’, if going by 

Pugh’s (1987) description of ‘participation’ as those where parents participate under 

the supervision of professional staff (e.g. volunteering help in class, toy library, 

attending case conferences).  By contrast, ‘collaboration’ and ‘partnership’ between 

parents and professionals imply some kind of equality and sharing in the 

relationship, as the next section reveals.  

 

3.2.2.2 Partnership and collaboration 

While partnership and collaboration seem appropriate terms to use for this 

study, Dale (1996) argues that ‘partnership’ can vary structurally (some entailing 

occasional meeting; others requiring recurrent meetings); it can vary in its form and 

degree of cooperation (from working separately to full negotiation between 

partners); it can vary in terms of the partners’ interests; it can vary in terms of gains 

and losses.  Therefore, the term ‘partnership’ appears not to tell us a great deal about 

the extent of cooperation, reciprocity and shared decision-making, and the degree of 

consensus or disagreement and power differences between the partners.  To 

emphasise negotiation, Dale defines partnership as “a working relationship where 

the partners use negotiation and joint decision-making and resolve differences of 

opinion and disagreement, in order to reach some kind of shared perspective or 

jointly agreed decision on issues of mutual concern” (p. 14).  

Pugh (1987) earlier extended the concept of partnership by introducing 

partnerships at three levels of action: 

(a) Between one parent (or set of parents) and a professional in which the focus 

is on the development of the child 

(b) Between parents in general and a particular group or scheme in which 

parents run the service or are placed at the level of management 

                                                                                                                                         
accessed the earlier typology in the follow-up interviews with the participants, I present this version 
as relevant rather than the updated version. 



(c) Between parents and policy makers, in which parents take part in the 

planning and policy making 

Still, most parent-professional relationships, if they resemble a partnership at all, are 

almost exclusively at the level involving only parent(s) and one particular 

professional, usually the teacher. 

The negotiation aspects of partnership suggest ‘shared power’ and ‘shared 

responsibilities’, which Tomlinson (1982, 1995) considers rhetorical.  She argues 

that the “ideology of benevolent humanitarianism” (Tomlinson, 1982: 179) of the 

helping professions may mask the fact that the relationship is often dictated on 

professionals’ terms: “you help us in the ways we think fit and we will help you 

bring up your child better” (Pugh, 1987: 101).  The conception of partnership within 

special education, from this perspective, can therefore mean an extension of the 

professional’s sphere of influence – from the school into the home35.  That is why 

Porter and McKenzie (2000) cautioned professionals against disempowering parents 

by their efforts in ‘helping’.  Not only must service providers be prepared to ‘let go’ 

and move from a position of prescribing solutions to families, they should 

acknowledge and support individual family’s choices (Knox, Parmenter, Atkinson 

& Yazbeck, 2000).  Such a practice signifies changing the role of a service provider 

from that of an expert to that of an ally who enables families to articulate what they 

need, and who provides empowering experiences that can further their participation 

in the decision-making process (Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991).   

Porter and McKenzie (2000: 8-9) posit that parent-professional collaboration 

is a frame of mind, or a philosophical stance, that guides the way professionals and 

parents work together.  Collaboration means that power is shared in the 

determination of goals and the planning of strategies.  The parents may or may not 

take an active part in delivering the strategies, according to their desire and other 

commitments, while the professionals’ role is to support parents in their chosen role, 

without defining for them what form that should take.  Thus, collaboration lies more 

                                                 
35 Although Epstein (1995: 702) would maintain that that the influence in a partnership is reciprocal 
– that teachers and administrators create more family-like schools, recognising each child’s 
individuality and making each child feel special and included; parents create more school-like 
families, reinforcing the importance of school, homework and activities that build students’ skills. 



in the professionals’ posture (Harry, Kalyanpur & Day, 1999) of inquiry and 

empathy (Rao, 2000) when approaching families.   

 The notions of partnership and collaboration as “a state of mind” (Porter and 

McKenzie, 2000: 9) or “a posture of cultural reciprocity” (Harry et al., 1999; 

Kalyanpur & Harry, 1997) described above sound well and good.  But there is a 

danger that such phrases simplify the complex process of negotiation between 

parents and professionals.  In practice, dilemmas often arise.  For instance, if what 

parents articulate is, rationally speaking, an unrealistic goal, is it ethical that 

professionals stop themselves from putting across their recommendations?  And if 

the professionals manage to persuade the parents, has the ideal of such a partnership 

been compromised?  Furthermore, family needs and circumstances change and there 

will be times when parents may want a professional to assume the major role in a 

given decision or activity.   Flexibility in responsibility and effort is therefore more 

characteristic of true partnerships than of an artificial and rigid fifty-fifty split 

(DeChillo, Koren & Schultze, 1994). 

 

3.2.2.3 What is problematic about the concept of partnership or collaboration? 

The concept of collaboration or partnership within special education is also 

problematic in several aspects.  Firstly, neither the parent nor the teacher necessarily 

chooses the partnership; they are ‘given’ to each other based on who is assigned to 

teach the child that year (Murray, 2000).  In that sense, they are expected to make 

their partnership work regardless of whether they like each other or not.  Secondly, 

parent-professional relationship derives from a role relationship (Dale, 1996) and 

the different nature of responsibilities with the child is bound to have an effect on 

the parent-professional relationship.  Parents’ responsibilities to the child last a life-

time, while teachers hold only educational responsibility for a matter of years, at the 

most36 (Murray, 2000; Porter & McKenzie, 2000).  Thirdly, handing the ‘control’ to 

parents to determine decisions can also be seen as handing them the ultimate 

responsibility and accountability for the child’s success or failure.  This can add 

                                                 
36 Not to mention that parenting is unpaid for whereas in the professional’s case, there is 
remuneration for specific hours of employment (Dale, 1996). 



undue stress to parents, who may see the child’s performance as a measure of their 

own success (Wood, 1988).  Fourthly, parent-professional partnership is often 

talked about with the child missing from the partnership equation (Murray, 2000).  

This is ironic given that the justification for the partnership, in the first place, lies 

with the child’s special needs (Murray, 2000; Wood, 1988).  Hence, Murray (2000) 

argues that parent-professional relationship can only begin to come near to being a 

‘partnership’ when respect for the individual child is at the heart of all the adults 

concerned; it is vital that value is placed upon the life of the child with special 

needs.  Fifthly, there is a taken-for-granted assumption within parent-professional 

relationship that their common goal is the ‘best interest’ of the child.  Whether a 

goal constitutes the child’s best interest is an entirely subjective matter (Murray, 

2000).  Finally, power issues are often inherent within the concept of collaboration 

or partnership.  Below, the power dynamics between parents and professionals 

within various models of parent-professional relationship are described.  

 

3.2.2.4 Power dynamics in various models of parent-professional relationship 

The five models of parent-professional relationship Dale (1996) listed can be 

distinguished according to the level of power assigned to the parent and 

professional: 

(a) The expert model regards the professionals as having the expertise to make 

judgments and to provide skilled intervention.  This position renders the parents 

a subordinate role in any decision-making process.  This model can be valuable 

to parents lacking the expertise, time or inclination to intervene in the child’s 

treatment as it removes responsibilities from them;  

(b) The transplant model regards the parents as an untapped resource, whereby 

professionals ‘transplant’ their skills and expertise so that parents can become 

more actively involved in therapy.  The professional retains control and the 

parent is rendered dependent upon external expertise.  This model ignores 

differences in parenting style, family relationships, resources, values and 

culture;  



(c) The consumer model regards the parents as consumers with rights to choose 

appropriate services and interventions for their child.  Professionals offer parents 

options and information, and help them to evaluate alternatives and to make 

realistic decisions.  This model assumes that parents can represent the needs of 

themselves and their children.  However, parents can vary widely in their 

capacity to assess needs;  

(d) The empowerment model regards each family as a system of interlocking social 

relationships with its own unique adaptation style and differing needs.    

Professionals must account for these in their intervention and in determining 

what help parents need in order to become empowered.  However, the notion of 

empowerment implies a view of parents as powerless and requiring the 

professionals to empower them;  

(e) The negotiating model regards parents and professionals as members of a 

partnership in which each holds a different role, different responsibilities, power 

positions and interests.  It focuses upon the process of reconciling diverse and 

discrepant views of parents and professionals. 

Having explored various features within the concepts of ‘partnership’ and 

‘collaboration’, and the power dynamics in the five models of parent-professional 

relationship, I now look at the affective domain of parent-professional relationship. 

 
3.2.2.5 Affective domain of parent-professional relationship 

What is implicit in the description of ‘partnership’ or ‘collaboration’ 

presented above is a kind of affective mutuality (DeChillo et al., 1994) between 

parents and professionals. Caring and reason share the context for collaboration 

(Ware, 1994).  Yet the affective domain of parent-professional relationship is rather 

complicated.  On one hand, it is reported that parents mainly want an emotionally 

rich relationship with the professionals whom they deal with, rather than a formal 

‘expert-client’ relationship37 (Summers et al., 1990).  On the other hand, 

professionalism implies some kind of distance, in light of the fact that the basic 

definition of ‘unprofessional conduct’ is ‘becoming involved with the client’ 

                                                 
37 Case (2000) and Park et al (2001) reported the qualities that parents appreciate in professionals. 



(McKnight, 1995).  Porter and McKenzie (2000: 17) resolve this inherent 

contradiction in parent-professional relationship by arguing that professionals can  

still be friendly even though being paid to deliver a service is not friendship; they 

simply need to adjust their notion of service from “service given to others” to 

“something that they do with others”.  Another way to consider the development of 

parent-professional relationship is as “a process that evolves much like a friendship, 

using conversational and mutual self-disclosure, avoiding formal measures of any 

kind, and proceeding at a pace that is unhurried, and with an attitude that is non-

judgmental, supportive and caring” (Summer et al., 1990: 97).  Yet the job nature of 

professionals such as speech therapists and guidance counsellors (working on 

contracts and limited time spent with individual children due to high caseloads) 

often makes such a process near impossible to develop. 

Now that the terms ‘parent involvement’, ‘participation’, ‘partnership’ and 

‘collaboration’ have been clarified, one might note that the types of parental 

involvement listed by Epstein are often those in which not too many parents, 

especially those in full time paid employment, can actively participate (Rich, 1993).  

The notion of partnership or collaboration, therefore, seems to be more relevant to 

the immediate study.  However, because ‘parent participation’ was the term used in 

the follow-up interviews with parents and professionals, this chapter will report the 

relevant findings using that term. 

From the description of what ‘partnership’ and ‘collaboration’ should entail, 

many people would agree that the concept of parent-professional partnership or 

collaboration is noble.  Yet, many studies in special education have revealed that 

intent does not coincide with reality (Male, 1998).  An increasing emphasis on 

multiculturalism in the research academy has produced a burgeoning literature on 

cultural diversity and parent-professional collaboration in the U.S. which revealed 

lower parent participation among culturally diverse families compared to families 

from Anglo-American backgrounds (Lynch & Stein, 1987; Sontag & Schacht, 

1994).  Studies have also explored the experiences of African-American parents 

(Harry, 1992a; Harry et al., 1995; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Rao, 2000), Native 

American parents (Sontag & Schacht, 1994; Kalyanpur, 1998), Latino-American 



parents (Harry, 1992b, 1992c; Lian & Fontánez-Phelan, 2001; Lynch & Stein, 

1987), Chinese-American parents (Ryan & Smith, 1989; Smith & Ryan, 1987) and 

Korean-American parents (Cho, Singer & Brenner, 2000; Park & Turnbull, 2001; 

Park et al., 2001).   

The section 3.2.3 below provides various reasons for the lack of 

participation by parents from culturally diverse backgrounds.  For this literature 

review, I have drawn upon studies on parent participation in both general education 

as well as special education 

 

3.2.3  Reasons for low parental participation 

 The typical accounts by service providers for parents’ lower level of 

involvement often allude to parents’ passivity, fatalism (Ali, Fazil, Bywaters, 

Wallace & Singh, 2001) lack of interest or apathy (Lynch & Stein, 1987): parents 

simply did not care about school or value education highly (Davis, 1993).  

Researchers tend to account for these parents in terms of their social marginality:  

single parents and those from a lower social economic background are ‘hard to 

reach’ because their stressful life circumstances (Harry, 1992a) often mean that their 

priorities revolve around survival issues (Correa, 1990).  Yet Porter and McKenzie 

(2000) cite small intensive studies and broadly representative studies to argue that 

all parents, including the disadvantaged ones, are intensely interested in 

participating in their child’s education.  These authors further add that program 

developers and evaluators, who have had broad experiences, assert that all kinds of 

parents are interested in meaningful collaboration with schools.  Chavkin and 

Williams (1993) also indicate that low-income and minority parents want to be 

involved, but appropriate structures and strategies do not exist for including these 

parents. 

In light of these findings, researchers turn to focus on barriers that hinder 

parent participation and parent-professional collaboration, and offer 

recommendations for including parents.  Some of these studies tend to point the 

cause of the problem (i.e. the low participation by culturally diverse parents) in the 

direction of the parents (Davis, 1993) or the professionals – their professional 



communities and institutional culture.  In Section 3.2.3, I begin with a review of 

studies that produce parents and professionals as somewhat ‘deficient’ in their role 

for the partnership.  This is followed by an examination of contextual, structural, 

and language and communicative barriers to parent participation.  I only briefly 

touch on the cultural assumptions of disability and the cultural underpinning of 

parent-professional collaboration in the latter parts the section because I will return 

to some of these studies in the literature reviews of Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

3.2.3.1 Parents’ deficiencies 

In one way or another, the literature revealing the low participation of 

culturally diverse parents implies a deficit perspective of parents, even though the 

researchers probably might not have intended to suggest it was the parents’ 

deficiencies per se.  The following phrases are what commonly appeared in the 

literature: the parents are ill-informed; they had limited knowledge about the special 

education procedures and the Individualised Education Plan (IEP) process; they are 

not aware of their rights and responsibilities (Harry, 1992a; Low, 1992; Park et al., 

2001; Sontag & Schacht, 1994); they do not understand their roles in partnership 

with professionals (Anzul, Evans, King & Tellier-Robinson, 2001; Correa, 1990; 

Harry, 1992a; Park et al., 2001; Sontag & Schacht, 1994); their lack of English 

language fluency limited their access to basic connections and information (Park et 

al., 2001); their objectivity is impaired (Male, 1998); they lack confidence, 

assertiveness and advocacy skills (Bermudez, 1993; Male, 1998; Park et al., 2001); 

they are hesitant to question, disagree or request assistance from professionals (Park 

et al., 2001; Zetlin et al., 1996) because they did not want to cause trouble; parents’ 

anxiety, mistrust and defensiveness escalate when meeting teachers and 

professionals because they only hear from teachers when their child is in trouble 

(Davis, 1993; Moles, 1993); parents from low social economic background tended 

to have low efficacy of their ability to contribute to their child’s education at home 

and in school, believing that it is best left up to the teachers and professionals 

(Davis, 1993; Lazar & Slostad, 1999). 



As can be seen from above, the literature on parent-professional 

collaboration abounds with materials that implicitly attribute ‘faults’ to the parents.  

Similarly, studies that allude to professionals’ lack of competence in collaborating 

with parents can be readily found.  The following section reviews studies that report 

parents’ dissatisfaction in their relationships with professionals, and studies that 

identify professionals’ behaviours and their training to impede collaboration. 

   

3.2.3.2 Professionals’ deficiencies 

A study by Harry, Allen and McLaughlin (1995) found that late notices of 

meetings and the failure by administrators to consult parents for a convenient date 

deterred parents from attending conferences.  In situations where parents missed a 

meeting they were typically advised ‘not to worry’, for the documents would be sent 

in the mail.  The professionals expressed that they did not think parents really 

understood the document but signed anyway.  Beyond making follow-up phone 

calls to parents who had shown a pattern of consistent participation, the 

professionals seemed to accept that minimally informed consent was the way it was.  

Harry et al’s study seemed to suggest that the professionals had not done their 

utmost to ensure a better collaboration with parents. 

 Some studies found parents embittered by the professionals’ behaviours.  

These parents identify professionals’ lack of sensitivity to the feelings of the family 

as a prime element in inhibiting their partnership with the professionals (Knox et al., 

2000).  It was suggested that the professionals, having internalised the middle class 

model of ‘good’ families and ‘proper’ child rearing as the behavioural standards and 

mores (Bermudez, 1993; Davis, 1993), might express behaviours that were then 

interpreted by minority parents as disrespectful, discounting and judgmental of their 

parenting style (Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Rao, 2000), patronising (Correa, 1990) 

and hostile (Bermudez, 1993; Correa, 1990).  This situation is likely to occur 

because professionals are usually called in to intervene when parents are at their 

most stressed, or when there are problems (Porter & McKenzie, 2000).  Studies also 

suggest that professionals and educators may assume minority parents as not 

sophisticated enough to grasp the information (Correa, 1990) and expect little from 



them (Porter & McKenzie, 2000).  As a result, they might unconsciously or 

unknowingly limit information given to parents (Sontag & Schacht, 1994).  In this 

manner, the professionals, inadvertently, place parents in a stance of non-

involvement or passive cooperation – of merely giving permission for professional 

activities and automatic approval to professional decisions (Harry, 1992a). 

The professionals’ lack of competence to involve parents in a child’s 

education has been explained in terms of inadequate preparation and professional 

training in developing the skills and knowledge required to work collaboratively 

with parents (Bermudez, 1993; Chavkin & Williams, 1993; Lazar & Slostad, 1999; 

Moles, 1993).  Epstein (1995) notes that most educators enter schools without an 

understanding of family background, concepts of caring or the framework of 

partnerships.  Indeed, as Ware (1994) argues, each professional is often trained to 

accomplish work alone and is culturally isolated by long-established professional 

behaviours and beliefs.  Consequently, most teachers and administrators are not 

prepared to understand, design, implement and evaluate practices of partnerships 

with the families.  Moreover, when professionals are taught to value scientifically-

based and objective knowledge over anecdotal and subjective knowledge in their 

respective disciplines, they may inadvertently assume (by virtue of their institutional 

status and expertise) that they are the most qualified person to make decisions 

regarding the child’s problem (Kalyanpur, Harry & Skrtic, 2000).  With the current 

emphasis to regard parents as equal partners, professionals could experience 

difficulty relinquishing the traditional role of decision maker and altering the 

traditional evaluative function of their job responsibilities (Sontag & Schacht, 

1994). 

 

3.2.3.3 Contextual barriers 

Unlike authors who tend to locate the problem of unsatisfactory partnerships 

in either the parents or professionals, Ware (1994) points to the contextual barriers 

imposed by the traditional bureaucratic organisation of school, where hierarchical 

authority and power structures are so well-established that they can undermine any 

potential for meaningful collaboration.  The schools’ operations and the interactions 



occur in social settings embedded in networks of structural contingencies.  As social 

actors within the school system, professionals interact within the structure of the 

organisation and the culture of the organisation.  Their behaviour, beliefs and forms 

of communication can be so subtly influenced that it eludes their will and capacity 

to act differently.  Indeed, Harry et al (1995) reported that despite the African-

American professionals’ professed sensitivity to and concern for situations of the 

African-American parents, they were observed to make little efforts to encourage 

parental contributions in the meetings.  Harry et al. went on to propose that the 

dynamics of power structure had simply undermined parental participation.  From 

Gliedman and Roth’s (1980) descriptions of the working relationship between 

parents and professionals, Harry et al (1995: 372) provided an analysis of the 

dynamics of professionals’ power over parents: 

• The power of kindness – whereby the apparent kindness of professionals 

deters parents from further expressions of dissatisfaction  

• The power of group – whereby the accumulation of opinions from three or 

more professionals overpowers the parents’ attempt to offer a dissenting 

viewpoint 

• The power of manipulation – whereby professionals actively use their 

knowledge or authority to gain parents’ consent 

• The power of need38 – whereby parents’ need for professional assistance and 

services makes disagreement seems impossible.  

Valle and Aponte (2002) conceive of ‘collaboration’ in terms of Bakhtin’s 

theory of language, his formulations of utterance (Bakhtin, 1986) and the two types 

of discourse, authoritative discourse and internally persuasive discourse39 (Bakhtin, 

1981).  Of primary importance in Bakhtin’s formulation of utterance are questions 

about addressivity: who is doing the speaking? To whom is the utterance addressed? 

                                                 
38 The term ‘power’ is often instinctively interpreted as a ‘bad’ thing. With these four types of power, 
it is easy to also read them in a negative light. I do not believe that professionals consciously use 
these tactics to manipulate parents. Rather, I suspect that the dynamics of ‘power’ lies in the routine 
nature of parent-professional interaction in institutional settings. See Section 4.2.8 
39 “Authoritative discourse” has its authority already fused to it; its authority already acknowledged 
in the past. “Internally persuasive discourse” is denied all privilege, backed up by no authority at all, 
and is frequently not even acknowledged in society (Bakhtin 1981: 342). 



In what context?  (Bakhtin, 1986: 94-96) As the listener constructs understanding 

through active response to the speaker’s utterance, meaning emerges within the 

dialogue.  However, when the discourse is ‘authoritative’, rather than ‘internally 

persuasive’, true communication and mutual construction of knowledge does not 

occur (Valle & Aponte, 2002). 

Often, the context of parent-professional meeting is such that one voice 

prevails and one single interpretation is accorded privilege status.  Where the 

professionals’ word choice, level of verb use and scientific representations contrasts 

drastically with the teachers’ and the parents’ less technical information, it is not 

surprising which voice will predominate.  Hence, the context-free, objective 

‘psychological language’ of the psychologist is often accorded higher status than the 

context-bound ‘sociological language’ of the teacher; the biographical-situational 

‘historical language’ of the parent is the voice most likely to be subdued (Mehan 

Hertweck & Meihls, 1986; Ware, 1994).  In light of how professional ‘voice’ is 

privileged over parental voice in such meetings, it is little wonder that parents may 

feel intimidated and threatened by the authority of the professionals (Zetlin et al., 

1996).  

 

3.2.3.4 Structural barriers 

On another level, researchers found childcare constraint, transportation 

constraint (Zetlin et al., 1996), and inconvenient or inflexible scheduling (Anzul et 

al., 2001; Bermudez, 1993; Harry et al., 1995; Zetlin et al., 1996) to be reasons for 

parents’ non-attendance at parent-teacher conferences or IEP meetings.  For such 

reasons, efforts made by schools to provide free childcare, free transport to 

minimise the risk of travel in unsafe neighbourhoods, to hold meetings in the 

evening or on weekends and notifying parents early (Moles, 1993) could all 

alleviate the situation.  However, district and school policies on meeting time and 

staff working hours can restrict opportunities for parents and teachers to interact 

(Moles, 1993).   

Time constraints have been identified as a central problem impeding parents’ 

articulation of their concerns (Harry et al., 1995).  In Knox et al’s (2000) study, 



many participants indicated they were “fobbed off” and not given sufficient time or 

opportunity to discuss their concerns.  In one parent’s words, “You get your allotted 

time and that’s it, not a minute more” (p. 24).  Parent-professional meeting tends to 

be brief and routine in nature.  Tension may arise when the school treats a particular 

child as a ‘routine case’ and the parents consider their case as unique and personal.   

Another factor that impedes parent-professional communication is the high 

rate of professional turnover; or the professionals may transfer to another school 

when their contract with a particular school ends.  This can result in inconsistent and 

uncoordinated services.  The frequent change of service providers makes it hard for 

rapport and trust to be established with parents (Park et al., 2001). 

 
3.2.3.5 Language and communicative barriers 

Linguistic difference 

An often cited barrier to effective communication with culturally diverse 

families is the parents’ limited English language proficiency (Harry, 

1992c; Lynch & Stein, 1987; Park & Turnbull, 2001).  When parents and 

professionals are not linguistically competent enough in a common 

language to communicate with each other, they are restricted immediately 

to only a small range of possible expressions or elaboration.  

The provision of interpreters at meetings between parents and professionals 

is a means to bridge the language barrier and to enhance cross-cultural 

communication. A Korean-American parent in a study by Park et al (2001) reported 

that the interpreter helped her to ask essential questions and pointed out what was 

missing or wrong in the statements.  Yet the same study also revealed dissatisfaction 

with the use of interpreters.  For instance, the parents expressed that the interpreter 

failed to convey the parents’ assertiveness even though the message was correctly 

translated.  In another situation, the parents perceived the interpreter to be trying to 

persuade them to accept the professionals’ opinion rather than remaining impartial.  

The Hmong parents (an ethnic group in the highland of Laos) in Wathum-Ocama 

and Rose’s (2002) study noted that the interpreter’s English language skills ill-

qualified them for the job.  Clearly, interpreter service is not always the obvious 



answer.  There can be confusion and uncertainty during the translation process: 

information may be inaccurate; comprehension may be difficult after the message is 

translated; the back and forth feature of the interaction may make it hard to ask 

questions (Smith & Ryan, 1987) and is very time-consuming; interpreters’ use of 

textbook language is unfamiliar to parents (Lynch & Stein, 1987).  Open 

communication is difficult to achieve in the presence of an interpreter, especially 

when sensitive or confidential issues are raised (Park et al., 2001).  In addition, 

locating bilingual Asian translators may be difficult and this problem is 

compounded by the fact that there are diverse dialects within one specific ethnic 

language (Choi & Wynne, 2000).   

 

Institutional language 

The objective language of the special education field and its depersonalised 

nature could further alienate parents.  The use of educational jargon and 

classification codes often confuses parents in placement meetings (Harry et al., 

1995).  When parents do not share membership in a common language-community 

with the professionals, they tend to remain silent and that will implicitly contribute 

to the guise that understanding has been achieved (Mehan et al., 1986).  

Schools’ reliance on formal written communication was reported to lead to 

mistrust and withdrawal of some Puerto Rican-American parents (Harry, 1992b).  

Some parents also regarded letters from schools as a nuisance, since time and 

energy were needed to translate and understand them.  These documents, couched in 

educational jargon, big words and lengthy prose could easily overwhelm culturally 

and linguistically diverse parents (Harry, 1992c; Moles, 1993; Zetlin et al., 1996).  

 

Differences in communication styles  

Since language is more than words, differences in communication styles have 

been identified as a problem in addition to translation.  Different 

discussion styles may belie interactions in which the parents seemed 

agreeable.  For example, Park et al (2001) found that most Korean-

American parents would listen and follow the professionals’ opinions 



without disagreeing or posing questions even though they might be 

displeased with some aspects of the program.  They would also avoid a 

confrontational approach by writing personal letters to teachers, using 

modest expressions that are nice and sweet in tone, as opposed to talking 

to the teachers directly or criticising them.  Deference to authority may, 

thus, disguise parents’ real opinions about the child’s education program 

(Harry, 1992b).  Hence, parents may resort to acting in a ‘passive 

aggressive’ manner, like refusing to sign forms or attend meetings (Zetlin 

et al., 1996).  

Different cultural assumptions about nonverbal communication styles, such 

as personal space and the use of eye-contact, can also result in misunderstanding.  

Correa (1990) suggests that an Anglo teacher may interpret a Puerto Rican parent 

sitting very close to her as being intimate and pushy; the parents not making eye-

contact to mean they were not listening and not concerned about the child’s program 

when, in fact, it was a sign of respect in the parents’ culture.   

 

To whom the professionals should address? 

Scholars have also recommended that professionals understand the social 

hierarchy and family structure of the culturally diverse families when considering 

who to address their enquiry to, especially when a decision has to be made.  For 

example, the senior male may be the key decision maker in the family, or the family 

makes a collective decision (Saenz, Huer, Doan, Heise & Fulford, 2001; Davis, 

2000).  It was suggested that Asian men are viewed as being dominant and therefore 

communications should be conducted through them (Ali et al., 2001).  Correa 

(1990) cites the example of Iranian parents in which the mother’s contact and 

visibility at school meetings was in direct conflict with the wife-mother’s culturally 

prescribed role of being subordinate to the authority of the husband-father.  Hence, 

while the father may not assume care-giving roles within the family, all decisions 

about placement and programming may depend on his approval. 

 



3.2.3.6 Cultural assumptions of disability  

The ideas presented in this section will be elaborated in Section 4.2.1.  For 

the present focus on how cultural dissonance impinges on parent-professional 

collaboration, I shall briefly touch on the mismatch between the theoretical 

frameworks of special education epistemology and practice, and the views of some 

culturally diverse families.  Skrtic (1988, 1995) deconstructs the cultural framework 

in which professionals operate to reveal a positivist paradigm and the clinical 

perspective of disability.  When professionals do not recognise, or are unaware of 

their own cultural orientation and biases, they fail to consider other interpretations 

of disability and its treatment.  

Since the clinical perspective of disability is itself oriented towards a 

particular cultural perspective, the notion of ‘disability’ can be highly contestable 

between professionals40 and culturally diverse parents.  This is especially so where 

mild learning difficulties are concerned.  Many Puerto Rican-American parents in 

Harry’s (1992b) study rejected the label of ‘mentally retarded’ for their children.  In 

their views, the label of retarded or handicapped applied only to someone whose 

competence was severely impaired or who was considered mentally deranged, not 

their child who could read and manage their daily affairs.  Moreover, parents from 

culturally diverse backgrounds may ascribe to different parameters for normal 

development.  They may have a wider range of expectations than the professionals 

on both developmental and academic milestones of the child (Harry, 1992c; Harry 

et al., 1995).  Also, parents tend to believe that their child will eventually catch up 

(Llewellyn et al., 1996; Rao, 2000).  Similarly, for the Maori, no time frame is 

placed over human development.  People coming to different stages of development 

                                                 
40 It is debatable to what extent teaching professionals are trained based on the clinical model of 
disability. While it is likely that special educators are taught explicitly to critique the clinical 
perspective of disability, I suspect that the assumptions linked to the clinical perspective of disability 
are embedded in the unchallenged ways in which special educators are taught to go about doing 
lesson plans, IEP goals or intervention strategies for the child. To illustrate my point, consider what 
most teachers would have as a priority of a child’s learning goal: would it be a school-related task in 
which the child needs much improvement (e.g. reading) or would it be an activity that the child 
enjoys and is good at (e.g. playing Lego, which can arguably enhance visual-spatial development, 
creativity, motor skills, etc.)? Consider a behaviour management plan: are teachers more likely to 
‘instinctively’ opt for a reward-punishment program, or proactively work towards preventing the 
occurrence of difficult behaviour? 



in their own time is seen as an expression of their individuality (Bevan-Brown, 

2001).  

Parents’ theories about their children’s learning difficulties also include the 

children’s difficulties in acquiring a second language in schools or with culturally 

incompatible instructional approaches (e.g. phonics instruction).  Their explanations 

are consistent with the literature on the social construction of disability: (1) the 

labelling process can be very idiosyncratic since children are often first referred by 

teachers for assessment41 and teachers’ tolerance of a child’s learning difficulties 

and behaviour can vary widely (Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999); (2) children with 

adequate competence in a second language may not yet be proficient enough for the 

task of literacy or psychological assessment in that language (Cummins, 1979 cit. in 

Harry, 1992b).  However, because special education procedures and labels are 

assumed objective, parents’ views may remain unacknowledged by the 

professionals working with these families (Harry, 1992b).  

 

3.2.3.7 Cultural underpinning of parent-professional collaboration  

According to Harry, Kalyanpur and Day (1999), there are certain core 

American values that have contributed to the ways in which the field of special 

education has developed over the years and they continue to do so.  In terms of 

parent participation, the legal mandate for parental involvement in the education 

decision-making process of students with disabilities is based on the value of 

individualism (i.e. the child has the right to individualised and appropriate 

education), freedom of choice (i.e. parents have the right to choose from a range of 

educational programs) and equity (i.e. participatory democracy).  These values, 

however, may be incongruent with those held by families from culturally diverse 

backgrounds.   

Families that orient to social hierarchies (rather than to social equality) and 

regard professionals as the experts and the authority may find the expectation for 

them to collaborate with professionals to be bewildering (Harry et al., 1999).  Where 

                                                 
41 Ethnomethodology would say that a category predicate of teachers and, in particular, school 
special needs coordinators is their entitlement to refer a child to an educational psychologist when 
they so judge the child to have reached a stage where referral is warranted (Hester, 1998: 148). 



families value social obligations over individual rights, the expectation that they 

advocate for their children and assert their rights can make them quite 

uncomfortable.  Indeed, some migrant families (e.g. the Korean-American) regarded 

special education rights and the benefits their child received as ‘blessings’ rather 

than ‘rights’.  They tend, therefore, not demand their entitlements or protest when 

denied them (Park & Turnbull, 2001).   

Additionally, formal requests to participate in their child’s educational 

program may be interpreted by Asian parents to mean that the child’s difficulties 

have exceeded the professionals’ capabilities and the parents are thus being held 

accountable (Chan, 1986: 46).  Negotiating with professionals on special education 

programs and services can be intimidating to migrant families who had been more 

accustomed to an educational system where decisions were made solely by a 

Ministry that did not seek their contributions (Correa, 1990).  

The mandate for parental involvement not only erroneously assume that all 

parents want to be involved and should be involved in the same way (Kalyanpur et 

al., 2000; Zetlin et al., 1996), it falsely assumes all parents to be equally 

knowledgeable, to possess similar level of assertiveness for claiming their rights and 

to be aware of the appropriate avenues for redress.  Further, as Wood (1988) argues 

persuasively, the expectation that parents should collaborate with professionals can 

be perceived as a value judgement on what it means to be a ‘good’ parent.  

Harry and Kalyanpur (1999) point to the paradox of the legal mandate for 

parental participation.  They indicate that individualism is the common value 

underpinning the principle of parental participation and the principle of procedural 

due process.  In the principle of due process, individualism supports the idea that 

parents have the rights to be informed, to demand their child’s entitlements and to 

protect their individual interests.  The principle of due process pits parents and 

professionals against each other and creates adversarial conditions.  Valle and 

Aponte (2002) illustrate the case by citing Sonnenschein (1981) and Lipsky (1985) 

– parents who challenge the professionals by expressing a different opinion are 

taken less seriously and are often considered to be emotionally unstable: they are in 



denial; they are resistant to treatment; they are overly anxious; they are displacing 

their anger onto the professionals. 

It is problematic when the norms inherently reflected in special education 

policy and legal guidelines tend to be those of the mainstream, dominant culture,  

and not shared by families of culturally diverse backgrounds.  Professionals are 

faced with the questions: Whose norms become the goals of the normalisation 

process? How should professionals proceed with families who do not share that 

value? (Harry, Rueda & Kalyanpur, 1999).  

Examining the value underpinning the principle of parental participation has 

implication for special education policies and practices in other countries, since 

these countries tend to adopt policies and professional training programs based on 

the white-American model.  For instance, the New South Wales Department of 

School in Australia has adopted the American model of Individualised Education 

Program42 and parent involvement as a measure of quality assurance (Stephenson, 

1996).  However, such massive exportation of the white-American cultural values 

regarding disabilities and educational practices to other countries may not be in the 

interests of all children and families (Lamorey, 2002), especially if the contrasts in 

the cultural contexts are too vast.  

In the next section, I look at the literature pertaining to parent participation 

and special education in Australia. 

 

3.2.3 Parent participation and special education in Australia 

The Australian literature on cultural diversity and disability is rather limited 

even though there is a trend of increasing diversity in the country’s demography 

(Llewellyn et al., 1996).  Here, I turn to two relevant studies.  Evert (1996) 

investigated the use of childcare services by parents from non-English speaking 

backgrounds for their child with a disability.  She found that these parents generally 

displayed a poor knowledge of childcare services and under-utilised them.  

Malone’s study (1994 cit. in Stephenson, 1996) involved a school with a high 

                                                 
42 The Department provides guidelines for IEPs but there is no legal requirement for schools to 
conform to a particular format. 



population of families from non-English speaking backgrounds.  It revealed that 

these parents had little input in IEP meetings and did not understand their role in the 

IEP process.  

As there are very limited studies on special education and culturally diverse 

families, it is perhaps useful to review studies related to parent-professional 

partnership (Knox et al., 2000) and parent participation (Stephenson, 1996) that 

presumably involved only white-Australian families (as the ethnic backgrounds of 

the participants were not specified). 

Knox et al (2000) interviewed 68 families who lived on the outskirts of the 

Sydney metropolitan area on their partnership with service providers.  They found 

that 83% of the participants considered themselves to have either some or 

considerable control in decisions affecting their child and their family.  Yet a 

majority of them (73%) also considered this control to be an outcome of their 

assertiveness, rather than professional encouragement.  While most of the 

participants indicated that they were given information, encouraged to ask questions 

and felt quite able to make well-informed decisions, some (31%) maintained that 

they had encountered service providers who had no or very little knowledge of their 

child’s disability, or of disability issues in general.  Further, 22% of the participants 

reported a lack of awareness of development in the disability field, and likewise 

with relevant legislation.  More than a third also reported that they simply did not 

know what questions to ask, or know what services or resources should be available. 

Stephenson’s (1996) paper was based on 27 Quality Assurance reports that 

were written between 1993 and 1995, which explored parents’ and teachers’ 

attitudes to parent participation in New South Wales (NSW) Schools for Specific 

Purposes.  It was found that the major form of parent involvement was parents’ 

attendance at IEP meetings, and the participants reported varying degrees of 

satisfaction with the level and effectiveness of collaboration between home and 

school.  The reports indicated that many parents appeared grateful to be offered the 

opportunity to contribute to program planning, and tended to see their contribution 

as suggestions, rather than as serious decision-making.  It was also found that during 

such meeting, goals had been decided upon; parents’ participation was perceived in 



terms of supporting the resulting IEP through their implementing similar activities 

at home, and in some cases, through formally monitoring progress and providing 

this information to teachers.  While many parents indicated the wish to be totally 

involved in the development and analysis of their children’s special programs, one 

report found that some parents wanted less involvement (e.g. Mudd, 1993 cit. in 

Stephenson, 1996).  Overall, most parents seemed satisfied with their child’s 

program and believed that their child’s needs were being met.  One report even 

noted that some parents ‘expressed confidence’ in the school staff to make 

appropriate decisions.  However, parents seemed to be unaware of the level of 

resources available, and parents in some schools routinely did not receive a copy of 

their child’s IEP.  Stephenson (1996) points to the NSW Curriculum Statement, 

which states only that parents should participate in determining the student’s 

priority needs and objectives, to explain why those reports did not find parents 

playing a major role in decision making. 

Although the Australian literature on cultural diversity and special 

education/disability is limited, the studies that have examined partnership and parent 

participation from presumably white-Australian (for what is taken for granted need 

not be made explicit) may perhaps offer some clues to the experiences of culturally 

diverse families.  If, as Knox et al (2000) suggest, having control in decision-

making is a result of parents’ assertiveness, then one might wonder if parents from 

cultural backgrounds that do not encourage assertiveness would be disadvantaged.  

Given the varying degrees of satisfaction parents and teachers showed regarding 

home-school collaboration, what might be the experiences for parents from Chinese 

and Vietnamese backgrounds?  These questions will be addressed in Section 3.4.  

But before presenting the findings, I will describe the approach to data analysis. 



3.3 Approach to analysis 

 

This chapter addresses two research questions: (a) what are the experiences 

of the participants with regard to parent-professional collaboration? (b) what 

perspectives do the participants hold with regard to parent participation in the 

child’s schooling?  The data presented in this chapter was drawn from the content of 

the initial interviews and follow-up interviews with participants.  Each interview 

was summarised with selected sections transcribed.  The analysis involved 

categorising and organising the data according to topics and themes that were found 

in the interview.  The categories identified as most important and relevant to the 

topic of parent participation and parent-professional collaboration (e.g. description 

of teacher/parent, the IEP process) were extracted for a closer analysis.  

The key themes and ideas obtained from a preliminary analysis of the data 

were brought to meetings with my supervisors for discussion and reconsideration.  

The preliminary findings were used in part to design the interview questions for the 

follow-up interviews (See Appendix 2E and 2F).  This led to a refinement of the 

research question to exploring participants’ views on, for example, the usefulness of 

the communication book.  Since the initial set of data did not produce salient 

information on participants’ perspectives on parent participation and their views on 

the barriers impeding parent participation, a series of questions were developed 

using constructs from the literature (i.e. Epstein’s typology of parent involvement). 

The data from all interviews was organised into three main themes: (1) the 

nature of parent participation; (2) views on barriers to parent participation; and (3) 

views on parent participation.  Within each of these themes, the data was grouped 

according to topics (e.g. communication book, parent-professional meetings) and 

may be further organised into Parents’ accounts/views and Professionals’ 

accounts/views.  The findings are structured to present the diversity of views found 

in the study. 



3.4 Findings 

 

While a body of literature reports on the low level of participation by 

culturally diverse parents, findings in some of the studies also attest to the high 

degree of commitment and involvement by parents in contacting teachers and 

attending meetings at school.  For example, all 12 Puerto Rican-American parents in 

Harry’s study (1992b, 1992c) participated in discussing homework and behavioural 

issues identified by teachers, and a majority attended meetings with teachers.  In 

another study, African-American parents participated by monitoring notebooks and 

homework, regularly ‘dropping in’ to the classroom, participating with the teacher 

in informal chats, observation of classes and attendance at IEP conferences (Harry 

et al., 1995).   

It should be noted that most of the research on parent-professional 

collaboration and parent participation (reviewed in Section 3.2) was conducted from 

an advocacy perspective, arguing for active parent participation and genuine 

partnership.  Those studies also suggest to readers that the spirit of the mandate for 

parent participation (PL 94-142) in the U.S. had been compromised in practice 

(Zetlin et al., 1996).  The limited literature in Australia reveals parents to perceive 

themselves to have some control over decisions affecting their child (Knox et al., 

2000) but they tended not to play a major role in making educational decisions 

(Stephenson, 1996).  What might be the nature and characteristics of parent 

participation for Chinese-Australian and Vietnamese-Australian parents in this 

study? 

 

3.4.1 The nature of parent participation 

On a basic level of interpretation, this study reveals that, in several aspects, 

parents did participate in their children’s education.  All the parents reported that 

they were willing to meet up with teachers or professionals (e.g. IEP meetings) 

when requested, and most had participated in such meetings.  Most of them also 

tried to assist their children’s learning at home. 



By Epstein’s (Brandt, 1989) typology of parent involvement, most of the 

parents in this study appeared to be participating at the ‘communicating’ level.  

Three modes of communication were reported by parents and professionals: 

 

(i) Before and After School Chats 

Some parents were in regular contact with the teachers either before or after 

school as they delivered or picked up their child.  These school transitions 

are particularly busy with many practical and personal issues to be 

communicated quickly.  It is not surprising therefore that a teacher, Wendy, 

indicated that ‘Before School' was often a hectic time with children settling 

into class and not a lot of time to talk with the parent.  

 

(ii) Phone 

A few parents and teachers said they would make a phone call if they had any 

concerns.  Vanessa’s mother reported that she could phone the teachers at 

the unit any time, any day.  Roger’s case manager, Kathy, reported that she 

felt quite comfortable to phone Roger’s mother and be quite honest and 

frank about any concerns she might have. Kathy observed that Roger’s 

mother would do the same as well.  However, Kathy also noted that 

answering a phone call would bring her away from the children.  

 

(iii) Communication Book  

From participants’ reports, the means of communication most frequently named 

was the communication book.  It was found that the communication book or 

school diary was put in place for ten of the 11 children at some point during 

this study.  (Timothy did not have a communication book as he was doing a 

home-based program)  

 



3.4.1.1 The communication book 

In order to investigate the nature of communication between parents and 

professionals in the communication books, seven books were obtained for 

analysis.  The nature of the books and participants’ views are as follows: 

 

(i) Few entries  

Three of the seven communication books contained very few entries 

from parents.  Their interpretations of the reason for the book may explain 

why these parents used it so sparingly.  

 

(ii) For teachers only  

Leon’s father reported that he found what the teachers told him in the 

communication book useful.  However, he did not write back to the 

teacher, preferring to call the school should he have any queries.  He saw 

the book as a means by which teachers would write to him, rather than as a 

medium for two-way interactions. 

 

(iii) For major parental concerns only 

Some teachers were puzzled by the lack of response from parents in the 

communication books.  Becky’s teacher, Sophie, observed that Becky’s 

mother did not write every day but she wrote more regularly during the 

period when they were concerned about Becky’s tantrums.  

 

(iv) Lack of reciprocal communication  

Becky’s other teacher, Phyllis, noted that she had corresponded 38 times to 

Becky’s mother but had received only 16 messages back.  Wendy (Leon and 

Audi’s teacher) suggested that the reason many parents tended not to write in 

the communication book was because they were busy with work, or had 

other children in the family to look after.  However, Wendy also spoke about 

the effect of not receiving responses from parents.  

 



Extract 3.1 
Leon’s 
teacher: 
(Wendy) 
 

You sort of assume that they are not writing, they are not 
reading it. Then you don’t get any feedback in the book, you 
tend not to write as much. (And I tend to write more in others. I 
suppose you shouldn’t assume things like that. Like they might 
enjoy reading what Leon’s done.) 

  

 

(v) Lack of English writing skills 

Another possible reason for lack of reciprocation by parents is their difficulty 

writing in English.  Truong’s teacher, James, reported that his 

communication with Truong’s parents was virtually zero because of a 

language barrier.  

 

Extract 3.2 
Truong’s 
teacher:  
(James) 

Like in the communication book, I’ve tried writing longer things 
and asked for information, but I just, I guess it’s a confidence 
thing. I don’t know, maybe it’s a cultural thing as well, I’m not 
sure but I haven’t received back the same level of information 
as I was hoping for. I was just getting “Slept well. No 
medication”. That’s it. I’ll ask how’s he doing at home, what’s it 
like at home and there won’t be a reply. 

      

 

(vi) Useful source of information 

Although James experienced difficulty communicating with Truong’s parents 

via the communication book, he found Mike’s book a useful source of 

information.  James reported that Mike’s mother would inform him that she 

had written in the book when she dropped Mike into class.  She might give a 

bit of detail in the book of what had happened at home and how she dealt 

with certain situations, and he would do likewise.  The use of the 

communication book was considered by Roger’s case manager to be 

beneficial in the case of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  

She indicated that miscommunication could escalate if parents were unable 

to get the whole social picture from the child’s account.  Giving parents 

some background knowledge of what had happened at school could provide 

them the context for better understanding their child’s story. 



 

 

(vii) Child’s non-cooperation  

Students in high schools typically have a diary each.  The diary functions as the 

student’s organiser, as well as a means of communication between parents 

and School.   Billy’s case manager had suggested to Billy’s mother to get out 

the diary every day and look at what homework Billy had and to ask him for 

it.  This strategy did not work well for, according to the case manager, 

Billy’s mother had reported that Billy would not show her his homework.  

He would say, “Here’s my diary, it’s all done” or “I left it [the diary] at 

school”. 

 
A brief discussion 

Some studies have investigated parents’ views regarding written 

communication from school and, in Harry’s (1992c) study, it was revealed that the 

Puerto Rican parents perceived school documents, with their special education 

jargon, as intimidating, impersonal and a nuisance.  Parents often do not have 

enough English proficiency, or knowledge of special education jargon, to read and 

understand the material. For many culturally and linguistically diverse families, 

written communication in the dominant language (English) from schools therefore 

poses a challenge.  Studies have also looked at the types of information parents have 

wanted from school.  The Korean-American parents in Park and Turnbull’s (2001) 

study reported that they desired more information about their child’s day at school, 

and fewer brochures and advertisements.   

That schools need to be mindful of the language in letters and/or other 

documents sent home was considered by Roger’s case manager to be a valid point.  

However, most of the Chinese parents in the present study were quite proficient in 

English and so did not consider documents and notices in English an issue.  Leon’s 

father indicated that he could manage with his basic English.  Although some 

Vietnamese parents relied on their daughters (e.g. Truong’s parents) or relatives 

(e.g. Irene’s mother) to translate written correspondence from schools, they 



generally did not see the language of the letters and documents as an issue.  There 

were, nevertheless, instances of difficulties. Jessica’s mother recounted how, even 

though her husband could understand the documents, he was unable to explain them 

to her using the Vietnamese terms because “he [was] a Chinese-Vietnamese”.  It is 

possible that some terminology in special education defies translation (Lynch & 

Stein, 1987) and this was what made it quite impossible for Jessica’s father to 

attempt to translate.  

Since the parents in this study did not mention an excessive number of 

documents from schools, and most of them indicated that they could, in most 

instances, understand the notices sent home, it could be inferred that they did not 

share the frustrations of the Puerto Rican-American parents (Harry, 1992c) 

regarding written communication.  Additionally, what was regularly communicated 

between parents and teachers was what the Korean-American parents (Park & 

Turnbull, 2001) reported that they wanted – information about the child’s day.  

Limited entries by parents in the communication books and interviews with 

the participants suggest that a mismatch exists in parents’ and professionals’ 

understanding of what the communication book is about, who should write, and how 

often they should write in it.  The professionals’ reports suggest some dissatisfaction 

in gaining information and feedback from parents.  However, they often attach to 

such reports what might be regarded as the moral work of accounting (Baker, 1997; 

Silverman 2001).  For example, Phyllis, empathised with Becky’s mother by calling 

on her own identity as a mother, explaining that things can be overwhelming for 

parents at times; and in those circumstances, the parent’s priority might not be to 

write in the communication book every day.  Truong’s teacher, James, attributed the 

lack of parents’ response to a language barrier.  

Parents, on the other hand, seemed generally satisfied with using the 

communication book.  From follow-up interviews, it was found that both parents 

and professionals considered the book useful. (See Table 2.6 for the participants 

who were interviewed).   Parents indicated that they used the communication book 

to (1) enquire about missing items; (2) report on whether the child slept well; and, in 

some instances, (3) account for what might have caused the child’s upset behaviour.  



Teachers reported the communication book beneficial for informing parents about 

(1) upcoming excursions and the necessary preparation for the excursions; (2) what 

sort of day the child had at school; and (3) whether the child had tantrums. 

3.4.1.2 Parent-professional meetings 

Besides communicating through the communication books, more formal 

interactions between parents and teachers took place in the form of the 

Individualised Education Plan (IEP) meeting.  Previous research on the participation 

of culturally diverse parents in IEP meetings had revealed rather disturbing findings: 

• Parents’ attendance declined over time – Harry et al (1995) noted in their 

longitudinal study that parents’ attendance at the IEP meetings gradually 

declined over three years (from 16/18 in the first year to 11/18 in the third year). 

• Parents signed the IEP without understanding the contents or their implications 

– Harry (1992c) pointed out that the IEP is a document that is expressed in a 

language often incomprehensible to many parents.  She reported that many of 

the parents had gone to IEP meetings and signed the documents without really 

knowing what an IEP was, or the significance of these proceedings in the 

educational careers of their children.  Park et al (2001) also described a Korean-

American mother who signed the IEP without reviewing it or understanding the 

contents.  The parent was aware of neither the required IEP components, nor her 

parental rights in developing the IEP. 

• Parents’ difficulties with advocacy – Zetlin et al (1996) reported that one Latino-

American parent simply accepted the district decision to place the child in a 

special school without checking what other options were available.  Another 

parent was not informed of her child’s assessment results; nor did she object that 

the IEP goals had been prepared before the meeting.  In another study, only six 

African-American parents succeeded in influencing district decisions, albeit in 

ways such as moving the child to another school, enrolling him/her in general 

education class without informing the new school that the child had been in 

special education, and resisting the placement recommended by a committee 

(Harry et al., 1995). 



• Parents’ passivity disguises their dissatisfaction – Many parents from traditional 

cultural background (e.g. among Asian and Latino groups) have extreme respect 

for and trust in school authorities and teachers (Lynch & Stein, 1987; Park & 

Turnbull, 2001).  Harry’s (1992c) study on Puerto Rican-American parents 

revealed that while they were deferent to professionals’ opinions, they had in 

fact withdrawn their trust in the school.  She, therefore, made a crucial 

distinction between trust and deference to authority, arguing that parents’ 

agreeing to professionals’ opinions should not be taken at face-value. 

In light of these rather distressing findings in the literature regarding IEP meetings, 

what might be Chinese-Australian and Vietnamese-Australian parents’ 

interpretations of such meetings?  To what extent do parents’ perspectives of the 

meetings concur with those of professionals’? 
 
Parents’ understanding of IEP meetings 
 

As stated earlier, all parents in this study reported that they had had meetings 

with teachers and professionals.  In Timothy’s case, clinical meetings were more 

relevant than the IEP meeting.  Overall, it is not altogether clear whether the parents 

understood what an IEP meeting was.  For example, Jessica had just started Year 

One when the parents were first interviewed and they could not provide much 

information on this topic.  From the data, three levels of parental understanding of 

IEP meetings were identified. 

 

(i) Clear understanding   

Four mothers (three Chinese and one Vietnamese, all with good English 

language proficiency) could be described as having a clear understanding of IEP 

meetings.  They had clear memories of what had happened in meetings.  Becky’s 

mother and Audi’s mother reported that they were very happy with previous IEP 

meetings with a teacher, Lisa.  Becky’s mother recalled that Lisa came to their home 

at night and was quite thorough in identifying goals in various aspects of the child’s 

development.  For example, they clarified their expectations for Becky and finally 

came to agree that one of the priority goals was for her to learn to button her shirt, 



rather than to tie her shoe laces.  Audi’s mother recounted that in the one-and-a-half 

hour meeting with Lisa, she stated her priority goals for Audi as communication and 

swimming.  Lisa also introduced her to the idea of inclusive education for Audi in 

the future. 

In the case of Roger’s mother, her understanding about IEP meetings developed 

through experience.  She reflected how, in her first IEP meeting with the 

professionals, Roger’s priority goals were set too high and in too vague terms and 

they did not observe much progress in Roger by the end of six months.  As such, 

they had to state the same goals for him for the next six months.  Roger’s mother 

attributed this unsatisfactory outcome to her lack of experience in the IEP process, 

and reflected that she would be more realistic and specific when setting out how 

Roger was going to achieve the goals in future meetings. 

Some parents were aware when the IEP meetings had not taken place.  For 

example, when Mike had a class teacher (James) who was new to special education; 

and when Lisa fell sick, and various temporary teachers relieved the class over a 

year.  When Mike’s mother was asked if she had approached the teacher about the 

IEP meeting, she replied that she “sort of knew Mike’s program anyway”.  Becky’s 

mother reported that she had written in the communication book, asking what was 

going on at school, but had received no reply from the relief teachers.  

 

(ii) Some understanding 

Some parents briefly described the meeting they had with teachers as one where 

teachers reported on the child’s progress at school and consulted them on their 

child’s educational goals.  They did not use the term ‘IEP meeting’ and could not 

provide specific descriptions of the meeting.  According to these parents, such 

meeting with the teacher usually lasted 20 to 30 minutes, and was usually held once 

or twice a year. 

 

(iii) Little understanding 

It was unclear in Billy’s and Truong’s cases (both Vietnamese), whether the 

parents understood what an IEP meeting was and if it had taken place.  Billy 



was ascertained at Year 4 with speech and language impairment.  His mother 

reported having had a meeting with the school staff, but could not remember 

much of it except that they advised her not to worry, but to support Billy in 

doing more reading at home.  Interviews with Billy’s primary school teacher 

and Advisory Visiting Teacher (AVT) produced contradictions as to whether 

an IEP meeting had taken place.  Billy’s teacher reported that she had had 

friendly casual conversations with the mother in the corridors and they had 

talked about Billy during the Parent-Teacher Night but they had not had a 

formal IEP meeting together.  The AVT mentioned that it was regular 

procedure that she met with the student’s mother and his class teacher. 

It is doubtful whether Truong’s parents could differentiate an IEP meeting from 

the many other meetings that they had with various professionals because of 

Truong’s challenging behaviours.  At the time that the interview was carried out, the 

father revealed there was another meeting the next day.  However, he had been 

informed that it was not necessary to attend the meeting as the decision to provide 

additional funding had, more or less, been made.  

 
A brief discussion 

This study found parents having differing levels of understanding about IEP 

meetings.  What is interesting is the importance and value parents placed on the 

meetings and their own contributions to them.  It appears that even the mothers 

grouped as having clear understanding of IEP meetings were not particularly 

insistent on a meeting being carried out when it did not take place.  Becky’s mother 

‘waited’ for a reply from the relief teachers and did not pursue the matter when she 

did not hear from them.  The comment by Mike’s mother that she “knew Mike’s 

program” suggests that she did not really consider the IEP meeting necessary.  

Roger’s mother ‘blamed’ her own lack of experience for the unsatisfactory outcome 

of the first IEP meeting, rather than the education system for not providing her with 

adequate information prior to the meeting.  

The case in which Truong’s parents were told that they need not attend a 

particular meeting could be interpreted as the professionals (a) assuming they knew 



better and not bothering to consult the parents’ views; (b) perceiving the parents as 

incapable of advocating for their child and, therefore, taking on the advocacy role 

on their behalf; (c) exhibiting benevolent paternalism (i.e. the professionals perceive 

themselves to be relieving parents of the responsibility for negotiating with the 

system and acting in the family’s best interests).  In light of the report by Truong’s 

parents – that the additional funding had been approved, and that the professionals 

were aware of the tremendous stress they were going through – it is conceivable that 

the professionals were trying not to further burden the parents with procedural 

paperwork and attendance at meetings.  

 

Parents’ accounts of their participation at meetings 

Overall, it seemed that parents’ contribution was rather minimal at parent-

professional meetings.  A range of accounts were noted:  

 

(i) Respectful deference  

Truong’s father reported that he would listen to whatever the professionals said 

at the meetings and not ask questions. 

 

(ii) Lack of knowledge on the pragmatics of communication  

Jessica’s mother disclosed that while she was comfortable and made inquiries, 

she did not really know how to ask questions in that situation.  (Jessica’s teacher 

offered an explanation for the mother’s quiet demeanour: that it was possibly 

because it was a new experience and she was unsure how different it might be, and 

what to do about it, if it was.)   

 

(iii) Expert status  

Leon’s father revealed that he would say to the teacher, “Unfortunately, I’m no 

expert so I can’t give you any good suggestion or idea” when asked for his 

contribution at IEP meetings.  (Indeed, Leon’s teacher reported having the 

impression that the father was happy to leave it all up to her.) 

 



(iv) School’s sphere of responsibility  

Vanessa’s mother and Irene’s parents reported that they would just leave it to 

the school to do what it could for the child.  

 

(v) Concern for child  

Irene’s mother indicated that she did not want to pressurise her child too much.  

She was contented that Irene (who has a hearing impairment) could read and write.  

 

(vi) IEP meeting is not crucial  

Vanessa’s mother reported that she felt comfortable contacting the head of the 

unit if she had any further queries or if she was displeased with the program.  

Mike’s mother considered that there was no problem in exchanging opinions with 

the teachers.  She affirmed that the teachers would listen; it was just that she did not 

really bring up her views.  However, she reported that if she found some programs 

(e.g. visiting the library) unsuitable, she would let the teachers know.  In this sense, 

it could be argued that parents seemed not to consider IEP meetings as very crucial 

because they could communicate with the teachers any time. 

 

Professionals’ accounts of parents’ participation at meetings 

Interviews with the professionals largely affirmed the findings that parents’ 

participation at IEP meetings (or clinical meetings) was passive.  Their accounts, as 

grouped around theme, are set out below: 

 

(i) Cultural Differences   

In most instances, parents and professionals reported mutual friendliness.  

However, one teacher, Carol described her discomfort upon first seeing 

Irene’s parents: very formal, unsmiling, expressionless, not looking at her 

and sitting back in their chairs.  By their body language, she thought they 

were not pleased and interpreted their demeanour as prelude to complaint.  

But, she soon realised it was just their manner, and the message she received 



through the interpreter was that they were pleased.  She summed up her 

impression in the extract below. 

 

 

 

 

Extract 3.3 
Irene’s 
teacher: 
(Carol) 

I think this could be an Asian thing, is it? I don’t know… but they 
give you one hundred per cent support. If you write home 
something, it’s there but in your personal interaction with them, 
there’s nothing, not much smiling … I think it’s just their manner 
(…) I don’t know if they are scared of me, I don’t know if they 
are intimidated by school, I don’t know if they are very private 
people, I don’t know if they feel that I’m the teacher that I know it 
all and they don’t, which is not true (...) I don’t know if they feel 
disempowered because their child is deaf and not the same as 
every other child. My feeling is that they keep to themselves but 
they’ll support me all the way. 

 

(ii) Similar views on child’s needs  

Mike’s new teacher (Rosna) and Roger’s case manager (Kathy) indicated that 

the parents were in sync with them when it came to talking about the child 

and his needs.  Wendy reported that Audi’s mother came to the IEP meeting 

with clear priority goals which coincided with her own academic goals for 

the whole class. 

 

(iii) Expert-consultant  

Vanessa’s case manger, Nick, reported that he would consult parents on the 

three priority goals he had drawn up from prior discussion with the parents.  

He added, “They usually say ‘Yes’ because they realise I know their child 

the best, in an educational sense.”  

 

(iv) Minimalist procedure 

Becky’s teacher, Sophie, had just used the IEP created by the previous year 

teacher and she went through each item in the program with Becky’s mother.  

The mother then agreed or disagreed with the goals.  Sophie reported that 



during the meeting, Becky’s mother requested more computer time and 

swimming lessons.  Those requests could not be met, however, due to 

insufficient resources (e.g. there was only one computer in the classroom; 

the school was short-staffed for the swimming activity, creating safety 

problems). 

 

 

 

(v) Meeting is costly  

In the home-based Applied Behavioural Analysis (ABA) program, regular 

clinical meetings were held instead of IEP meetings.  This comprised mainly a 

discussion between the psychologist and the therapists on the next learning 

outcomes for the child.  One of the therapists, Brad, reported that Timothy’s father 

did not contribute much. He added, “He doesn’t get in the way.  He only contributes 

if it is of value.  He doesn’t waste time. Meeting is expensive43. It has to be task-

focused.” 

 

A brief discussion 

Earlier, a list presented rather disturbing findings from the American 

literature on the participation of culturally diverse parents at IEP meetings.  

Although many parents in the present study appear to be passive participants at the 

meetings with professionals, there seemed to be no indication of distrust or 

dissatisfaction, in contrast to Harry’s (1992b, 1992c) findings.  In fact, most parents 

reported themselves as feeling comfortable, and that they would raise their concerns 

if they had them.  Participant-observations at several IEP meetings, parent-teacher 

conferences and one clinical meeting, support this.  Accordingly, one could argue 

that the findings in the immediate study were less consistent than those involving 

African-American and Puerto Rican-American parents.  They were, to a certain 

extent, consistent with the NSW reports reviewed by Stephenson (1996) and the 

                                                 
43 Timothy’s parents paid the psychologist and therapists an hourly rate for attending the clinical 
meeting (held about once every three weeks). 



American studies involving Korean44 (Park & Turnbull, 2001) and Hmong parents 

(Wathum-Ocama & Rose, 2002): the parents were satisfied with their child’s 

educational program.  

It was pointed out that traditional values such as respect for authority made it 

difficult for the Asian parents to interrupt professionals with questions, or propose 

an opposite views (Chan, 1998).  The concept of ‘respect for authority’ may have a 

cultural foundation.  However, in this study, parents’ receptive attitude to 

professionals’ opinions seemed less to do with cultural influence than with their 

respect for professional expertise.  For example, Leon’s father repeated on several 

occasions that he was not an expert; Becky’s mother often played down her own 

knowledge of her child and would readily engage professionals to assist in Becky’s 

therapy.  Several Chinese parents explicitly rejected having a deferential attitude 

towards professionals. In fact, there were instances when parents had been assertive.  

James described Mike’s mother as “culturally fluent” and assertive; he suggested 

that she did not treat him with extra reverence just because he was the teacher.  (See 

Extract 5.9 in Section 5.4.1.3 for evidence.) 

Vincent and Martin’s (2002) study on social positioning (class) and parental 

voice can offer another perspective on the concept of ‘respect for authority’.  They 

found that parents who were classified as having intermediate and low45 

involvement with the school were of two types: ‘trust-given’ or  ‘trust-forced’.  The 

‘trust-given’ group were generally happier about the school, but saw home and 

school as separate spheres; they felt no need to interact with the school unless 

problems arose.  By contrast, the ‘trust-forced’ group were less satisfied; they were 

more anxious and frustrated about their children’s progress and found school 

difficult to access; there was a strong desire for more information and 

communication but they did not know how to obtain it.  Often, the ‘trust-forced’ 

                                                 
44 The Korean-American parents reported being impressed by the number of people who cared, 
talked about and planned for their children at the IEP meeting; some parents also seemed excited by 
the fact that they were regarded as part of a team in planning their child’s educational program (Park 
& Turnbull, 2001).   
45 Vincent & Martin (2002: 112) classify parents who usually attend parents’ evenings, with one or 
two instances of interaction with the school, as having ‘intermediate involvement’; those who may 
have attended parents’ evenings but otherwise have minimal contact with the school, unless initiated 
by the school, as ‘low involvement’.  



group were of lower socio-economic status (SES), with fewer social and cultural 

resources than the middle-income group.  Their reactions were typically 

characterised by silence or restrained responses that did not communicate any anger 

that was sometimes felt towards the school.  Hence, the ‘respect for authority’ by 

this group of parents is more likely a case of alienation from schools and 

professionals.  In light of this differentiation, the low-income Puerto Rican-

American parents in Harry’s study could be seen as ‘trust-forced’. 

Although most of the Chinese parents in the present study could be 

considered to be of middle SES, and most of the Vietnamese parents to be of lower 

SES (c.f. Section 2.4.1.2), the overall sense one gets from these parents’ views is 

that they were generally happy.  Hence, it seems that these parents fall largely into 

the ‘trust-given’ type, regardless of their social class.  

The disparity between the findings in this study and some others in the literature 

reveals that previous conceptualisation of parent-professional relationships 

is perhaps inadequate in addressing the complexity of the phenomenon, 

and has neglected the multiple ways that parent-professional relationships 

can unproblematically be enacted.  A theory of parent-participation will, 

therefore, need to consider the ‘fit’ between parental contribution and the 

professional contribution.  

A classic approach to describing and categorising different styles of social 

relationships/interactions is the conflict-political model, with assertiveness and 

cooperativeness forming two axes (Blake & Mouton, 1964 cit. in Kozan & Ergin, 

1999).  Five distinct styles of interaction (competing, collaborating, compromising, 

avoiding and accommodating) can be identified within the space (See Appendix 

3A).  The parent-professional relationship can be conceived in terms of a 

modification of this model.  In the new model, the two axes, labelled professional 

contribution and parental contribution, are extended.  It is important to note that the 

terms in normal type within the space indicate the positioning of the professional, 

while the terms in italic indicate the positioning of the parent. 

 

 



 



Figure 3.1 Spatial representation of different kinds of parent-professional 
relationship 
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The advantage of this model is that it extends the possibility of acceptable and 

desirable (under certain conditions) parent-professional relationships to 

include: 

• Influencing/Complying – high professional contribution and low parental 

contribution 

• Collaborating/Collaborating – high professional contribution and high parental 

contribution 



• Coordinating/Coordinating – some professional contribution and some parental 

contribution 

• Respectful distancing/Respectful distancing – low professional contribution and 

low parental contribution 

• Obliging/Directing – low professional contribution and high parental 

contribution 

Also, the model identifies the problematic spaces in which there are nuanced 

contrasts between acceptable and unacceptable ways of maintaining asynchronous 

relationships between professionals and parents.  The key difference registers 

around notions of respect, mutuality, and engagement.  For example, in a Respectful 

distancing/Respectful distancing relationship, both parent and professional have an 

appreciation of the other person (respect: seeing the other as good and worthwhile); 

both understand why the other adopts the specific strategy of low collaboration 

(mutuality: understanding the other’s perspectives); and both remain committed to 

engagement if the child's welfare requires it (monitoring the situation rather than 

being neglectful).   

Unacceptable asynchronous relationships are less mutual, less respectful and 

likely to be conflictual: 

• Dominating/submitting – high professional contribution that limits the parental 

contribution.  This contrasts with Influencing/Complying, where the parental 

contribution is low but not limited by dominating professional input. 

• Withdrawing/Withdrawing – extremely low professional contribution and 

extremely low parental contribution creating a space of disinterest and neglect.  

This contrasts with Respectful distancing/Respectful distancing that separates 

the professional field from the domestic field of action but assumes that each 

domain is operating according to acceptable norms and practices. 

• Opposing/Storming – conflictual relationship where the professional withdraws 

support as the parent attempts to dominate the situation.  This contrasts with 

Obliging/Directing, where the professional defers to the parent in an obliging 

but engaged manner. 



This model, I would claim, is a better conceptualisation of parent-professional 

relationship in a cross-cultural context because it suggests that there is no one ideal 

parent-professional relationship (e.g. many research studies advocate for a 

‘collaborating’ relationship).  Several ways of working together are acceptable.  A 

parent and a professional who are doing their best within their own roles and 

responsibilities but not communicating with each other (Respectful 

distancing/Respectful distancing) can be as worthwhile under certain local 

circumstances as a parent-professional relationship in which parents let the 

professionals take the lead in their child’s education (Influencing/Complying).   

In addition, the spatial presentation allows for parent-professional 

relationship to be represented in a dynamic way.  Parent-professional relationship 

building is a complex process in which power, like authority, is relational rather 

than absolute, with neither professionals nor parents universally powerful or 

powerless (Connell, Ashenden, Kessler & Dowsett, 1982).  Parents are not at all 

times positioned as subordinate in their relationship with professionals, nor are they 

permanently fixed in their partnership with the professionals.  Particular events 

might be more likely to provoke parents to communicate with the school, for 

instance, scratch marks or bruises on the child.  Moreover, depending on the family 

life cycle46 that families are at, or changes within life stages (e.g. child’s transition 

to high school, or parents’ changing careers), parents may become more or less 

involved.  Key personal issues related to health and relationships may dominate the 

parents’ lives at certain stages.  In any case, prolonged intense collaboration can 

wear people down, since everyone does not have limitless time and energy.   

There are several possible reasons that the immediate study revealed more 

‘positive’ findings than those in the U.S.  The two most important are: (1) there is 

no actual mandate for parent participation in the IEP process in Australia, for as 

Stephenson (1996: 7) points out, the role of parents is not as clearly set out as a legal 

requirement in curriculum planning in Australia as it is in the American process.  

(See Appendix 3B for the rights assigned to parents by Education Queensland) 

                                                 
46 Separation and divorce can severely disrupt family life. Parent involvement accordingly will shift 
through the family life cycle of separation, divorce and, in most cases, remarriage (Lareau, 1989). 



Subsequently, the IEP process here did not seem to carry the significance (i.e. a 

verdict on the child’s educational career) that it did in the U.S.; (2) parents and 

professionals fitted in their ‘trust-given’ positions.  In this study, there seems to be a 

general sense that the IEP meeting is just another parent-teacher meeting.  Even 

though the role of parents remained largely that of agreeing or giving consent, rather 

than one of being true partners in decision-making, the parents did not contend that 

‘agreeing with professionals’ was a breach of the philosophy of collaboration. 

Perhaps for these reasons, several valid issues considered problematic by the 

American researchers were not perceived in the same light in this study.  

Nevertheless, this thesis is keen to seek out possible deterrents to parent 

participation.  In the next section, I present parents’ and professionals’ views on 

some of the barriers found to deter parents’ participation. 

 

3.4.2  How do barriers identified in the literature apply to this study? 

The findings reported here are drawn mainly from follow-up interview data, 

although relevant information from the first set of interview data is included.  

Follow-up interviews were carried out with some participants (c.f. Table 2.6) 

because the initial data did not reveal in any clear way the extent to which deterrents 

to parent participation were relevant to parents’ actual participation in their child’s 

school and/or education.  The barriers discussed here are based on constructs from 

the literature.  However, beyond the four types of barriers discussed below, parents 

offered other reasons for the lower participation of culturally diverse parents.  For 

example, Jessica’s mother speculated that parents are busy earning a living.  Audi’s 

mother and Timothy’s father pointed out that the services for people with a 

disability in Australia were already very good compared to their country of origin 

(China) and parents, therefore, see little need for advocacy, or for greater 

involvement.     

 

3.4.2.1 Is linguistic difference a barrier? 

Language barrier is the most frequently named obstacle to participation by 

culturally and linguistically diverse parents (Choi & Wynne, 2000; Park et al., 2001; 



Wathum-Ocama & Rose, 2002).  Limited English proficiency hampered the parents’ 

access to basic connections, information and advocacy; prevented them from 

participating actively in school events and meetings; and isolated them from 

meaningful partnerships with professionals (Park et al., 2001). The study by Smith 

and Ryan (1987) showed that a majority of the working class and poor Chinese-

American families had difficulty with English, which affected their use of services 

and limited the usefulness of the services for their child with developmental 

disability. 

 

Parents’ perspectives 

When parents in this study were asked about linguistic difference affecting 

their participation in their child’s school and/or education, most indicated that 

language was not a major problem.  As has already been reported, most of the 

Chinese parents tended to regard their English language as fluent.  There are three 

possible reasons why language is not a significant barrier, even for parents who may 

be less proficient in English: 

 

(i) Parents have a communicative grasp of English 

Truong’s father reported that he could manage regular conversation in English 

and claimed to be able to understand what was discussed in meetings.  

Leon’s father indicated that he understood most of what was conveyed in 

meetings and had told the school staff it was unnecessary to provide 

translation service.  He also noted that new migrants with limited English 

proficiency were often given benefits to attend English courses.  Audi’s 

mother reported that one of the criteria for migration to Australia was 

English proficiency, so that a language barrier was unlikely to be relevant 

for the Chinese parents in this study.  

 

(ii) Professionals made adjustments 

According to Vanessa’s mother and Jessica’s mother, the teachers made 

accommodations by “not speaking too fast” and using “easy language”.  Vanessa’s 



mother rationalised that the teachers working in the hearing impaired unit could 

often explain things in a simple and clear manner.  Moreover, they would make sure 

she understood.  Another consideration professionals made was giving parents the 

documents to take home.  Jessica’s mother reported using a Vietnamese-English 

dictionary to look up some unfamiliar terms in the documents47. 

 

(iii) Interpreter service is available  

Several parents shared the view that linguistic difference can be overcome with 

interpreter services.  Audi’s mother surmised that a good service provider 

would automatically engage an interpreter when organising meetings with 

non-English speaking parents.  Vanessa’s mother reported that the hearing 

impaired unit would arrange for an interpreter when parents do not speak 

English.  Indeed, the availability of a Vietnamese interpreter helped to make 

Irene’s parents feel comfortable at IEP meetings.  

 

Despite parents’ optimistic reporting on overcoming language barriers in their 

communication with professionals, linguistic difference does impact on the 

quality of interaction.  For example, the ability to grasp the subtleties in a 

discussion may be significantly impeded. Jessica’s mother indicated that it 

was quite pointless for teachers to give her more information because she 

might not understand.  Timothy’s father revealed that even though his 

English language might be considered proficient, he still had to put in extra 

effort interpreting the meanings and nuances of (native) English-speakers. 

 

Professionals’ perspectives 

While most professionals agreed that the Chinese parents in this study were 

fluent in English, several who had interacted with the Vietnamese parents 

reported that language difference was, to varying degrees, a 

communication barrier.  

                                                 
47 This example is similar to a strategy of leaving parents alone for a while so they can read 
documents and ponder what they have heard before making important decision (Park et al. 2001). 



 

(i) A significant barrier 

Truong’s new teacher, Aaron, perceived language barrier as one of the reasons 

for the current negative situation.  Tension between home and Truong’s 

former school arose when Truong broke his arm from being physically 

restrained when he exhibited self-injurious behaviours.  To be able to 

communicate effectively with the parents had become crucial now because 

there was simply no leeway any more in the relationship between the parents 

and the system.  

 

Extract 3.4 
Truong’s 
new 
teacher: 
(Aaron) 

Unless we can communicate effectively, then we’re all wasting 
our time. And we’ll just be in a negative situation … We’ve got to 
get it right …They’ve got to feel confident with what we’re doing 
and that we’re capable people. Or else they’re not going to trust 
us. And I need their trust … If I can’t speak to them, and they 
don’t respect what I’ve got to say and vice versa, we’re just 
operating totally separately. And that’s not really how we work. 
We work with families, and we listen and we offer suggestions. 

 

Hence, Aaron decided to engage an interpreter, even though it was very costly.  

 

(ii) Teachers’ professed attempt at speaking or learning some Vietnamese  

Billy’s teacher, Yvonne, described herself as being very good at speaking 

Vietnamese-English because she had lived in Inala (a suburb with a high population 

density of Vietnamese) for a long time and many of her friends were Vietnamese.  

Truong’s new teacher, Aaron, also indicated that he was trying to get on top of a 

Vietnamese course so that he could learn to at least address Truong’s parents with 

the right titles and say ‘good morning’ respectfully. 

 

(iii) Difficulty with accent and pronunciation:  

Some professionals mentioned the difficulty with communication caused by the parents’ 

accent and pronunciation.  Carol reported that it was easier to understand Vanessa’s 

mother face-to-face than over the phone.  

 



Extract 3.5 
Vanessa’s 
teacher: 
(Carol) 

Huong’s very hard to understand and gets things mixed up 
and she said them again and again and I can’t quite make 
out what’s she’s saying … Her language I think is OK. It’s 
her pronunciation … Huong said something to me the other 
day and it must have taken her ten attempts to get it through 
to me …oh it was awful. I was really embarrassed for her. 

Two therapists described how they found it hard initially to understand Timothy’s father 

because of his thick or strong accent.  One of them reported that communicating with the 

parent was tiring because she had to ask him to repeat, and she had to listen carefully.  The 

other therapist also indicated that the parents mixed up their verbs.   

 

(iv) Over-estimation of parents’ English proficiency  

Jessica’s case manager had initially assumed that the mother would understand 

what was said in the IEP meeting because she had spoken well in their 

casual chats.  However, Jessica’s mother erroneously selected all the items 

in a list as IEP priority goals when she was to have only chosen five.  It 

occurred to the case manger then that perhaps it would have been better to 

have a translator present at the meeting. 

 

(v) Under-estimation of parents’ English proficiency  

An Advisory Visiting Teacher (AVT) reported her surprise at her ability to 

communicate with Billy’s mother for she had earlier been told that the 

mother did not have terrifically good English.  The AVT had expected to get 

little out of the meeting, but instead left it feeling that she had achieved an 

understanding of the family’s perspective without having that information 

translated.  

 
Interpreter service 

Earlier in Section 3.2.3.5, studies revealing parental dissatisfaction with the 

interpreter service (Cho et al., 2000; Park & Turnbull, 2001; Park et al., 2001; 

Wathym-Ocama & Rose, 2002) were reviewed.  The question here is: Do parents 

and professionals share the same negative experiences with the interpreter services? 

 



Parents’ views 

Although a Vietnamese interpreter was engaged for interviews with five (out 

of six) Vietnamese families in this study, some of the parents indicated that they did 

not use the interpreter service when meeting teachers at school.  Among the Chinese 

parents, only one reported having used the interpreter service.  The study, therefore, 

only obtained two families’ feedback on the interpreter service provided by the 

school.  Unlike the findings in the literature, these two parents expressed satisfaction 

with the interpreter service.  Leon’s father reported that the level of interpretation 

was quite high; the Cantonese (a Chinese dialect) interpreter had translated 

accurately and clearly.  Irene’s mother reported that she and her husband usually 

just listened and did not make judgement on the quality and accuracy of 

interpretation. 

However, Leon’s father pointed out the problematic situation when a family 

is very private and holds more traditional thinking.  For example, the parents may 

attempt to keep information about the child and the family confidential.  

 

Extract 3.6 
Leon’s 
father:  

They don’t want to tell you … so even the interpreter coming, they 
just [say] … the outline, not the main point... They just try to tell 
you the best … “See, my son’s very good”. But they don’t want to 
tell you “my son is worse or something wrong”. They don’t want to 
tell you much. They try to say, “oh, maybe, he change in the 
future. Maybe like that now, maybe much better next year.” 

 

Hence, as Leon’s father suggested, if the professionals were unable to understand 

the parents, despite having an interpreter, it could be because the parents were 

holding back some important details. 

 

Professionals’ views 

The professionals who were interviewed on this topic indicated that they had 

not used an interpreter with the parents who took part in this study.  They had, 

therefore, only talked about their experiences using the interpreter service in more 

general terms.  Overall, their comments revealed a general reluctance to engage an 

interpreter for meetings with parents.  Wendy pointed out that in a meeting with a 



Vietnamese family a few years ago, she was only getting yes/no answers from the 

interpreter even though the parents and the interpreter were engaged in exchanges.  

Wendy’s conclusion was that the interpreter had worked it all out with the parents 

before just saying to her, “Yes, that’s alright”.  It was a different scenario was 

reported when the child’s sister came to the meeting and conveyed to Wendy what 

the mother said and what the father said.  Wendy considered the sister’s 

interpretation a more complete version of the parents’ views. 

While Vanessa’s case manager, Nick, stated that the school has a policy of 

providing interpreter service for non-English speaking parents whenever necessary, 

he expressed a disinterest in using that service.  Nick’s assumption was that parents 

might be uncomfortable.  

 

Extract 3.7 
Vanessa’s 
case 
manager: 
(Nick)  

You don’t want another third party in there to share information 
about your child who may not be doing well, especially in a 
special education setting where they need a lot of special help. 
And, you know, you’re talking about problems all the time. 
Sometimes parents can feel embarrassed about that. 

 

 

Below, I provide a brief discussion of the findings on the issue of linguistic 

difference as a deterrent to parent participation. 

 

A brief discussion 

The data reveals that diverse views existed among the participants on the 

extent to which language difference limited parent participation in schools.  Clearly, 

most of the Chinese parents did not consider language an issue.  The professionals 

tended to report likewise for this group of parents.  While some Vietnamese parents 

appeared nonchalant about the ways linguistic difference inhibited the extent and 

quality of their communication with professionals, the latter reportedly seemed 

more concerned.  For example, Truong’s new teacher, Aaron, seemed to think that 

events might have turned out differently had professionals been able to 

communicate more effectively with Truong’s parents.  A possible explanation for 



parents’ seeming indifference to a more effective communication with schools is 

that they tend to regard schools as a separate sphere which they do not really need to 

know too much about.  For example, the remark from Jessica’s mother, “even if the 

teacher tells her more, she might not understand” sounded more like it did not really 

matter; it did not sound like frustration over not being able to access additional 

information. 

With regard to the interpreter service, few Chinese parents used it because 

they did not consider it necessary.  The parents who did use the service reported 

satisfaction with it, although the comments from Irene’s mother, “they did not make 

judgement on the interpreter’s translation” seemed to hint at a cultural respect for 

the service provider (i.e. the interpreter).  By contrast, the professionals’ 

reservations about engaging interpreters (their dissatisfaction with the amount of 

information obtained through the service, and confidentiality issues) were more 

consistent with the literature.  

 

3.4.2.2 Is participation inhibited by parents’ limited awareness of their rights? 

A common explanation for parents’ lack of (active) involvement in their 

child’s education is a lack of awareness of their rights.  For example, the Hmong 

parents in Wathum-Ocama and Rose’s study (2002) reported their limited 

knowledge of U.S. special education system, their non-familiarity with their child’s 

educational rights and with their own rights in relation to the school system. 

However, this was inconsistent with the researchers’ observations that the educators 

did talk about parental rights in the IEP meetings and their examination of the 

documents in the parents’ possession.  The researchers then suggest that the 

legalistic language used in the meeting and the document prevented the parents’ 

understanding.  Increasing parents’ awareness of their rights appear to have certain 

consequences. Zetlin et al’s (1996) study revealed that as parents became more 

aware of their rights, they were more critical of the services they received.  Also, the 

more informed the parents, the more active and assertive they were in wanting their 

input considered in their child’s placement as well as in the development of IEP 

goals.  



It was unclear from examining the initial corpus of data how well-informed 

or aware the parents were about their rights, and if that affected their involvement 

with schools.  In pursuing these questions, the present study found most of the 

participants reporting that parents probably knew their rights. Three possibilities for 

accessing such information were: 

  

(i) Upon child’s entry to schools 

Several Chinese parents reported that they were given information about their 

rights to preferred educational placement for their child, and their rights to 

services and benefits through the school.  Becky’s teacher, Phyllis, 

elaborated that when parents first entered the special education system, the 

guidance officer would go through the whole procedure with them and 

explain what the child’s disability meant and the various opportunities for 

obtaining help.   

 

(ii) Through regular communication from schools  

Vanessa’s case manager, Nick, pointed out that the special education unit has a 

policy to meet with parents once or twice a year which provided opportunity 

for that kind of information to be communicated to parents.  He reported that 

parents’ rights and responsibilities in collaborating with the teachers were 

also made clear to parents through letters and messages. 

 

(iii) Parents’ network  

Roger’s case manager, Kathy, indicated that the parents’ social network was 

likely to determine whether they knew about their rights.  Kathy illustrated 

with an example: a migrant parent who interacts with white-Australian 

parents (who have grown up in the educational system) is more likely to be 

able to access such information through their informal chats.  Indeed this 

seemed to be the experience of Audi’s mother.  She found out about benefits 

for respite services from a white-Australian parent at a parent support group. 



 

(iv) Parents had to request the information 

Despite the various instances whereby parents were directly offered information 

about their rights, there was also a sense that parents’ ability to absorb what 

was told to them was a different matter.  Further probing with Becky’s 

teacher, Phyllis, yielded some insights.  Phyllis acknowledged that if 

parents’ rights were considered in terms of knowing that they could initiate 

request for a preferred educational placement, or that they could challenge 

teachers on the educational goals set for their child, or request an IEP 

meeting whenever they liked, then parents probably would not be aware of 

them.   

 

Extract 3.8 
Becky’s 
teacher: 
(Phyllis)  

At any time, they can come and ask the principal... Information 
about the individual rights of the children are in the 
Departmental manual which each school has, which parents 
have access to. It’s up to the parents to access them. The 
information is there. It’s the parents being self-motivated 
enough to actually tap into the resource that is there … In 
Australia, it’s all here, you have to go and ask the school for it 
which you would, through the principal. 

 

 

Observing that Becky’s parents had excellent English, Phyllis indicated that 

they would be unlikely to have difficulty accessing information: “They are both well 

educated and would know where to go”.  However, this appeared not to be always 

the case.  Becky’s mother reported in a follow-up interview that she did not know 

where else she could access alternative professional services when her application 

for another school was turned down.  She wondered if she had a legal right to 

request individualised speech therapy for Becky at the present school.  When 

lamenting that parents could have a say only in IEP meetings (which happened only 

once or twice a year), she was reminded by the researcher that parents could 

actually call for a meeting to review the child’s IEP any time.  Becky’s mother 

acceded, at that moment, that she did not know her (full) rights.  She reflected that 

she had always accepted what other people had told her. 



 

A brief discussion 

Evident in the data is that many participants rejected the suggestion that 

parents lacked awareness of their rights.  This implies that limited awareness of 

rights did not seriously inhibit parents’ involvement in their child’s school.  

Nevertheless, it should be noted that professionals (e.g. Nick) talked about parents’ 

responsibilities in the same breath as they talked about parents’ rights.  Phyllis’s 

report that it was up to the parents to access the Department manual produces a 

world in which parents and professionals are assumed to ‘trust’ each other in a 

taken-for-granted manner.  Becky’s mother’s reflection that she had always 

accepted without question what she was told is indicative of the ‘trust-given’ nature 

of her relationship to professionals.  

From the data, parents appear not to have encountered strong disagreement 

with professionals in instances when they might have felt compelled to assert their 

rights.  This is not to say that conflicts between parents and professionals never 

occurs.  Several parents reported being very upset when their child was categorised 

at Level six (requiring highest support needs) during Ascertainment48.  Yet they 

begrudgingly understood that the professionals were really trying to ‘work the 

system’ to obtain the highest possible funding for their child. 

 

3.4.2.3 Do contextual barriers limit parental participation? 

The formality of IEP meetings and the proportionally greater number of 

professionals than parents who are present can be very intimidating to parents 

(especially when parents are from a cultural minority background).  The structures 

in which meetings are run and the barrier imposed by professional language vis-à-

vis lay language have been suggested to impede parents’ contributions at meetings.  

Harry (1992c) reported that many Puerto Rican-American parents did not believe 

that they had any real power in such contexts, and responded to their sense of 

powerlessness by withdrawing.  

                                                 
48 See Appendix 3C on the six levels of educational support provided by Education Queensland, and 
Appendix 3D on the accountabilities of the involved parties with regard to the ascertainment process. 



 



Professionals’ perspectives 

The contextual barriers identified in the literature were acknowledged by 

several professionals in this study as a possible deterrent to parental participation.  

 

(i) It’s intimidating regardless of culture  

Becky’s teacher, Phyllis, supposed it would be very intimidating for a parent, 

regardless of what culture they were from, to go in and see a band of 

professionals sitting around a table.  She confessed to “shaking at the knees” 

herself when she went to her son’s school.  Roger’s case manager, Kathy, 

noted that it could be intimidating because the immediate location of the 

meeting was often “in our comfort zone” and not, say,  “in their home”. 

 

(ii) Depends on parent’s social status and culture  

Kathy suggested additional factors that might deter parents’ contributions at 

meetings.  For example, parents’ educational standing, and whether they 

were engaged in paid work or stayed at home, would influence their capacity 

to participate in a meeting with the professionals.  Kathy further suggested 

that women who have a lower status and not much say within their culture 

might not feel comfortable giving their point of view in front of all the 

professionals. 

Most professionals agreed that the framework used at IEP meetings is rather 

formal.  However, as Kathy reasoned, structure and formality at an IEP meeting is 

inevitable.  They have a task at hand; they have to come up with an IEP at the end of 

the time.  Without that structure, the meeting might go on forever.  Nevertheless, 

there were ways that professionals tried to alleviate parents’ possible sense of 

intimidation:   

 

(i) By minimising the number of professionals at the meetings  

Phyllis reported that she usually only had the parent(s) and, very occasionally, 

one or two other professionals in the IEP meetings.  She indicated that she 



always asked the parents whom they would like to invite along to the 

meeting. 

 

(ii) By drawing responses from parents  

Vanessa’s case manager, Nick, reported that he tried to keep meetings informal 

and that he always gave parents opportunities to ask questions or to speak.  

To prepare for a situation in which the parents might not know what to 

contribute, he always had a list of issues ready.  As for Phyllis, she stated 

that she always asked parents what they wanted, why they wanted it, and 

what were the ways that they could work together49.  Kathy revealed that the 

special education unit had put in place a form listing the IEP goals for 

parents to consider.  According to Kathy, going through each aspect of the 

goals in the list with the parents ensured parents’ input while conveying to 

them that their contributions were valued.  

 

Parents’ perspectives 

While several professionals imagined that the context of formal meetings 

could be intimidating for parents, most parents did not report it to be so.  Neither did 

the parents consider the IEP meeting to be a site of ‘unequal’ privileging of voices.  

 

(i) Teachers are friendly  

Mike’s mother proclaimed that there was no problem for she had found the 

teachers very good and hardworking.  Leon’s father also reported that he 

found teachers to be friendly and helpful, and that he would not hesitate to 

speak up if he felt something was amiss.  

 

(ii) Time-constraint  

Audi’s mother regarded the problem to be more a case of time constraint. Time 

for the meeting was very limited and it was often very rushed.  She reported 

being able to contribute more when the teacher visited her at home. 

                                                 
49 In a laughing tone, Phyllis added that asking these questions covered her professionally. 



 
Power 

Some research has described parent-professional interaction in terms of 

hierarchical power relationships, but it appears from the participants’ comments 

(below) that their concept of power was rather different.   

 

(i) Power is not measured by who talked more  

Irene’s parents indicated that although they did not say much, or ask the teacher 

any questions during the IEP meeting, this did not imply that parents and 

teachers were unequal in ‘power’.  Leon’s father reiterated that professionals 

“talking more” did not mean they were higher in status and power.  He gave 

the example of the research interview itself – he was doing more of the 

talking and the researcher, the listening, but neither felt any sense of 

inequality in the interaction.  This account by Leon’s father is in line with 

ethnomethodology’s distinction of an asymmetrical sequential organisation 

of institutional talk from the type of talk whereby power relationships are 

made relevant and accomplished by the interactants (Drew & Heritage, 

1992; ten have, 2001). 

 

(ii) Mutual learning 

Leon’s father was nonchalant that professionals talked a lot more because, in his 

view, they were the experts.  He also understood that professionals were 

trying to solve problems together with parents.  He considered there to be a 

sense of equality between parents and professionals, as they learn from each 

other.  Timothy’s father echoed Leon’s father’s view that he did not mind 

professionals contributing more at meetings because he could learn from 

them.  He emphasised that he was well aware that, while professionals were 

experts in their particular field, he was the expert on his own child. 

 

(iii) Depends on the individual  



Timothy’s father also considered power issues to rest with the individual. 

Personally, he did not want more power, as it would mean more 

responsibility.  Wendy (Audi and Leon’s teacher) also shared the view that it 

depends on the individual, stating that she considered herself more a listener 

than a talker.  

 

(iv) Filling the conversational gaps  

Wendy noted that she had spoken more than Leon’s father at an IEP meeting 

(which the researcher had observed) because he was not contributing much.  

She found herself talking more to fill the gaps in their interaction.  Wendy 

surmised that, perhaps, parents also expected teachers to do most of the 

talking. 

 

A brief discussion 

Since it was the researcher who introduced the topic of contextual barriers in 

interviews with participants, it is perhaps unsurprising that the data carried a moral 

tone. That is, immediately after acknowledging that it was possible parents feel 

intimidated at IEP meetings, the professionals described their own efforts in allaying 

parents’ discomfort.  

Parents seem to take for granted that asymmetrical sequential turn of talk 

when interacting with professionals is the norm.  They tend not to perceive the 

hierarchical social relationship in terms of dominance-subjugation, which appears to 

be the popular notion of power in the literature on parent participation.  Texts that 

compare Eastern and Western cultures typically refer to the ‘hierarchical social 

relations’ in Eastern cultures and ‘democratic social relations’ in Western cultures.  

From this perspective, it might be argued that the parents were alluding to an 

acceptance of hierarchical social relations (without notions of dominance attached), 

which, in turn, suggest a difference in cultural perspectives. 

 



3.4.2.4 Do professionals’ behaviours impede parental participation? 

School personnel are crucial in the equation of home-school relation.  

Educational personnel’s lack of sensitivity about diversity, as well as their potential 

negative attitudes, may cause parents to feel disengaged from school (Lian & 

Fontánez-Phelan, 2001).  In studies by Harry (1992c) and Kalyanpur and Rao 

(1991), parental trust was found to be undermined by the behaviour of school 

personnel and professionals.  Consequently, these researchers proposed a focus on 

developing new models of professional behaviour that will empower parents (e.g. 

Harry 1992b; Harry et al. 1999) 

From the findings reported earlier, one could perhaps predict participants’ 

responses to the suggestion that professional formal and distant behaviour impedes 

parental participation.  However, certain insights may still be drawn from 

participants’ accounts. 

 

(i) Most teachers are informal and friendly  

Mike’s new teacher, Rosna, considered her relationship with Mike’s mother to 

be quite good.  Rosna added that in her observation, the interactions between 

parents and teachers were not formal and distant.  Vanessa’s case manager, Nick, 

reported that he adopted an informal style of interaction with parents.  For example, 

he would confess to the parent that he did not know the answer to their question if 

that was indeed the case.  He added, “I’m very real with the parents. I don’t pretend 

to be someone that I’m not”.  

Parents appeared to chorus in harmony with the professionals on this aspect 

about professional behaviour.  Leon’s father reported that he found teachers in 

Australia to be “quite close” to parents, in that teachers would readily approach 

parents to discuss about problems and how to solve them.  Jessica’s mother 

indicated that here, parents and teachers are “free to talk”, and she had not come 

across a teacher who related to her in a formal and distant manner.  The teachers at 

the special school (even those who did not teach Mike) were regarded by Mike’s 

mother to be warm and friendly.  Mike’s mother did, however, report that she found 



temporary staff formal and distant.  Adding to that, Becky’s mother talked about the 

difficulty in building rapport with the teachers whenever there was a change of staff.  

 

(ii) Special education setting is different  

Wendy considered the special education setting as quite different from regular 

school settings in that parent-professional relationships tended to be more informal.  

Referring to the small class size in special schools, Wendy suggested that teachers 

often grew to know the children quite well.  Moreover, teachers were “the ones 

wiping their bums, feeding them, doing the same thing as their parents at home”.  In 

this way, Wendy explained how formality was usually dropped in the interaction 

between parents and teachers at special school.  

 

(iii) Depends on reason for meeting  

Roger’s case manager, Kathy, indicated that how formal the meeting was would 

depend on the reason for the meeting.  In Kathy’s view, parents and 

professionals behaved more or less formally depending on who initiated the 

contact.  For example, if a parent called up and wanted to discuss some 

issues of concern, it was often a lot more informal, with the parents raising 

their concerns and the professionals doing the listening.  By contrast, it 

would be the professionals driving the meeting if they had an agenda to 

produce an IEP at the end of the meeting.   

 

(iv) Depends on roles  

Timothy’s father, Frank, disclosed that regardless of the professional’s 

behaviour – whether it was distant and formal or not – it would not affect how he 

interacted with them.  In fact, he would prefer the professionals not be too friendly 

and personal.  In his view, parents tend to be more emotionally involved when the 

matter concerns their child.  Hence, he preferred the balance of an objective opinion 

from a professional who was not emotionally involved.   

Frank reported that he would be personal towards the therapists who were 

working directly with his son because it was important that they felt motivated to 



come and work with Timothy.  By contrast, Frank described his relationship with 

the psychologist to be “business-like”.  He explained why he preferred to maintain a 

professional relationship with the psychologist: when there were issues over the 

therapists’ punctuality, it was the psychologist who then spoke to the therapists 

about their responsibility to be on time and to find a replacement if they could not 

make it for their session.  The ‘distance’ in the relationship meant for Frank that he 

could change service provider if he became dissatisfied with the psychologist’s 

service.   

(v) Depends on job requirement  

Audi’s mother, Sharon, distinguished between professionals who work at the 

community level and those who do not.  She described a case-worker from a 

community agency, who followed up on her situation twice a year, to be 

very friendly; he had even shared aspects of his personal life with her!  The 

guidance officer whom Sharon had interacted with only once or twice when 

selecting Audi’s educational placement, however, seemed rather aloof.  

Sharon reasoned that the scope of the guidance officers’ work might be too 

broad, and probably did not require them to make home-visits or come down 

to the level of the families.  Hence, Sharon associated the manner of 

professionals with the nature and scope of their jobs.  

 

A brief discussion 

The data of this study shows that the professionals (or more specifically, the 

teachers) were mostly perceived to be approachable and helpful.  A possible way to 

interpret this finding is the notion of a macro-culture.  Perhaps, the professionals’ 

behaviours are influenced by a national culture50 which is commonly evoked by the 

term the ‘laid-back Aussie’.  This speculation might explain the findings that 

parents and professionals generally reported their interaction to be less formal.  

                                                 
50 Although I have not done proper research on this, there seems a common view that Australians’ 
laid-back attitude and ‘disregard’ for people in authority can be traced back to the history of 
Australia as a convict-colony. The ancestors of the white-Australians (convicts) were the oppressed-
class. Subsequently, a ‘national’ culture that plays down power positions (e.g. by ridicule) developed. 



Another reading of the data, as implied in Wendy’s comment that the special 

education setting is different, is that special education work is similar to what 

parents do at home – low-status work.  Parents and teachers are, therefore, on a par.  

In addition, social class and the history of the particular cultural group (in the 

community) can account for the difference in the findings.  The participants in 

Kalyanpur and Rao’s (1991) study, who reported professional behaviours to be 

disrespectful and discounting of parents’ views, were low-income, single black 

mothers.  One cannot disregard how the history of racial discrimination of blacks in 

America may have impacted parents’ perspectives on professionals’ behaviour, or 

how discriminatory attitudes, ‘unknown’51 to the white middle-class professionals, 

may have influenced their interaction with these parents. 

Harry (1992c) described a cultural clash of interaction styles between the 

Puerto Rican-American parents (personal and highly contextualised) and the white, 

middle-class professionals (impersonal and decontextualised) in her study.  The 

possible cultural differences in styles of interaction between parents and 

professionals, however, are not as clear-cut in this study.  Timothy’s father oriented 

himself to a role-ascribed interaction style with the professionals.  His reason for 

preferring a professional relationship with the psychologist was so that he could 

change service provider should he become dissatisfied with the psychologist’s 

service later on.  Yet Vincent (2000: 3) would argue that parental power to exit from 

a relationship with professionals is just an economic mechanism based on 

consumerism; it has no necessary nor inevitable relationship to a political parental 

voice.  Kathy’s and Sharon’s remarks on how the formality of a parent-professional 

interaction is dependent on the context and the professionals’ role and job 

requirement allude to the ethnomethodological emphasis on examining the local 

business at hand when analysing an interaction. 

                                                 
51 I say ‘unknown’ because people seldom label themselves as racists. Often, they are unaware of 
their own discriminatory attitudes and behaviours. For example, while walking past a filthy car from 
which two boys in filthy clothes alighted onto the street, I noticed the litter in the back seat. Almost 
immediately, I threw a disapproving look at the ‘mother’ at the driver’s seat. Catching myself, I 
wondered if that was how the professionals behaved towards the African-American parents in 
Kalyanpur and Rao’s (1991) study.    



 With several topics related to parent participation reported above, the 

following section is an attempt to learn about the value placed on parent 

participation from the perspectives of the parents and professionals in this study.  

Although educators and administrators in Australia have initiated practices that 

resemble the American Public Law 94-142 (a mandate for consultation with 

parents), few studies examine closely whether parents, professionals (and the 

researchers) see ‘parent involvement’, ‘participation’ and ‘partnership’ in the same 

way.  This study has therefore embarked on questions such as what does parent 

participation mean?  Do parents and professionals want more parental participation?  

What level of participation is desirable? 

3.4.3 Views on parent participation  

As suggested in Section 3.2.2, parent involvement, participation, and 

partnership are slippery terms that may mean different things to different people52.  

For some culturally diverse families, these terms may baffle them. Park et al (2001) 

reported the challenge of talking about partnership with Korean-American parents 

because these parents had so little knowledge and understanding of special 

education and other social and human services.  Lawson (2003) found teachers and 

parents53 to have different perceptions of the meanings of parent involvement.  The 

teachers understood parent involvement in terms of reinforcing the children’s 

learning at home, and supporting teachers’ needs and school-defined goals.  Parents, 

on the other hand, talked about parent involvement beyond the domain of school to 

include the child’s education in the community.   

In the section below, the views are not differentiated into Parents’ views and 

Professionals’ views because there are often overlaps in what the participants talked 

about.  

 

                                                 
52 Lareau and Shumar (1996) reported that parents and teachers using identical words such as helpful 
sometimes mean different things by it. Working class parents tended to associate being ‘helpful’ with 
leaving their children’s education to the educators; middle-class parents (and teachers) take ‘helpful’ 
to mean supervising, monitoring and intervening in their child’s schooling.  A note Lareau and 
Shumar further made was that parents’ definitions of helpfulness generally varied according to their 
social resources.   
53 Lawson’s study (2003) was carried out at an ethnically concentrated elementary school in a low-
income, culturally diverse urban community. 



3.4.3.1 What does parent participation mean to the participants? 

In this study, most participants understood parent participation to mean 

involvement in the child’s school or education.  Their comments were grouped 

according to similar constructs to Epstein’s (Brandt, 1992) typology. 

 

(i) Nurture child and work in unison with professionals  

Becky’s teacher, Phyllis, reckoned that the parents’ main role is to nurture and 

care for their child, and working in unison with the school staff and (from an 

educational point of view) it is a teacher’s role to decide on the individual program 

in consultation with parents.  Phyllis deployed the notion of ‘obligation’ to reiterate 

that teachers have the professional obligation to implement the program; and parents 

have the obligation to look after the child and add important, constructive criticism, 

or suggestions, on how teachers could devise a better program. 

 

(ii) Attending school meetings and functions  

Mike’s mother considered attending meeting and school functions as a form of 

parent participation, adding that, these days, schools encourage parents to attend 

Parent and Community (P&C) meetings and various school functions (e.g. annual 

concerts).  In the initial interview, Becky’s teacher, Sophie, had also noted that the 

school encouraged parent involvement mainly through two events  – a social 

barbecue and the annual graduation night – held at the end of the year. 

 

(iii) Volunteering  

Becky’s mother and Jessica’s mother described parent participation largely in 

terms of helping out at the school tuckshop or in the classroom.   

 

(iv) Teaching role  

Timothy’s father found it hard to define parent participation because, in one 

sense, he and his wife were participating (e.g. he made himself available to the 

therapists at the start of the ABA program).  However, he wondered if that was 



sufficient and if he and his wife should become more directly involved in Timothy’s 

therapy sessions. 

 

(v) Shared goals  

Wendy (Leon and Audi’s teacher) talked about parent participation in terms of 

shared goal and vision, without indicating the extent to which parents should be 

involved in carrying out the plan.  

 

3.4.3.2 Do the participants want more parent participation? 

The literature on parent participation is replete with claims that parents want 

to be more involved (e.g. Wathum-Ocama & Rose, 2002) and similarly that teachers 

desire more parental participation (e.g. Constantino, Cui & Faltis, 1995).  However, 

such reports tend to gloss over the moral weight attached to questions such as “Do 

you want to be more involved in your child/student’s education?” posed to parents 

and professionals.  Indeed, as Lian and Fontánez-Phelan’s study (2001) shows, 

parents’ perceptions of ‘what should be’ and ‘what they would do’ does not always 

coincide.  When there is a taken-for-granted assumption that parent involvement 

improves the child’s learning outcomes, it is difficult to imagine any ‘good’ parent 

or ‘good’ teacher saying “no” to parent-professional collaboration. 

Living in a modern society seems perpetually hectic as we move into an era 

where lifelong learning is emphasised.  Everyone is continually reminded to update 

his or her skills and knowledge in order to keep up with the economic change, and 

the explosion of information (as a result of new technology).  Surely, professionals 

and parents of children with disabilities are also caught up in this swirl of societal 

demands and expectations.  While parents may report to desire greater involvement, 

the reality of what that demands of them might change their mind (e.g. Morgan, 

Fraser, Dunn & Cairns, 1992).   

Below are the participants’ views on whether they wanted more parental 

participation. 

 

(i) Never thought about it: 



When first approached with the question whether they would like more parental 

participation, several parents reported that they had never thought about this 

issue.  It would appear that the idea of increasing parent participation is quite 

irrelevant to these parents. 

 

(ii) Desirable but difficult  

Parents and teachers who agreed that they would want more parent participation 

inevitably pointed out the difficulties: parents were too caught up with their 

work; parents lead very busy and stressful lives.  Becky’s father supposed 

that parents could always do more, since the child is ultimately the parents’ 

responsibility. 

 

(iii) Up to the individual  

Several teachers indicated that it was up to individual parents whether they 

wanted to participate more.  Phyllis (Becky’s teacher) cautioned that there 

was nothing worse than over-committing because one might end up not 

doing any job well.  Three parents supposed it depended on the personality 

of parents: some parents are more proactive, others are more likely to leave 

things as they are, go along with it. 

 

(iv) Unrealistic and not necessary  

Vanessa’s case manager, Nick, considered it unrealistic to expect all of the non-

English speaking parents to be as involved as one would expect them to be, 

because not many other parents were.  Nick also suggested that most parents 

with children with special needs were used to professionals giving them a 

very high level of support, and therefore would not see the need to be more 

involved. 

 

(v) It would be too overwhelming  

A few parents and teachers considered more parent participation to be rather 

idealistic.  Timothy’s father pointed out that it was not practical: they had 



their jobs; they had another child; he and his wife were already spending a 

lot of time on Timothy and that was already quite difficult to deal with.  He 

did not think he had enough energy to participate actively.  In his view, 

parents needed to have their lives too; parents would want to get away and 

not think about it sometimes. Roger’s case manager, Kathy, also spoke along 

the same line, as the following extract reveals.  

 



Extract 3.9 
Roger’s 
case 
manage
r: 
(Kathy)  

Sometimes living with a child with a disability is such an 
overwhelming task that it’s a relief for the child to be at school 
for 6 hours and to be looked after and to be happy, and cared 
for. So I think, sometimes, there’s just that 6 or 7 hours of peace 
that somebody else is responsible. It’s not that they are not 
caring, but it’s just a sanity break for them sometimes … I don’t 
know that they would want more. I think they like to be kept 
informed. And I think they like to take part in the IEP process 
and to have a say, and for us to value their contribution that they 
do know their child. I think that’s really important. But I don’t 
know whether, physically, they would want a bigger part... 

 

 

Since parents and professionals in this study associated parent participation 

with physical involvement at the child’s school or with the child’s education 

(meaning more commitment of time and energy), it is perhaps no surprise that they 

did not answer with a resounding “yes” to greater level of parent participation.  

Rather, they seemed cautious about indicating a preference for greater involvement.  

Indeed, parenting a child with a disability can be extra demanding.  The Portuguese-

American parents in Anzul et al’s study (2001) emphasised to the researchers that 

they were already very involved in caring and providing for their child at home. 

 

3.4.3.3 What level of parent participation is desirable? 

Epstein’s (Brandt, 1992) typology of parental involvement was provided to 

the participants for consideration when parents appeared to have difficulty 

commenting on levels of involvement.  Parents often reflected on their current 

participation while trying to respond to this question.  

 

(i) Communicating  

From some parents’ comments, it would appear that they considered 

‘communicating’ with teachers to be sufficient.  For example, Leon’s father 

stated that he did not mind meeting with the teacher a couple of times a year.  

Several teachers were also of the opinion that ‘communicating’ is the 

preferred level of parental participation 

 



(ii) Observe child at school 

While Becky’s teacher (Phyllis) and Mike’s teacher (Rosna) reported that it was 

unnecessary for parents to volunteer in the classroom, they welcomed 

parents to come in and see what the children do at school.  According to 

Rosna, parents sometimes blamed teachers when they did not see progress in 

their child’s development.  Coming to observe the class could assure parents 

about their children’s participation in class activities and learning tasks. 

 

(iii) Shifting within different levels  

Timothy’s father, Frank, supposed his level of involvement was at the 

‘communicating’ level in Epstein’s typology but considered that he would 

sometimes do more.  For instance, he was a member of a parent support 

group for children with autism (albeit a passive member, he was quick to 

add).  Frank reported that he had recently responded to the group’s call to 

write to a Minister of Parliament not to ban alternative healing methods (e.g. 

miracle healing).  Audi’s mother considered it ideal if parents participated in 

all five levels of involvement in Epstein’s typology.  She supposed she was 

already doing ‘parenting’, ‘communicating’ and helping Audi with ‘learning 

at home’. 

 

(iv) Advocacy  

Becky’s mother, Magdeline, indicated that ‘Advocacy’ was obviously the most 

desirable level of parental participation.  However, she added that it would 

be very difficult for working parents.  Magdeline reasoned that if the school 

was very small, parents should be more participative.  This was the reason 

Becky’s father became involved in the school’s P&C committee when the 

principal approached him.  Yet, rather than see himself as representing other 

parents in advocating for children with special needs, Becky’s father 

considered his participation “a duty of service” to their daughter’s school.   

Wendy (Audi and Leon’s teacher) named ‘Advocacy’ as the most preferred 

level of parent participation.  However, she observed that it was often the 



parents who came regularly to schools, and knew what was happening at 

school, that became active on the P&C committee. 

 

A brief discussion 

‘Communicating’ as the desired the level of parent participation is the 

popular opinion of a majority of the participants interviewed.  This is consistent 

with a survey finding carried out in 12 countries (OECD, 1995 cit. in OECD, 1997) 

which showed that the public sees ‘keeping parents informed and involved’ as one 

of the most important tasks for schools. 

It might be disappointing to note that despite calls for empowering 

partnership and a strong advocacy for culturally reciprocal parent-professional 

collaboration (Harry et al., 1999), most of the participants in this study did not seem 

to conceive of parent participation beyond basic rudimentary activities54, or in terms 

of shared decision-making pertaining to the schooling processes.  Audi’s mother, 

Sharon, observed that white-Australian parents seemed more in tune with service 

gaps, whereas migrant parents would consider the local services “already very 

good” compared to where they had come from.  Hence, Sharon concluded that 

white-Australian parents tended to be more proactive in bringing about change.  

However, this is not always the case.  Mike’s mother wrote a letter to the district 

officer about staff shortage at the school when programs such as community access 

were disrupted.  Yet, rather than see herself as playing an advocacy role, Mike’s 

mother described her action as “just writing a letter”.  Similarly, Becky’s father 

stated that his role (Secretary) in the P&C committee was a minor one.  It appears 

that even when parents in this study took on an advocacy role, they played down the 

significance of their actions. 

Although various parents were involved in their child’s education and 

schools at various levels (at various times), the nature of parental participation in the  

                                                 
54 It is perhaps useful to add here that the relevance of extending their participation to a more global 
concern for the school would be less apparent to most parents when ‘representing other parents’ 
often refers to a vague format of sitting at meetings and talking (Morgan et al., 1992).  



study proves still largely at the level of ‘communicating’ with parents/professionals.  

Their actual participation appeared to also coincide with the level of participation 

they indicated they desired.  The type of collaboration that parents and professionals 

were engaged in within this study was mainly as working pairs (Goodley, 1998: 

441), which tends only to focus on particular issues and concerns within the private 

arena of individuals and not bring forward into public purview the gaps in special 

education procedures and provision (Vincent, 2000).   

 



3.5 Discussion 

 

A sociocultural perspective on cross-cultural collaboration between parents 

and professionals in special education holds promise of offering deeper insights 

because it broadens the view on parent-professional collaboration not as a mere 

relationship between parents and professionals, but as a collaboration in relation to 

its cultural, historical and institutional settings.  In other words, individual parent-

and-professional interaction is embedded in other systems.  The following 

discussion employs Rogoff’s (1995) planes of analysis to examine parent-

professional relationship through the enlarging spheres. 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Spheres of systems influencing parent-professional relationship 
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3.5.1 Personal: The individual parent 

Previous studies on cross-cultural parent-professional relationships have 

cautioned against intra-cultural differences.  Indeed, it is highly problematic to 

categorise parent participants and their responses solely on the basis of ethnicity . A 

way in which we can conceive of an individual parent (or professional) is in terms 

of a chemical compound, a compound of gender, class and ethnicity (and other 



elements such as religion, levels of acculturation, etc.).  The analogy of a chemical 

compound (to a person) is chosen to illustrate how gender, class and ethnicity are 

like elements chemically bonded to each other; and the composition of each is 

transformed so that the original components can no longer be separated from each 

other (Hewitt 1992: 318).  In turn each component bears the imprint of the other.  

Hence the combination of gender, class (e.g. occupation, material circumstances, 

cultural capital) and ethnicity interact in complex ways to influence parents’ level of 

participation.  Nevertheless, it will be interesting to tease out how gender, class and 

ethnicity55 play out in the data. 

 
3.5.1.1 Gender 

Research on parent involvement shows that parent-school relationships are 

differentiated by gender: his [fathers’] and hers [mothers] (Lareau, 1989).  

Fathers and mothers tend to be responsible and to participate in different 

kinds of parenting work and school-related activities.  Often, mothers take 

responsibility for liaising with the schools, attending parent-teacher 

conferences (Lareau, 1989; Vincent, 2000).  Fathers tend not to have direct 

involvement with schools, but tend to become involved in important 

meetings. 

 
(i) General pattern 

In this study, mothers are mainly the ones preoccupied with the mundane, 

micro-details and practicalities of day-to-day schooling (e.g. preparing lunch 

boxes, keeping check on when it was not necessary to prepare lunch; making 

sure the child brought swimming gear, extra pair of socks, or pants; keeping 

track of fee payments, doctor appointments, etc.).  They are often the ones 

communicating with teachers, writing in the communication books, and 

attending IEP meetings.  

 
                                                 
55 Although there are theoretical distinctions between ethnicity and culture (e.g. ethnicity refers to 
“the ethnic quality or affiliation of a group” [Bestancourt and Lopez 1993 cit. in Danesco, 1997], 
while culture may include national or ethnic cultures, gender, profession, geographical area, physical 
ability or disability, etc.), I use the term ‘culture’ to refer to ethnic culture in other parts of the thesis.  



(ii) Father more active 

This study is not really strongly gender inflected.  For example, in Timothy’s 

parents’ case, because of the nature of their jobs (his father was an opera 

singer and mother an engineer), it was practical for the father to stay at home 

and the mother to be in paid employment during the day.  Hence, it was the 

father who was communicating with the psychologist, liaising with the 

therapists, and attending clinical meetings.  In the case of Leon and Truong, 

their fathers were the ones writing in the child’s communication books 

(although their entries were reportedly limited) because they had better 

linguistic capacity to communicate with the teachers and professionals.  In 

most instances, it was Leon’s father who attended the IEP meetings and 

Truong’s father who attended most of the meetings with professionals.  

 
(iii) Parents equal 

Both Irene’s parents seemed to be equally involved in Irene’s education – both 

parents attended the IEP meetings (with the grandmother).  The mother 

helped Irene with English language and the father coached her in 

Mathematics.  

 

(iv) Mothers make work adjustments 

Where fathers had been absent from meetings at schools, the mothers usually 

accounted for it by referring to the fathers’ busy work schedule (e.g. Mike, Vanessa, 

Jessica) and, in one case, to the father’s lower English proficiency (e.g. Billy).  

However, it would be the ‘working’ mothers who changed their work schedule to 

attend IEP meetings (e.g. Becky and Roger).  The division of parenting labour by 

gender is perhaps revealed in the following ways: 

• Because of Mike’s physical stature, it was the father who would take Mike to 

visit the doctor or to the shopping centres. 

• Because caring for Truong was very difficult, it was the father who slept with 

him to make sure he did not hit himself in the middle of the night. Both parents 



had to give up their jobs to look after him full-time, and they took turns to do 

every aspect of their daily functions.  

• Becky’s mother attended IEP meetings; Becky’s father attended P&C meetings. 

 

In situations where parenting the child with a disability is too demanding and 

difficult, the work is shared between the parents.  From the different ways 

in which Becky’s parents participated in the school, the mother’s work 

would appear to be within a private sphere, with the father dealing with the 

public work of representing other parents in the school and taking on an 

advocacy role.  While this example demonstrated a gendered segregation 

of parental participation, exceptions still exist.  The letter Mike’s mother 

wrote to the district officer was reported by the school principal as having 

helped to expedite funding for the appropriate staff-student ratio at the 

school.   

Another way to look for gender in the data is in the dichotomy between the 

categories Professional and Parent which can be considered a gendered relationship 

if one regards the realm of the Professional as associated with masculine 

characteristics (objective, authority, expertise), and the realm of the Parent as 

associated with feminine characteristics (subjective, carer, nurturer).  However, such 

a binary does not appear neatly in this study.  Lareau (1989) reported fathers playing 

a more assertive role than mothers in Parent-Teacher conferences.  Yet in the cases 

of Timothy’s and Leon’s fathers, both had the attitude that professionals have the 

knowledge and expertise and therefore deferred to the professionals.  Also, where 

mothers interacted with a male case manager and male teacher (e.g. Vanessa’s case 

manager, Nick, and Mike’s teacher, James), the men reported rather assertive 

behaviours from the mothers.  James described Mike’s mother as culturally fluent 

and assertive in wanting certain things done; Nick revealed that he was sometimes 

put on the spot because he did not have the answers to the many questions that 

Vanessa’s mother asked.  Hence, as the data revealed, there is a transgression from 

the gendered model of parent-professional relationship in this study.  

 



3.5.1.2 Ethnicity 

When looking at how ethnicity plays out in the data, it is important to consider 

the different history of migration of the ethnic groups.  As indicated in 

Section 2.4, the researcher had inferred from casual chats with parents that 

Vanessa’s family had arrived in Australia as refugees, whereas several 

Chinese parents first came to Australia to do their tertiary education.  The 

different motivations for migration (e.g. refugee or economic 

opportunities), the parents’ previous country of residence and the history 

of the relationship between the Australians and the Chinese and 

Vietnamese, could all influence the ways parents perceive their situations 

and construct their relationships with the professionals with more or less 

trust.  

By considering the levels of parent participation by ethnicity, it would 

appear that the Chinese parents were more confident in their interactions with 

professionals.  They contributed at meetings and were more likely to take on an 

advocacy role when approached by the principal (Becky’s father) or a parent 

support group (Timothy’s father), and when their child’s class program was 

disrupted due to staff shortage (Mike’s mother).  By contrast, the interaction with 

professionals of several of the Vietnamese parents tended to be more passive (e.g. 

Irene, Truong).  When Jessica’s mother commented that she did not really know 

how to ask questions in the context of an IEP meeting, it suggests that it was not that 

she did not have the grammar and vocabulary to make enquiries.  Rather, it was 

more the pragmatics – what forms of politeness or assertiveness are appropriate; 

how to ask questions that are suitable to the context.  This finding alludes to some 

kind of cultural difference, either of ethnicity or the professional context. 

 

3.5.1.3 Class  

‘Class’ implies a set of values, attitudes and behaviours related to income, 

education, living conditions, neighbourhood and the person’s relation to the 

economy.  Social class differences have been found to influence how parents and 

professionals relate to each other.  Professionals, in particular, often have class-



specific (i.e. middle-class) expectations and understandings of the communities they 

serve (Lewis & Forman, 2002).  Hence, parents’ social position and the cultural 

resources they possess can make a significant difference as to how often, how 

easily, and over what range of issues they approach the professionals and the school.  

By ‘cultural resources’ or ‘cultural capital’, Lareau and Horvat (1999) meant 

parents’ vocabularies, sense of entitlements to interact with teachers as equals, 

discretionary time, transportation and child care arrangements to attend school 

events during the school day, and social networks with other parents in the school 

community.  However, Lareau and Horvat also made a distinction between the 

possession of social and cultural resources and its activation.  That is, people who 

have social and cultural capital may or may not activate their capital for a variety of 

reasons; they also may vary in the skill with which they activate it.  

Of the three Chinese families that could be considered middle-income 

families, two reportedly engaged professional services on their own.  Timothy’s 

parents were unique in that they were rather active in searching for special 

education services, and were able to afford it.  Becky’s mother also engaged speech 

therapy and other services when she was recommended to them.  However, beyond 

that, it is difficult to see how class differences play out in the data.  Vanessa’s 

family could be considered as working class.  Yet in terms of the mother’s sense of 

entitlement to interact with teachers as equal (a cultural resource), it would appear 

that her forthright ways achieved what she wanted for Vanessa, even though she 

might not have said it diplomatically.  

 

Extract 3.10 
Vanessa’s 
teacher: 
(Carol)  

Huong came in and said, “When are you getting on the 
internet? Well, when you get on the internet, I want Vanessa 
to learn how to use it.” And so when we got the internet, 
Vanessa was the first one on there. 

 
 

As the data reveal, the dynamics of the intersection between gender, 

ethnicity and class on parental participation makes for a very complex set of 

relationships.  



 



3.5.2 Interpersonal: The parent-professional pair 

The next sphere of analysis looks at the parent-professional pair.  Earlier in 

Section 3.4, a new model for conceptualising parent-professional 

relationships was proposed (Figure 3.1).  Below is an attempt to use this 

model to resituate the analysis in terms of a typology of collaborative 

forms that was found in this study. 

 

 

Figure 3.3 Case examples situated in the model of parent-professional 
relationship 
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3.5.2.1 Influencing/Complying: Becky’s parents and teacher 

Becky’s mother, Magdeline, reported how she would always be diplomatic 

in stating what she wants from the professionals because, according to her, that 

would be the best way to earn their cooperation.  Considering the vocabularies and 

language required for diplomacy, Magdeline might be considered to possess the 

social and cultural resources to skilfully negotiate with the professionals.  However, 

the parent may not always be very successful in activating it. 

Magdeline mentioned that at a meeting with the teacher, she stated that she 

would like Becky to count from one to ten.  But the reply she received was 

something like, “Oh, yeah, we wouldn’t expect Becky to achieve this.”  Magdeline 

demonstrated her understanding of the classroom constraint in the following extract. 

 

Extract 3.11 
Becky’s 
mother: 
(Magdeline) 

You kind of just can’t do much about it. It’s always in a group 
situation; it’s not that individualised, like if you have a tutor, to 
just focus on what you really want to achieve… You just 
have to fit in with the general group. 

 

While one might decry this example as “the silencing effect” (Harry et al. 

1995: 372) of the professional’s voice over the parent’s voice, Becky’s father also 

thought that perhaps that was really Becky’s limit and they tried to be understanding 

of the constraints the teachers and the school faced.  In view of these reports, I 

suggest that the parent-professional relationship here is positioned at 

Influencing/Complying.  

 

3.5.2.2 Respectful distancing/Respectful distancing: Leon’s father and teacher 

It was observed that Leon’s father had rather minimal interaction with the 

teacher, Wendy. He seldom wrote in the communication book and had only met and 

spoken to the teacher twice in a year – at the IEP meeting and the year-end 

Christmas party.  He basically left the education role to the experts.  Wendy 

reported that she did not know much about the family and was hesitant to approach 

the parents over some of her concerns. She was reluctant to talk to them about the 

change in Leon’s behaviour (protesting about school work), fearing that they might 



take it negatively.  She would not want them to suppose Leon had been naughty and 

not behaving.  Wendy had also observed that Leon had come to school without a 

jumper even though it was freezing on some mornings.  However, she was hesitant 

to ask the parents because she did not know if it would offend them. When the 

Christmas break was approaching, Wendy was worried that Leon might forget some 

of the spelling words that he had made good progress on.  Although Wendy 

intended to speak to the parents about going through the spelling words with Leon 

during the school break, nothing eventuated.  Hence, the parent-professional 

relationship in this case appears to be positioned at Respectful distancing/Respectful 

distancing. 

 

3.5.2.3 Obliging/Directing: Vanessa’s mother and teacher 

Professionals (Carol and Nick) who had interacted with Vanessa’s mother 

reported Huong as being very interested in Vanessa’s academic progress and often 

had queries for them.  

 

Extract 3.12 
Vanessa’s 
teacher: 
(Carol)  

Huong comes in here and she knows what she wants to ask 
and she knows what she wants you to do... I remember the 
first IEP meeting, she said something like “Vanessa is 
nervous about going to high school, I want you to do 
something about it” … Last time, she came in, she said she 
was concerned that Vanessa wasn’t getting enough 
exercise and would like her to learn tennis. 

 

 

In response to the mother’s concerns, Carol reported to have talked about 

high school with the students all year and invited the Year 8 teacher from the high 

school to come to their school to talk to them.  Carol also tried to get Vanessa into 

the tennis team and when Vanessa did not make it to the team, the class went down 

to the court and played tennis once a week.  Based on Carol’s report, it appears that 

she had obliged Vanessa’s mother and taken actions to accommodate her requests. 

 

 



 

 

3.5.2.3 An attempt at collaborating: Audi’s mother and teacher 

From the data, it was difficult to identify a parent-professional relationship 

that is positioned at Collaborating/Collaborating.  Based on the very positive reports 

given by Sharon (Audi’s mother) and Magdeline (Becky’s mother) of their 

interactions with a former teacher, Lisa, one might regard their relationship to be of 

that nature.  However, the example here is drawn from the participatory action 

research (PAR) component of the project in which Audi’s mother, Sharon, and his 

teacher, Wendy, participated. They identified reading as the common goal (they 

distinctly chose reading, rather than the broader goal of literacy) and shared their 

knowledge about Audi and brainstormed strategies at a work group meeting.  

Sharon and Wendy then selected a strategy each to try out.  Although both of them 

evaluated the project to be beneficial, and Audi successfully achieved the short-term 

goal of reading 20 sight words in context, the partnership could not strictly be 

considered a genuine collaboration beyond the ‘shared goal and decision-making’.  

The project did not seem to enhance communication between the parent and teacher 

to become more regular and focused on the child’s progress.  The partnership that 

came out of that intervention was most likely to be at Coordinating/Coordinating: 

the parent and teacher implemented their own strategy at home and in the 

classroom, respectively, without much interaction between them. 

Placing some of the parent-professional pairs of the study in the proposed 

model allows us to see how different types of parent-professional relationships are 

possible without the imposition of an ideal partnership.  For as the PAR case study 

demonstrates, the ideal of ‘collaborating’ may be difficult to achieve despite good 

intentions.  Moreover, parents and professionals have many competing demands to 

juggle within both their personal and professional lives.  How much time and energy 

is realistically available to do what ‘good’ parents or ‘good’ teachers should do? 

 



3.5.3  Community: Inherent contradictions in the ‘rights’ and ‘parent participation’ 

frameworks 

Where do the parent-professional interactions take place? What are the 

organisational norms and mores to be expected in this context? In several books and 

articles on North-American culture, it was stated that assertiveness and individual 

rights are highly valued (Gao & Ting-Toomey, 1998; Stewart & Bennett, 1991).  

Hence, the discourse on parent participation in the American literature is replete 

with statements claiming that the kinds of attitudes and behaviours (e.g. active, 

assertive participation and comfort with questioning authority) expected by teachers 

and professionals were not necessarily typical of the behaviour patterns among 

minority groups (e.g. Zetlin et al., 1996: 23).  However, the view of this study is that 

schools have a standard that emphasises positive polite interactions; the legitimate 

socio-emotional style is one of “calm voices, positive affirmations, and few 

criticism.” (Lareau & Horvat, 1999: 49)  

The evidence for this in the data can be seen in several teachers’ comments.  

For example, Phyllis (Becky’s teacher) reported that some parents had come in very 

forcefully to the school, or had a very abrupt way of writing and speaking to 

teachers.  She gave the example of a parent wanting the child to clean her teeth 

every day (which the class was supposed to do but sometimes did not).  Phyllis 

indicated that if she was writing as the parent, she would write, “Gosh, you must be 

busy in the afternoon.  But I’ve noticed that my child’s teeth are a bit dirty, is there 

any chance, if it is not too much trouble that they could clean their teeth a bit more 

regularly?”  

The key characteristic of the communication between teachers and parents is 

that the stakes are perceived as being very high for both parties.  Parents may 

believe that the welfare of their child is at stake, and teachers often feel defensive 

when challenged by parents.  In that sense, parents can become the “natural 

enemies” of school personnel (Lareau, 1989: 159).  This can then lead to some 

ambivalence on the part of school personnel about parent participation and, result in 

a regulation of parent involvement (Lewis & Forman, 2002).  Hence, the types of 



parent involvement that are sought are only those “within carefully circumscribed 

boundaries” (Swap, 1993: 21).  

It can be argued that qualities such as assertiveness and challenging 

authority are unlikely to be rewarded or welcomed in most schools.  An institution 

(whether American, Western or otherwise) probably expects conformity and 

endorsement from parents and students.  As such, there is possibly more of a 

mismatch in the American system – with the people being socialised to be assertive, 

but then expected to comply within the institutions56.  The inherent contradictions in 

the U.S. policy for parent participation have also been raised by Kalyanpur and 

Harry (1999).  They pointed out that the medical/expert-treatment model within 

which the mandate PL 94-142 operates, fundamentally holds positivistic 

assumptions that undermines civil rights or parental rights: It is the professional’s 

job to determine whether students have or do not have disabilities, and the parents’ 

to agree or disagree with professionals’ diagnosis and recommendations.  Since 

professional knowledge is perceived as objective truth, any parental attempt to 

challenge the disability categorisation necessarily places their interaction with 

professionals in an adversarial framework.  In this atmosphere, parents find that they 

must either passively cooperate or take a stance of confrontation.  Hence, the 

American approach to special education policy thrusts special education more 

directly to the competing forces within the larger political system (Kirp, 1983). 

The ‘rights’ framework for special education in the U.S. appears overtly 

political57 in contrast to the humanitarian welfare model (Tomlinson, 1996) in 

Western Europe and Australia.  Vincent and Martin (2002) found that some parents 

in the U.K. found the idea of rights to be very unsettling. Similarly, the Warnock 

Committee who visited the USA in the 1970s “came away horrified at the reliance 

on administrative hearings and litigation over matters that seemed either petty or 

unsuitable for such review” (Kirp, 1983: 94).  Mary Warnock, Chairperson of that 
                                                 
56 The inspiration for this argument came from Biggs (1996).  The American system does provide the 
alternative of taking schools to court. But this option is probably accessible to middle or upper class 
parents with resources. 
57 Conflict carries a heavy price. It threatens the element of trust in relationships among the parties in 
the process. Trust is essential if a helping relationship is to be maintained. Conflict also promotes 
discomfort and for that reason not even those who instigate disagreement thrive in this climate of 
disputatiousness (Kirp, 1983: 104). 



Committee, declared: “There is something deeply unattractive about the spectacle of 

someone demanding his own rights” (Kirp, 1983: 95).  No doubt the citizens of the 

U.S. would add, from your English perspective. 

The Australian special education system, which follows a humanitarian 

welfare model, probably has less of an inherent contradiction in the professionals’ 

practice and the principle (not mandate) of parent participation.  From the 

participants’ reports in this thesis, there seems to be also less of a mismatch between 

the behaviour of parents and that expected by the schools58.  Most Chinese and 

Vietnamese parents reported themselves as being respectful of professionals (e.g. 

Truong, Irene, etc.) and courteous (e.g. Becky).  Likewise, the professionals 

mentioned their preference for diplomacy from parents.  Hence, the general picture 

of parent participation that emerges from this study is largely that of ‘consensus’, 

with little suggestion of serious conflicts. 

 

3.5.4 Institutional: policies on parent participation 

It is often mentioned that underlying the movement of increasing parent 

participation is the view that parents are the primary and most influential teachers of 

their children, that they have valuable information and resources to contribute to 

their child’s education (Zetlin et al., 1996) and therefore should be seen as “partners 

in pedagogy” with the school (OECD, 1997).  It has also been said that this 

movement is based on the democratic value of ‘rights’ – parents’ rights to be 

involved, to choose schools and influence the way they operate (based on market 

theory).  Another rationale was to improve school performance (since studies have 

shown that pupils who do well are characterised by good home-school relations) and 

to make schools more accountable.  However, the motive for the parent involvement 

movement that is less commonly stated is to do with resources.  Public schools 

today are institutions that are often short on help, money, and supplies (Lareau & 

Shumar, 1996).  Parents can help to raise extra funds for schools, and serve as a 

cost-effective way of mobilising resources – whether as helpers on school visits or 

                                                 
58 In May 2001 Education Queensland first released a “Hostile People on School premises, Wilful 
Disturbances and Trespass Issue” legislation (http://education.qld.gov.au) which the television news 
report on 17 July 2003 indicated as a ban against hostile people that included disruptive parents. 



field trips, coaches or assistants in sporting activities, or teachers’ aides in the 

classroom (OECD, 1997).  The following excerpt is quite revealing: 

 
If every parent of a child aged between 1 and 9 spent one hour reading or 
working on schoolwork with his or her child five days per week, American 
parents would annually devote at least 8.7 billion hours to supporting their 
children’s reading. If a teacher were spending this amount of time, it would 
cost taxpayers $230 billion (OECD, 1997: 186). 

 

Hence, a key reason for wanting parent participation is, at bottom, economic. 

To stay competitive, every country needs a highly skilled population.  But money is 

short.  One way of releasing fresh resources into education, therefore, is to draw on 

parents who at the very least, have a natural drive to help their own children 

(OECD, 1997: 61).  This same rationale (economic) applies to the special education 

and disability context. People with a disability who can be as independent and self-

sufficient as possible will place less strain on the (family’s and) country’s resources.  

By that argument, parent participation can be said to be in the interest of the state 

and policy makers. 

So, what kind of parent participation do policy makers really want? Parents 

supporting their children’s learning more effectively or pressurising schools into 

raising their standards are welcomed.  But parent involvement in the form of a 

powerful parents’ group, lobbying for higher spending on education or disability, 

could hardly be desirable to politicians.  Indeed, some local authorities would 

encourage schools to intervene early before problems with parents become severe; 

their target is to attain zero statutory appeals (Vincent, 2000).  There were perhaps 

instances in this study where situations of potential conflict were alleviated.  For 

example, the staff at Jessica’s special education unit sounded the parents out on the 

issue of Jessica repeating Year One before they had the actual formal meeting with  

 

the other school personnel and professionals.  As such, the meeting proceeded 

efficiently. 

 

3.5.5 A moral discourse 



The impression one often perceives from the literature on parent 

participation and cultural diversity is ‘horror’ at the service gaps between the 

philosophy/spirit of the policy on parent participation and the actual practice in the 

field.  As can be seen in many of the studies (e.g. Harry, 1992c, Kalyanpur & Rao, 

1991, Zetlin et al., 1996), when parents of children with special needs are 

interviewed about parent participation, they often offer atrocity stories, or such 

comments are highlighted59.  Frequently, the data from these studies has entailed 

only the parents’ perspectives and it is tempting to do studies that include the 

professionals’ perspective to obtain, as Park et al (2001) suggest, a more 

comprehensive and reciprocal picture of the partnerships between parents and 

professionals60.  

This study, with its parent- and professional-participants, suits that desire.  

Although accounts of concern surfaced now and then during the project, none was 

close to the ‘atrocity’ stories one sees in the American literature. What is going on 

here? Are Australian professionals really more collaborative with parents than their 

American counterparts? Silverman (2001) might offer us some insights.  He argues 

that rather than attempting to verify the accuracy of ‘atrocity’ stories, one might 

seek the function of the parents’ accounts.  That is, not to treat interviewees’ 

accounts as a simple report on an external reality, but to understand as a topic the 

moral forms that give force to ‘atrocity’ stories.  Biased or unbiased, the situated 

accounts by parents vividly display particulars about the moral accountability of 

parenthood, or what is morally adequate parenthood (Baruch, 1982 cit. in 

Silverman, 2001: 105-6).  

All parents may thus possibly be argued to give, or to want to give, accounts 

that characterise them in some way as ‘good’ parents: they try to help their children; 

                                                 
59 Vincent (2000) reports that in one of her studies, stories of professional arrogance, insensitivity or 
incompetence, bewildering procedures and frustrating periods of inaction were forthcoming from 
every parent regardless of their class and ethnicity, and despite the fact that the interview schedule 
was not designed to elicit information about problems and difficulties, but about the parent’s 
relationship with the agency.  
60 In studies where professionals’ views have occasionally been included, they often only serve as 
complementary notes to highlight a point that the authors are making (e.g. Harry 1992c; Harry et al., 
1995). In some situations, the researchers themselves acknowledged that they were advocating for 
the parents (e.g. Harry et al., 1995; Harry, 1996). 



they try to be involved in their schools; their attempts were hampered by various 

deterrents; and so on.  Certainly in the present study the parents were engaged in 

telling ‘moral tales’. And so were the teachers.  For instance, whenever 

professionals suggested something close to a negative comment about a parent, they 

always accounted for it (on behalf of the parents) – “parents are busy”, or “I might 

be wrong”, and they often added,  “I don’t take offence”. 

Extending the notion of the moral tale to the wider academic discourse on 

parent participation, it is valid to ask what function it serves the researchers to 

present the findings the way they did: Why did they highlight certain data and not 

others? By highlighting ‘atrocity’ stories alongside a few vignettes of ‘excellent 

practice’ (e.g. Harry, 1992c; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991), these texts reveal the moral 

world we live in and can be seen as a moral advocacy for optimal parent-

professional partnership. 

 

3.5.6    Concluding cautionary thoughts on parent-professional collaboration 

The above discussion has considered parent-professional collaboration in 

relation to its cultural, historical and institutional settings, and its embeddedness in 

other systems and discourses.  Some questions are pending, however, as the reader 

will have realised, and – reflective of scepticism or not – the more important are 

presented below. 

(i) Given the argument that the form of parent participation implicitly 

advocated by policy makers is based on an economic rationale (i.e. to tap 

into the resources of families), to what extent is the rhetoric of partnership “a 

smoke-screen for control and discipline and the imposition of the model of a 

‘good’ parent”? (Blair and Waddington, 1997 quoted in Vincent 2000: 26).  

(ii) No major instances have been noted in the literature of parents jointly or 

collectively causing a school (or schools) to effect significant changes in 

procedures and organisation (Vincent & Martin, 2002).  And of course, this 

would be highly unlikely to happen.  Should we continue then to advocate 

for a strong parental voice in the system?  



(iii) Many of the solutions proffered for increasing parent participation involve 

an increase in both teachers’ and parents’ labour (Lareau, 1996).  How 

reasonable is it to rally either party to commit more time and energy on the 

issue?  

Answers to these quite normative questions cannot be made out of context; it 

requires situated analysis.  On-going dialogue between participants is needed and 

can be effective if it includes a consideration of the critical positions summarised 

above.  
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CHAPTER 4 

WHAT ARE PARENTS’ AND PROFESSIONALS’ VIEWS OF 

THE CHILD-WITH-A-DISABILITY1? 

 

4.1 Introduction 

The rationale for collaboration between parents and professionals has 

typically been framed as being ‘for the good of the child’.  Consequently, anything 

that threatens parent-professional relationships needs to be better understood so that 

any misunderstanding or conflict between the parties can be alleviated or avoided.  

One key site of potential dispute and conflict, as suggested in the literature, is when 

parents and professionals present contrasting views about the child and his/her 

condition, during parent-professional meetings or conferences.  

In this chapter, my interests are (1) to explicate the views of parents and 

professionals of their child/student, and (2) to find out the extent to which they 

agree or differ in their views.  The first section of the literature (Section 4.2) reviews 

studies in which the parents’ and professionals’ views of the child were found to 

differ.  A diagram is then presented depicting the meeting of these two perspectives.  

Next, three models of disability are described to assist greater understanding of the 

various discourses that parents and professionals may draw upon.  From the three 

models of disability, popular media and literary representations of people with 

disabilities, I attempt to identify some (societal) views of the person with a 

disability.  Ethnomethodological studies that are related to special education or 

disability are then presented to provide insights into the complexity within parent-

professional collaboration.   

                                                 
1 I decided to use ‘Child-with-a-disability’ in the title even though I am critical of our language in 
which non-disability is automatically presumed unless stated otherwise (Swain & Cameron, 1999). 
Elsewhere in the chapter, I use the term ‘disability’ rather than ‘impairment’ (biological 
characteristics of the body and mind) in order to incorporate the notion of the socially constructed 
nature of disability. Where the term ‘disabled people/children’ appears in the literature review, it is in 
accordance with the authors’ stated choice to use this politically more powerful term that emphasises 
societal oppression of people who have impairments. 
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The method employed in this chapter is Membership Categorisation 

Analysis (MCA).  Its application to the two corpuses of data – the children’s 

communication books and interviews with parents and professionals – is explained 

in Sections 4.3 & 4.5 respectively.  In Section 4.4, the entries in the communication 

books of four children are analysed.  The attributes of the child generated in the 

written interaction between parents and professionals across the four books are 

compared and discussed in Section 4.4.5.  In Section 4.6, interview extracts are 

analysed for parents’ and professionals’ assignment of attributes to the child.  The 

attributes generated are also compared and contrasted to investigate the level of 

agreement or disagreement between the two parties’ versions of the child. A 

discussion of the interview data is presented in Section 4.6.6. The Discussion in 

Section 4.7 compares the findings from the two data sets to the literature.  The 

different versions of the child with a disability generated in the literature and the 

immediate study will be expounded.  

 

4.2 Literature 

  

What are some views of the person with a disability represented by parents and 

professionals, the academia and popular media? This section provides a review of 

the literature in these areas.  It also reviews relevant ethnomethodological studies to 

provide a more comprehensive and critical reading of the current literature of 

parent-professional collaboration. 

 
4.2.1 Cross-cultural studies 

Studies that reveal professionals and parents holding contrasting views of the 

child with a disability are rampant (e.g. Harry 1992c; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991).  One 

of the key arguments is that the bodies of knowledge in which professionals are 

trained are situated in a positivistic paradigm and orient heavily towards a clinical 

perspective of disability.  This contrast with parents’ personal knowledge of the 

child gained from their experiences and, in the cases of parents from culturally 

diverse backgrounds, their cultural beliefs about disability (e.g. spiritual 
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perspectives).  From a sociocultural perspective, this makes logical sense since 

one’s concept or view about the person with a disability is socially formed in the 

context of particular cultures and historical moments.   

Professionals in the special education system are either in the business of 

categorising children as having an identifiable set of symptoms that constitute 

disability (e.g. psychologists), or in the business of providing services which often 

carry a rehabilitative or remedial undertone (e.g. therapists).  The nature of their 

work constantly orients them to the notion of disability as rooted in biology and 

intrinsic to the child.  Where a condition is deemed mild and without specific 

biological characteristics, a statistical model (e.g. IQ test score) is at times used to 

define abnormality (Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999).  Working in a setting where notions 

of normality and abnormality are always salient, it would be difficult for 

professionals to move away from a medical model of disability.  Hence, it is perhaps 

unsurprising that professionals may at times over-emphasise the child’s deficits and 

overlook the child’s strengths and abilities (Anzul et al., 2001; Gliedman & Roth, 

1980; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Rao, 2000).  This situation is most likely to occur in 

the clinical settings of assessments and standardised tests, where the professionals, 

carrying out the ascertainment procedures, are often strangers to the child  (Anzul et 

al., 2001).   

Several studies have revealed that culturally diverse parents have different 

interpretations of disability from the scientific medical model.  One perspective of 

disability these parents may orient to is a spiritual one.  Fadiman (1997), for 

example, described the tradition among Hmong people in which an epileptic seizure 

may be interpreted as, literally, a “spirit catches you and you fall down” (soul loss 

caused by fright).  This is, of course, incongruent with the medical view of epilepsy 

as a chronic illness that requires treatment with anticonvulsants.  Fadiman 

documented that when a cultural interpretation of disability clashes with the 

dominant medical interpretation, the conflict that ensues could escalate.  In another 

case in the U.S., the conflict between the social workers and the parents of a Hmong 

child who had two clubfeet was settled in court because the parents opposed 

corrective surgery for the child’s feet.  To the social workers, a clubfoot was 



 144

perceived as a disabling and stigmatising physical condition.  However, according 

to the parents, the child’s condition was “a sign of good luck”.  The parents believed 

that he was born with clubfeet so that “a warrior ancestor whose feet were wounded 

in battle could be released from a sort of spiritual entrapment”.  In the parents’ view, 

corrective surgery could bring disaster on the entire Hmong community (Hmong 

family, 1991 cit. in Kalyanpur & Harry 1999: 123).  

Another interpretation of disability by culturally diverse families orients to 

the social constructedness of disability.  For example, Puerto Rican parents in 

Harry’s (1992b) study described their children’s learning difficulties as a 

‘confusion’ with languages: Spanish being the primary language at home and 

English the language of instruction and assessment at school.  To support their 

argument, they alluded to their child ‘doing fine’ until he/she entered elementary 

grades2.  Another cause of disability identified by these parents was the school’s use 

of culturally inappropriate instructional approaches.  One parent indicated that the 

phonics approach was very confusing for her daughter who had previously 

successfully learned to read from a sight word approach.  In addition, parents 

suggested that the ‘infantile’ and repetitive curriculum of special education 

exacerbated the child’s learning difficulty.  They figured that if the child was given 

only kindergarten activities such as painting and colouring, and not taught anything, 

the child could not be expected to progress to a higher grade.  Moreover, the 

frequent changes of placement to the most appropriate program greatly disrupted the 

child’s learning progress (Harry, 1992b). 

The literature is also replete with cases where parents objected to the 

disability label (e.g. retardation-related labels) placed on their child (Gliedman & 

Roth, 1980; Harry, 1992b; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Rao, 2000).  The label 

‘mentally retarded’ made little sense to the Puerto Rican parents in Harry’s study 

(1992b) because to say a person was retardado meant that s/he was severely 

impaired or mentally deranged.  Hence, the parents did not understand how their 

child, who was competent in day-to-day affairs and who could speak English and 

                                                 
2 This explanation is consistent with the literature on the social construction of disability. Children 
with adequate day-to-day competence in a second language may not yet be proficient enough for the 
task of literacy or psychological assessment in that language (Cummins, 1979 cit. in Harry, 1992b). 
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Spanish, could be labelled ‘retarded’.  The label ‘retardation’ was also regarded by a 

mother as irrelevant because, in her opinion, the child was just “like her father” who 

never did learn to read and write, and had a quick temper.  Parents describing a child 

in terms of marked family traits that were not considered ‘abnormal’ were common 

in Harry’s study.  Another child’s speech problem was explained by the 

grandmother as the child’s quietness, which “comes from the family” because the 

father was “very silent”.  The grandmother further argued that the labelling process 

was possibly influenced by schools’ preference for more expressive types of 

personality (Harry, 1992b).  In another study, an African-American boy’s outburst 

was held to be indicative of an emotional disturbance by the professionals.  

However, the same behaviour was regarded by the mother as a very legitimate result 

of his experience as a premature baby in a hospital where he had been “beat on and 

handled tough” (Rao, 2000: 482-3). 

From this literature, we might say that the meeting of parents’ and 

professionals’ perspectives would appear like the figure below.  

 

Figure 4.1: The intersection of two perspectives (parents’ and professionals’) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Various cultural, historical and institutional  

discourses on disability 

Clinical 
perspective 
on disability 

Professional’s 
view of  
child 

     Parents’       
       view of    
       child 

Particular 
cultural 
perspective 
on disability 

 



 146

Based on this figure or representation, one might consider it useful to learn about 

the various discourses on disability.  In the sections below, I will present the three 

models of disability (the medical model, the social model, and the critical social 

model) that form the major types of discourses in the academic arena. 

 

4.2.2 The medical model: disability as a biological category 

The medical model of disability has been the dominant framework for 

understanding disability and much of special education epistemology and practices 

are based on it.  Some of the taken-for-granted assumptions within this perspective 

are: 

1. Disability has a physical or biological cause. 

2. Disability is inherent in the person.  

3. Disability is permanent.   

4. Disability is identified through a scientific and objective process.  

5. The person with a disability is in suffering. 

6. People with a disability are ‘unfortunate’ because they are unable to enjoy 

the material and social benefits of society. 

7. Disability requires remediation; the person with a disability needs ‘fixing’ 

to become more like the non-disabled people (Corker, 1999; Kalyanpur & 

Harry 1999; Barnes 1996). 

With increasing rejections of these assumptions, the medical model became 

regarded by some as outdated and to be scorned (Foreman, 1997) … or is that really 

the case?  Undoubtedly, the medical model of disability has been exorbitantly 

criticised in special education and disability discourses at a theoretical level.  

However, what is less obvious is how the medical model becomes reinvented in 

persistent ways within our society. 

 

Scientific advancement 

Rapid advancement in medicine and science is a major contributing factor to 

the persistence of the medical model of disability.  One particular development of 

most relevance here is genetics.  While contemporary practices of prenatal genetic 
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diagnosis and screening are touted as imperative to detection of prenatal congenital 

impairment, the underlying tenet is once again that disability is undesirable.  Indeed, 

such practices can be seen as a process of cleansing the human gene pool of 

irregularities, anomalies and errors, and encouraging the society to be deeply 

intolerant of disability (Garland-Thomson, 2002).  The medical development in 

genetic engineering and pre-natal screening, therefore, can be seen to focus 

community attention once again on disability as a medical problem in need of a 

medical eugenic solution (Wolbring, 2001). 

 

The rise of pharmaceutical industry 

The pharmaceutical industry has increased in size and influence in recent 

years.  There is a trend where prescription of drugs to children with disabilities such 

as Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD), hyperactivity and autism is becoming more 

and more common3.  One of the most well-known controversies over the use of 

prescriptive drugs is that Ritalin (a stimulant to help children with ADD to focus 

and hyperactive children to calm down) is being prescribed too quickly before less 

invasive methods are attempted (McWilliam, 1999: 180).  Parents and teachers have 

been criticised for jumping too quickly on the Ritalin bandwagon to solve child-

management difficulties at home and in the classroom.  McWilliam suggests that the 

support for Ritalin is not surprising if we consider the fact that the manufacturer has 

subsidised the largest parent support group for children with ADD and (I might add) 

that teachers are under increasing pressure to produce high test scores in students.  

The readiness to turn to prescription drugs for ‘fixing’ children’s learning 

difficulties reinforces the medical model of disability in our orientation.  

 

                                                 
3 Even among adults, we are now increasingly ‘sold’ the idea that popping a pill will get us the quick 
fix. 
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Proliferation of early intervention services and practices 

Proliferation of controversial medical practices in the “disability business” 

(Albrecht, 1992), that arise along with the popularity of alternative medicine in 

contemporary culture, has also maintained the medical model of disability.  For 

example, cochlear implants have been recommended to parents of babies diagnosed 

with hearing impairment to ‘cure’ deafness4; vitamin supplementation has been 

proposed for numerous behavioural and cognitive disorders in children with 

intellectual impairment; the Lovaas approach (based on behavioural principles) has 

made claims of children recovering from autism; Auditory Integration Training 

claimed to desensitise children with autism to certain sounds5 (McWilliam, 1999): 

all have promised a ‘cure’ to disability.  The ideology of a ‘cure’ in these practices 

reinstates the notion that disability requires ‘fixing’.  And if a parent’s job is to have 

hope (and these practices offer hope), parents who can afford it, understandably, 

would want to try out these practices that claimed to be beneficial for their children 

(McWilliam, 1999).  The result is that parents and practitioners alike further 

entrench themselves in the clinical interpretation of disability. 

  

Consumer culture and the desire for bodily perfection 

Another contributor to the persistence of the medical model of disability is 

the desire for bodily perfection in contemporary consumer culture (Barnes, 1996). 

Medicine plays an important role in encouraging our pursuit of the aesthetic ideal. 

When we are constantly bombarded with images of the ideal body in the media, we 

may increasingly perceive impairment as a violation of the ideal.  When we are 

constantly ‘sold’ a choice of aesthetic practices (e.g. cosmetic surgery) as 

‘solutions’ to any bodily burden, blemish, bulge or alleged ‘imperfection’ (Hughes, 

2000), we take on the assumption that the body (and especially its surface) is 

amenable to reconstruction and that medical practice offers the solution to ‘unmark’ 
                                                 
4 Results from research on cochlear technology are mixed and inconclusive: some children were 
reported to have gained almost no benefit while others were described to have acquired skills much 
like those of their hearing peers (Spencer & Marschark, 2003)   
5 This therapy is based on the theory that auditory distortions underlie autism. The theory proposes 
that people with autism are extremely sensitive to certain sounds and that some of their challenging 
behaviours are actually stress responses to these intolerable sounds (e.g. what we hear as the 
humming of the air-conditioner may be ‘heard’ by the person as the landing screech of an aeroplane). 
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disability or, in other words, to “not look disabled” (Garland-Thomson, 2002: 11).  

For example, parents of children with Down syndrome may be ‘sold’ the idea of 

cosmetic surgery to eliminate the defining facial features of the syndrome in their 

child.  The ideology of aestheticisation has generated increasingly aggressive desire 

to fix, regulate or eradicate ostensibly deviant bodies (Garland-Thomson, 2002). 

 

4.2.3 The social model: disability as socially constructed 

The social model of disability is a direct affront to the medical model of 

disability.  Its basic assumption is that society disables people with an impairment 

through its exclusionary attitudinal, environmental and economic barriers (Barnes, 

Mercer & Shakespeare, 1999).  In other words, the social organisation of society – 

its social context, social expectation and built environment – creates the 

disadvantages or obstacles for people with an impairment.  To illustrate how 

disability is socially constructed, some authors have turned to an ethnohistorical 

study by Nora Groce (1985) of the Islanders in Martha’s Vineyard in Massachusetts 

in 18th – early 19th century.  Groce documented how common hereditary deafness 

was not a disability because all the Islanders could sign.  There was no language 

barrier and, by extension, no social barrier (p. 75).  Hearing and deaf people 

intermingled at home, at the general store, at church, at parties; and neither one of 

the hearing people or the deaf set up activities that excluded the other6.  

Barnes (1996) argues that, for people with mobility-related impairments, 

disability is constructed in the physical environment (e.g. flight of stairs).  Citing 

Riseboro (1979), he traced this to the considerable influence Greek architecture had 

over building design in many countries in Europe7 and America.  In ancient Greek 

society, infanticide of children born with impairment was practised in order to 

achieve a ‘vital’ state; the argument being that a state of greatness arises from the 

                                                 
6 Groce (1985) cautioned that this did not mean everyone lived in harmony; nor did the Islanders give 
her an idealised version of how deaf people were treated. Deafness was simply accepted. However, 
the situation began to change with the movement of young people out of the island, changes in 
marriage patterns, and as the deaf Islanders aged. 
7 And later, in other parts of the world that they colonised.  
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innate strength of its citizens8 (Winzer, 1997).  As such, there was no need to 

construct buildings that were accessible to people with impairments.  

Greater awareness about disabling environments in the last two to three 

decades has led to many architectural changes (e.g. ramps, wheelchair-accessible 

toilets) as well as modification in transportation services and facilities in many 

modern cities9.  The social model of disability sets an agenda for social change: 

quite a departure from the medical model which suggests medical interventions 

(Oliver, 1990). 

In the arena of schools, however, the social model of disability appears to 

have had little impact.  Let us consider ‘learning disability’.  Taking a historical 

perspective, we know that the many disability categories used today did not exist 

two or three generations ago (Cole, 1987).  At that time, not everybody attended 

schools and literacy was not essential for getting employment.  Now, we have 

moved into an information age where literacy is required for nearly every job 

(Westby, 1995).  Pressure is on the education system to produce the ‘right’ type of 

individuals for society.  One result is a trend in which literacy and numeracy 

assessments and test scores are increasingly being emphasised.  Children found to 

have learning difficulties, or to be ‘at-risk’, are identified for preventive or remedial 

interventions.  Indeed, a plethora of terms and general categories describing these 

children in trouble (such as deprived, different, disadvantaged, at-risk, disabled) has 

been created over the past decade.  Even finer distinctions are made to some of these 

general categories (e.g. cognitively, linguistically or culturally deprived) (Dermott 

& Varenne, 1995).  Hence a social model of disability, that asks what is wrong with 

the world we give these children, reveals the economic, institutional and political 

mechanisms in our society that create disability.  

                                                 
8 In his Politics Aristotle said, "[L]et there be a law that no deformed child shall be reared." 
(VII.xiv.1335b quoted in Wilson, 2000: 153). In practice, the Greeks and Romans enacted laws 
designed to weed out infants found to be weak, idiotic, blind, or otherwise disabled (Winzer, 1997).  
9 Asch (2001) describes how modifications in physical environment have also benefited non-disabled 
persons although I suspect that few are reflective on how these architectural changes have improved their 
way of life. The proliferation of curb cuts, ramped entrances, and widened doorways, say, are beneficial 
also to people who push shopping carts, or wheel baby strollers. Devices at traffic lights that provide sound 
indication for the visually impaired person to cross the road also provide the non-disabled person an 
additional sensory cue. 
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While the emphasis on achieving literacy has created numerous disability 

labels, new communication technologies that function through text have opened up 

possibilities for redefining the experience of impairment.  These new 

communication technologies have enabled deaf users to communicate with hearing 

users in the common language of written text via email, chat rooms or text 

messaging on mobile phones.  Similarly, the social impairment of people with 

Asperger syndrome can ‘disappear’ when they are on the Internet, because they are 

freed from having to interpret people’s body languages – a difficulty they encounter 

in face-to-face interactions (Singer, 1999).  Provided with the appropriate devices to 

help them, people who are paralysed, or have other physical impairment, can be 

released from their disability enough to navigate around cyberspace, e-shop, join in 

chat rooms to make new friends, and so on.  

 

4.2.4  The critical social model: disability as a form of oppression 

In the critical social model, disability is conceived as a complex, 

sophisticated form of social oppression or, to put it another way, of institutional 

discrimination10 (Barnes, 1996).  According to Young (1990) oppression has five 

faces: exploitation, marginalisation, powerlessness (which deal with the social 

division of labour) and cultural imperialism and violence.  Oppression of the 

disabled does not mean there is a corresponding oppressing social group.  It should 

be understood as having a corresponding privileged group.  

                                                 
10 I was quite uncomfortable at first with the critical social perspective because it leans so heavily on 
notions of domination-subjugation, discrimination and oppression – concepts in which power is 
understood as a negative force or as a set of coercions (Alasuutari, 1995). Yet even though we learn 
from the main text above that power relations are not necessarily oppressive (Carlson, 2001), I wish 
to argue that such terms (e.g. oppression) almost always conjure up images in our minds of a ‘bully’ 
and a ‘victim’. The critical discourse, at times, appear to be accusing the privileged (white, male, 
heterosexual, non disabled) of actively developing institutions of social control to benefit themselves 
at the expense of women, the poor, people of colour, people with disabilities and new immigrants 
(Sasso, 2001). This style of writing also does not sit well with me because the disadvantaged are 
portrayed as helpless victims – a deficit perspective.  
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In what ways are people with disabilities oppressed? 

1. Economic oppression: Oliver (1996) argues that during the rise of capitalism, 

people with impairments who might have been able to participate in a slower 

mode of production, were placed at a severe disadvantage under the mode of 

production and individualised wage labour (in factories) of capitalist societies.  

This resulted in societal ‘devaluation’ of disabled people because they were 

perceived as non-contributors to society.  In welfare terms, they are a burden 

and a social problem. To illustrate how the organisation of work was not always 

the way it is now, Oliver (1996) described how 430 000 disabled people were 

incorporated into factories and industry during World War II – a time when 

work was organised around the principles of cooperation and collaboration to 

fight the common enemy.  However, when the war ended and work became 

organised upon principles of competition and maximisation of profit, the 

disabled people were soon out of jobs.  

2. Marginalisation: Marginalisation occurs when “a whole category of people is 

expelled from useful participation in social life and thus potentially subjected to 

severe material deprivation” (Young 1990: 53).  During the institutional era in 

disability services, people with disabilities were segregated within institutions.  

Constituted as a threat to social order and a challenge to the integrity of the 

community they were pushed to the margins of social worth (Hughes, 2000).  To 

make this example relevant today, we might ask: In what kinds of suburb are 

community homes for people with a disability situated in our society?  

3. Powerlessness: Professionals have significant power with respect to the person 

they identify as ‘disabled’.  They are the ones who diagnose the person as 

having a disability; it is not the disabled persons who certify the professionals as 

having the qualifications to diagnose them.  Assigning medical terms and sorting 

people into a ‘disabled’ identity promotes and reinforces social hierarchies 

(Hughes, 2000).  

4. Cultural imperialism: This is a subtle form of oppression.  In the organisation of 

our communities, it is very easy to be biased towards the needs and interests of 

the privileged (the non-disabled), and assume it as ‘normal’, while rendering the 
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particular perspective of another group (the disabled) invisible and mark it out as 

‘other’ (Carlson, 2001; Sprague & Hayes, 2000).  To illustrate this, let us use the 

example of transportation.  If communities took the young, elderly, disabled and 

poor as the ‘normal’ citizens, meeting the community’s transport needs would 

involve flexible, accessible and inexpensive mass transport and not more 

parking facilities, more roads, and more petrol stations for car-owners (Sprague 

& Hayes, 2000).  

5. Oppressive representation of people with disabilities: Disabled people are often 

represented as helpless, needy, and pitiable in, for example, charity 

photography.  Charity photography can be seen as an oppressive representation 

of disabled people because it promotes a negative portrait of them, suggesting 

that their suffering would very likely increase if the public does not donate 

generously11.  Charity photographs do not challenge us with questions such as 

why societies do not create employment opportunities for people with 

disabilities, or why the government has not adequately met their rights to 

material needs. 

6. Violence: Prenatal screening heralds the promise of “quality control for foetus” 

(Sinclair & Griffiths, 1994: 206).  The implicit general postulation behind 

prenatal screening is that induced abortion will follow if foetal abnormality is 

diagnosed.  The assumption here is that affected foetuses will have a low quality 

of life (Alderson, 2001) and, again, that “disability is a bad thing and should be 

avoided” (Sinclair & Griffiths, 1994: 192).  To those living with impairments, 

the message is a declaration of their worthlessness (Hughes, 2000).  The 

invalidation and elimination of disabilities in utero is, therefore, an act of 

violence on disabled people. 

                                                 
11 A study (Seiter, Larsen & Skinner, 1998) that used scenarios about monetary donation to find out 
the role of language in shaping perceptions about a communicator’s (e.g. a disability organisation) 
credibility and persuasiveness reported that depicting people with disabilities as heroic and disabled 
was perceived to be more persuasive than derogatory reference. However, I thought there were a 
number of limitations to this study, especially when I saw from the appendix what the research 
participants had to respond to. The four scenarios were set out almost identically except for 
terminology changes, for example ‘visually and hearing impaired’ (depicted as essentially normal), 
‘visually and hearing challenged’ (depicted as heroic), ‘deaf and blind’ (depicted as disabled), and 
‘children who can’t hear a thing or who are blind as bats’ (depicted as pathetic).  
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A critical social model of disability provides insights, especially to non-disabled 

people12, into how social structures and practices have been designed to privilege the 

needs and abilities of the non-disabled.  

In sum, the medical model of disability claims that disability is inherent in the 

person; the social model holds that disability is socially constructed by society; and the 

critical model contends that disabled people are oppressed by a corresponding privileged 

non-disabled group in society.  These three models of disability are indicative of the 

multiple approaches to theorising disability in academic discourse.  They also allude 

to the myriad of views people may have of a person with a disability.  Below, I 

attempt to extract the attributes assigned to people with a disability within various 

discourses, including the popular media. 

 

4.2.5 Representations of the person with a disability 

In accordance with one of the key questions of this chapter – “What are 

parents’ and professionals’ views of the child with a disability?” – it is appropriate 

to draw out the various versions of the person with a disability within the three 

models of disability and in the popular media.  As reviewed above, most research 

into disabled childhood has been dominated by the medical model of disability, and 

is preoccupied with impairment, vulnerability and service usage.  As such, these 

children/persons are often presented in pathological and deficient terms.  They are 

depersonalised; their disability is made their central identity (Albrecht, 1992; 

Watson, 1998; Watson et al., 1999); they are portrayed as tragic victims of some 

unfortunate accident or disease (Davis, 1997), as unworthy and something to be 

feared13.  Attributes commonly assigned to them include dependent, vulnerable, ‘in 

need’ (Priestley, 1999), passive (Davis and Watson, 2002), helpless, frail, pitiful,  

                                                 
12 I thought the quote by Simone Weil in Young (1990: 39) to be helpful in appreciating the critical 
model of disability: “Someone who does not see a pane of glass does not know that he does not see 
it. Someone who, being placed differently, does see it, does not know the other does not see it. When 
our wills find expression outside ourselves in actions performed by others, we do not waste our time 
and our power of attention in examining whether they have consented to this.” 
13 They represent a threat because they remind non-disabled people of their own vulnerability 
(Shakespeare, 1994). 
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falling short of what they ought to be (Watson, 1998).  For example, Watson et al. 

(1999) found that where peer relationships developed between disabled and non-

disabled children, they were sometimes dominated by the assumption of need and 

care: “the non-disabled children behaved not as equals but as guides or helpers” (p. 

17).  It did not help that narratives of ‘charity’, ‘treatment’, ‘provision’ – often 

stories of passivity, surveillance, and confinement (Priestley, 1999) – typically 

construct the person with a disability as acted upon, rather than acting.  In such 

texts, ascription of agency to people with a disability is non-apparent.  Based on a 

collaborative project, Life as a Disabled Child, Shakespeare (2000: 3) reports that 

disabled children were denied agency not because they were incapable of making 

choices, but simply because their ability to make choices went unrecognised.  

Further, Watson and colleagues (1999) argue that the exclusion of disabled 

children’s voices from the dominant types of research (which focus on the 

perspectives of parents, professionals, and other adults) creates an imbalance that 

often has “the effect of objectifying and silencing disabled children” (p. 5). 

The language of special need and the discursive practices in the special 

education and disability fields14 inevitably construct the child with a disability 

as other (Kliewer & Biklen, 1996), as deviant from normalcy (Davis, 1997), or, 

in MCA terms, as deviating or departing from category-predicated rules and 

norms (Hester, 1998).  Referring a child to special education programming 

(which is after all, a common practice in the present educational institutions) is 

to ‘mark out’ the child as different, as deviant, by virtue of his/her ‘failure’ to 

display the kinds of activities, attributes and other predicates bound to the 

category Pupil (Hester, 1998: 138).  That is, the category Disabled is typically 

placed in standard relational pairing to Non-disabled.  Within the category 

Disabled is also the implication of incompetence.  Hence, the category Pupil-

                                                 
14 Kliewer and Biklen (1996: 85) remind us that ‘mental retardation’ is a metaphor for people who 
score poorly on intelligence tests and have difficulty with particular tasks (e.g. self-care). Yet it is 
treated as something real within the society. This occurs as the term is applied to real people; is 
thought of as describing particular behaviour; becomes associated with particular associations and 
vocations; is an official category written into law; has institutions and agencies to monitor, service 
and house people so labelled; and is ‘found’ through testing. As these institutional processes develop, 
rarely do users of the term think of it as a metaphor. Rather it is treated as something real. It has been 
reified. 
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with-a-disability is one who has limited competence in activities such as 

reading, writing, remembering, reasoning and so on. 

Sigelman and colleagues (1981 cit. in Rapley & Antaki, 1996) also 

reinforced the notion of the person with a disability as incompetent, specifically in 

the area of responding to questionnaires.  They found that half of their sample of 

151 children and adults with learning disabilities would answer “yes” to mutually 

contradictory questions (e.g. “Are you usually happy?” vs “Are you usually sad?”), 

and tended to say “yes” regardless of the question content.  These researchers 

concluded that since mentally retarded [sic] people tended to acquiesce 

indiscriminately, apparently, their answers were likely to be invalid.  As a result, the 

notion of acquiescence bias has become a commonplace among those who work 

with people with learning disabilities.  This led to a belief among many researchers 

that one cannot validly gain access to the views of people with learning disabilities 

(Rapley & Antaki, 1996; Rapley, 2003). 

Popular media and literary works have also produced one-dimensional, 

portrayals of people with a disability, compounding stereotypes15.  Such 

representations include portrayal of the kind of person in question as: (1) a sad, 

pathetic victim (e.g. Hans Andersen’s The Little Mermaid); (2) a tragic but brave 

hero; a super cripple16 (as in the film My Left Foot); (3) an evil twisted villain (e.g. 

Captain Hook in J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan and Long John Silver in L. Stevenson’s 

Treasure Island); (4) an idiot-savant (e.g. the film Rainman); and (5) an eternal 

child (e.g. the film Shine) (Gartner, Lipsky & Turnbull, 1991; Swain & Cameron, 

1999; Shakespeare, 1994, 1999).  

Representations like these certainly mask the true complexity of individual 

identities among people with a disability (Priestley, 1999).  Firsthand accounts, and 

certain more recent research studies (those that orient to a social model or critical 

model of disability) have constructed a competing discourse that challenges the 

                                                 
15 Kent (1987 cit. in Shakespeare, 1994) suggested that it is not the disabled person themselves that 
authors are concerned with as subjects. Rather, the disabled character serves as a vehicle (an object), 
a metaphor through which the authors address some broader theme. 
16 ‘Covering’ or overcompensation is one way, Barnes and Mercer (2003) suggest, that people with a 
disability deal with the associated challenges. The person tries to have great achievements so that 
attention to her/his impairment is averted and s/he creates the impression of being a super cripple.  
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stereotypical representations.  For instance, a study by Rapley and Antaki (1996) 

challenged the theory of the acquiescence bias of people with learning disability.  

They applied conversation analysis to participants’ talk during a Quality of Life 

questionnaire-style interview and found that the interviewees were orienting to the 

interview as a test session whose results could have serious consequences (e.g. their 

continued residence in a group-home).  Moreover, with the interviewers continually 

probing previous responses, the interviewees, too, seemed to be liable to be 

shepherded into apparently inconsistent answers.  Rapley and Antaki argue that the 

interviewees’ seeming inconsistencies or acquiescence are motivated by the logic of 

the interviewer’s demands for reformulation or refinement of an offered candidate 

answer.  Their detailed analysis of the data revealed that interviewees’ responses 

were, in fact, legitimate or rational turns which managed the ‘test situation’ and the 

interviewer’s insistence on answers within it.  To support their argument against 

acquiescence bias, Rapley and Antaki included an extract-analysis in their article, 

revealing the resistance of one interviewee to interview-led response alternatives. 

In another study, Davis and Watson (2002) reported on the agency and fluid 

identity of children with a disability.  They report that these children can oppress 

each other, and can oppress and be oppressed by non-disabled children.  The 

likelihood of that occurring depends on the child’s role within the local structural 

order.  Davis and Watson also found that the children revealed diverse patterns of 

resistance to stereotypical identities of disability foisted onto them by others.  

Sometimes, they use resistance in a very strategic way.  For example, if benefits 

could be gained from not challenging the disabled identity ascribed to them (e.g. 

going to canteen earlier for break; less homework) then the children allowed 

perpetrators the patronising behaviours.  Hence, Davis and Watson argue, these 

children are neither solely the victims of impairment, nor always silent victims of a 

‘disabling’ society.  Rather, the very definitions of disabilities are always in flux; 

the person’s identities are constantly being redefined or modified (Kliewer & 

Biklen, 1996). And the person with a disability can like any other, avow or disavow 

the disability identity according to the demands of the local situation (Rapley, 
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Kiernan & Antaki, 1998).  This being so, it is unhelpful to cling to fixed 

characterisations of people/children with a disability as a homogenous grouping. 

 

4.2.6 The complex processes in parent-professional interaction 

In the section above, I have explicated some of the descriptors and attributes 

of the Person-with-a-disability that were contained in the literature.  In this section, I 

return to the second research question of this chapter, “To what extent do parents 

and professionals differ in their views of the child?”. This is to address the context 

in which such a research question would hold most significance.  

As suggested earlier in the review of literature on cross-cultural studies 

(Section 4.2.1) and in Figure 4.1 (p. 145), the second question is highly relevant in 

the context of parent-professional meeting. That is to say, from a research point of 

view it is highly productive to ask: “To what extent do parents and professionals 

differ in their views of the child?” in the context of parent-professional meeting, 

because this is where parents have reported dissatisfaction and conflict of 

perspectives (e.g. Harry, 1992c; Valle & Aponte, 2002).  With Figure 4.1, I 

suggested that parents and professionals were likely to disagree in their views of the 

child because their perspectives ‘fall’ into different models of disability. 

However, I would like to argue here that Figure 4.1, depicting the meeting of 

parents’ and professionals’ perspectives, is somewhat simplified in that it is only 

one potential outcome out of many possibilities.  The bifurcation of perspectives 

suggests that these attitudes, models and discourses are entities rather than resources 

and processes selected by people to negotiate meanings for the work at hand.  In 

Figure 4.2 below, I attempt to capture the process in which parents and 

professionals deploy resources available to them to negotiate meanings during their 

interaction.  These resources include explanatory models and the relevant persons’ 

and groups’ dispositions, beliefs, views and experiences.  These resources are likely 

to change over time; they may also change after each parent-professional 

interaction.  At the point of parent-professional contact, an important question to ask 

(which appears to have been overlooked by most researchers) is the 

ethnomethodological question: “what work needs to be accomplished at this 
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particular site?”  This means that parents and professionals will deploy relevant 

resources and design their talk, based on the motives, goals and tactics they have, in 

order to accomplish the work that needs to be done in that context.  For example, if 

the work to be accomplished at a meeting is to decide whether a child requires 

special educational placement, then professionals are likely to strategically deploy 

resources in order to achieve their goal efficiently. 

 



 160

Figure 4.2  A dynamic, interactive representation of parent-professional interaction 
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Based on the above representation of parent-professional interaction, it 

appears that an ethnomethodological approach may add valuable insights into our 

current understanding of parent-professional collaboration.  In Section 4.2.7 below, 

I review ethnomethodological studies relevant to special education and disability 

topics. 
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4.2.7 A review of ethnomethodological studies 

To illustrate the complex issues in talking about parents’ and professionals’ 

(contrasting) views of the child, I turn to the studies by Mehan (1991, 1993; Mehan, 

et al., 1986) and Maynard (1991, 1992) which focused on the local detail in 

naturally occurring talk in the respective contexts of Evaluation and Placement 

meetings and Diagnostic news delivery meetings.  I also draw upon Hester’s (1998) 

study to help us better understand how a ‘deviant’ version of the child with a 

disability is constructed.  

Mehan (1991, 1993 & Mehan et al., 1986) examined Evaluation and 

Placement committee meetings to investigate the work of sorting students into 

categories for the purpose of placement into various types of special education 

programs.  The work to be accomplished by the interactants in this particular setting 

was to determine whether the child had a learning problem and thus required special 

educational placement.  That the entire committee focused on the student’s problem 

was, therefore, in line with the agenda in that setting.  Mehan revealed that, while 

different and competing representations of the student by the psychologist, 

classroom teacher and parent were reported to the committee during the course of 

the meeting, by the end of it the psychologist’s representation of the child had 

prevailed.  Mehan proposed that the psychologist’s version of the child was 

privileged through the authority that the report gained by the manner of its 

presentation, its method of grounding assertions and its modes of representation.  

The Evaluation and Placement committee meeting is where the work of 

categorising students is done.  Mehan’s analysis showed how the psychologist’s 

voice, speaking in formalised, rationalistic and mathematical terms (e.g. WISC-R, 

IQ of 96, test age), prevailed over the parent’s voice which was grounded in 

personal, common sense, or localised particulars.  His analysis also explicated how 

the teacher’s comments about the student’s motivation, and the mother’s alternative 

explanation of the child’s problem, were undermined in the interaction amongst the 

committee members.  Here, the status relations of the different disability discourses 

produced by the psychologist, teacher and parent were unequal.  In this context, the 
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clinical perspective of the child accomplished by the psychologist was the 

privileged version of the child.    

Maynard’s study (1991, 1992) was located at clinics specialising in 

developmental disabilities.  He examined the meetings in which clinicians informed 

parents about the clinic’s findings and diagnoses of the child.  As he found, the 

work to be accomplished in this setting is the delivery of diagnostic news to parents, 

which we can further speculate to be the delivery of ‘bad news’.  This study is 

interesting because it revealed two possible scenarios: (1) agreement between 

parents’ and professionals’ perspectives, and (2) disagreement in their perspectives 

of the child.  The delivery of ‘bad news’ is presumably an uncomfortable situation 

for the interactants, a situation that may become one of conflict.  However, as 

Maynard showed, the talk could be organised such that the parents themselves 

pronounced the child’s learning difficulties (rather than the clinicians).  The 

clinicians’ talk achieved this end (i.e. the parents pronouncing the learning 

difficulties) in asking parents for their views in one of two ways: a marked query 

that refers to a problem (e.g. “What do you see as his difficulty?”), or an unmarked 

query that does not propose a problem (e.g. “How do you see him now?”).  

In response to the clinician’s queries, parents might produce complaints in 

which they specified some problem of the child’s, thereby converging with the 

clinicians on the position that the child has a problem.  For such a situation, the 

meeting could proceed to problem-clarification and discussion of problem-

remediation.  However, the query might fail to elicit an immediate complaint and 

problem proposal from the parent.  In such cases, the clinicians’ talk might employ 

the following strategies: 

(a) Reminding parents why they had come to the clinic.  This typically elicited 

agreement that there was a problem for which help was originally sought.  

(b) Listening for or encouraging talk from parents to which a problem proposal 

can eventually and relevantly be attached. 

(c) Initiating repair of the disagreement but asking parents to change their 

position.  Parents may back down from their original stance and accept the 
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problem proposal, thereby helping to repair the disagreement, whereupon the 

clinician can move to present the diagnosis in a regular way. 

(d) Delivering the diagnosis in an environment of disagreement.  By proceeding 

in a state of conflict, the interactants are engaging in activities that are 

socially disruptive, uncomfortable, unpleasant and difficult.  The clinicians 

might precede and justify their presentation of findings by submitting that it 

was the reason the parents had come to the clinic.  The clinician might, for 

instance, say, “Well, there’s a disagreement on exactly whether there is a 

problem or not. I think rather than belabour the point of whether there is a 

problem or not, we should give you what we found, which is after all what 

you came here for” (Maynard, 1991: 183). 

The detailed analysis of the interaction reveals the conversational moves 

professionals take that avoid disagreement with parents while they present the 

clinical findings.  When considering the work to be accomplished at the local site, 

we see that the reference to the child’s problem actually helps set up ‘advice giving’ 

as the focal event of the encounter.  Hence, regardless of parents’ views, clinicians 

are likely to forge ahead with delivery of the diagnostic news in that they orient to 

the service nature of the interaction (Jefferson & Lee, 1981:411).  Maynard reports 

that parents can, and do, withhold displays of disagreement after a diagnosis is 

presented.  Indeed, in the interaction, the parents do not have to state their 

perspective at all and typically deal with it by simply not saying anything.  

Hester’s (1998) study investigated organisational features of descriptions of 

‘deviance’ in schools.  To do this he examined referral talk between teachers and 

educational psychologists.  The analysis revealed that the local business at hand was 

to make warrantable a child’s problem as requiring the practical intervention of an 

educational psychologist.  Hester found that the teacher and the educational 

psychologist collaboratively produced category contrasts to ‘mark out’ how the 

child differed from more typical children in several ways:  

(a) Using stage of life device – the child’s level of competence is described in 

developmental terms (e.g. “like a four-year-old”) or “immature”; 
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(b) Depicting seriousness through use of retrospective and prospective category 

contrasts – the child’s problem is described as worse than in the past; or the 

problem is reported as “will get worse” unless something is done; 

(c) Using extreme case formulation – the child is described as beyond the limits 

of normal school provision.  Teachers may use this formulation when they 

anticipate or expect the educational psychologist to undermine their claims; 

and 

(d) Using predicates of the category Teacher to validate the teacher as authority 

– the teachers describe themselves as “experienced”, implying they have 

seen many “cases like this” and so are in a position to know this case is a 

serious one, when formulating the extreme nature of the problem. 

Hester concludes that in the teachers’ referral talk the categorisations are 

recognisably designed for their recipients, namely the educational psychologists.  

That is, the teachers described the contrastive, extreme and serious character of the 

problem without explicitly stating their wish for educational psychological 

intervention to occur. 

 

4.2.8 Literature reconsidered 

Ethnomethodological studies such as those reviewed above are useful for 

illuminating the complexity of parent-professional collaboration.  Scholars and 

researchers may condemn the ways in which teachers and professionals build up 

versions of the child with a disability in terms of deficits; they may moralise about 

balancing the power differential between parents and professionals; and they may 

suggest enhancing parents’ and professionals’ communication competence to 

empower parental voice in parent-professional meetings and conferences.  However, 

I argue the following: 

 

With regard to describing the child in deficit terms 

Interactants in the meetings are all co-participants in the work of 

categorising the child as having a problem (whether they are directly providing 

evidence of the problem in the child, or indirectly resisting the assignment of it) 
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because that is the local relevance of the context.  Work awaits on institutionalised 

talk such as that found in Evaluation and Placement meetings, clinician-parents 

meetings and referral meetings.  The talk is goal oriented in institutionally relevant 

ways (Drew & Heritage, 1992). The interactants will orient to the service nature of 

the encounter such that a problem has to be named for the child to receive special 

educational provision.  The talk in such settings often involves “special and 

particular constraints” on “allowable contribution to the business at hand” (Drew & 

Heritage, 1992: 22).  For example, if the interactants in such meetings were only 

talking about the child’s abilities, aptitudes and regular qualities, then no ‘special 

needs’ could be identified.  Rather, we see that the interactants need to formulate the 

child as a problem or, indeed, an extreme problem, in order to warrant service-

intervention (Hester, 1998).  Advocacy by scholars to drop the label and just 

emphasise the child’s needs (e.g. “rights without labels” movement in Lipsky & 

Gartner, 1989: 276) thus looks to be futile since talk about ‘service-provision’ and 

‘problem-identification’ is institutionalised in complex and dialectical associations 

that prove difficult to pull apart17.  For example, Harry et al (1995) report that 

professionals may refer to “levels of service” for the child at annual conferences, yet 

continue to use category of disability codes in official documents. 

 

With regard to power differential 

Power differentials between parents and professionals have been presented 

in most of the literature, with ‘professional dominance’ seen as abominable.  

Professional dominance may be displayed in asymmetrical participation, such as (1) 

professionals taking long turns at talk; (2) professionals initiating the most number 

of questions; (3) professionals interrupting parents; (4) professionals’ seeming 

disregard of parents’ talk about their child’s strengths (see Mehan et al., 1986); and 

(5) parents keeping silent about their disagreements (Harry, 1992c).  However, the 

structure of the parent-professional interaction can be analysed in terms of the  

                                                 
17 Ysseldyke, Algozzine & Thurlow (1992: 134) noted that the (negative) effects of labeling are no 
longer a topic of educational research because labels have become so ingrained in the system.   
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overall sequential organisation of the encounter (ten Have, 2001).  It is possible that 

‘professional dominance’ in the talk is really a sequential organisation effect of an 

institutional activity allocation (ten Have, 2001: 7).  For example, the lay-

professional encounter in a placement meeting would be prompted by a request 

(usually by the school) for professional treatment.  Additional information is 

required before this treatment can be given.  Institutional representatives commonly 

ask questions and require lay participants to answer them.  In this way, they may 

secure the initiative in determining (i) when a topic is satisfactorily concluded, (ii) 

what the next topic will be, and (iii) through the design of the questions, how that 

new topic will be shaped (Heritage, 1997: 176).  

Further, Maynard’s study (1991, 1992) may reflect some light on the 

observations that professionals tend to disregard parents’ favourable comments 

about their child, and/or that parents did not voice disagreement.  If, as Maynard 

suggests, professionals orient to the service nature of the interaction, they have to 

manoeuvre the talk so that a problem proposal may be elicited from the parents.  

One strategy is to encourage the parents to describe the child until such a time as a 

problem is brought up.  The professionals’ quick response in taking up the parents’ 

problem proposal may create the impression that they have disregarded all the 

previous positive descriptions of the child – which they have, in fact, since the 

business at hand is predominantly concerned with problems.  Maynard also suggests 

that displays of disagreement are an uncomfortable and troublesome situation for 

the interactants.  Parents who withhold their contradictory views are actually 

employing this strategy to manage the socially disruptive, unpleasant and difficult 

situation18.  These insights from ethnomethodology stop us from being too hasty in 

criticising professionals’ ‘dominance’ over parents.   

Meanwhile, it may be helpful to understand how ethnomethodology (EM) 

approaches a study of power differentials.  EM does not pre-empt power 

relationship to be relevant in an interaction until such time as power relationships  

                                                 
18 EM does not say the parent is deliberately employing a particular interactive strategy for a 
particular purpose. EM will say, it is noticing that the talk accomplishes particular ends (e.g. 
managing difficulty or discomfort). 
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are made relevant and accomplished by the members themselves as they interact 

(Austin et al., 2003).  In other words, EM considers power as something achieved 

by work done by the interactants, and not existing prior to and independently of any 

actual episode (Watson & Goulet, 1998).  Hence it does not assume a priori, based 

on a theory of power, that professionals have more ‘power’ than parents.  Rather, 

analysts seek to examine the interaction with an eye to determine whether, and in 

what ways, interactants orient to relations of power in their lived reality.  For 

example, and speculatively, categories introduced by certain interactants may be 

routinely treated as relevant to the business at hand, whereas those introduced by 

another member are not.  Similarly, the ways that topics are introduced and taken 

up, or disregarded, may indicate the orientation of the members to whose topics are 

relevant and whose are not.  Further, a certain member, or members in an interaction 

might routinely take long uninterrupted turns at talk, whereas others are 

unmarkedly, routinely interrupted and take short turns at talk.  Patterns in such 

interactive features could be interpreted as the interactants orienting to one member 

or to certain members in terms of their ‘power’ in the interaction.  

Moreover, power may be negotiated dynamically within an in situ 

interaction.  For example, a parent may adopt the professional’s category descriptor 

or attribute descriptor (e.g. using the word ‘depressed’ to describe a child) at one 

point of the interaction while rejecting another descriptor, or overtly parodying or 

denying it, at another instance.  This may indicate that the professional’s privileged 

voice is influential at one instant and undermined at another.  The concept of parody 

is useful because it indicates where in the interaction, the hierarchy has been 

inverted and the power mocked.  The use of the term ‘privilege’ rather than 

‘dominant’19 is appropriate in the sense that it suggests a degree of dynamic 

negotiation going on.  This is possible because the interactants can become 

conscious of the patterns of privileging and change their way of talking, either 

according to the social language or speech genre deemed appropriate, or in creative 

ways (Wertsch, 1991).  

                                                 
19 Wertsch (1991: 124) suggests that ‘dominant’ is often implicitly associated with some kind of 
stasis. 
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With regard to enhancing parents’ and professionals’ communication competence 

Some authors (e.g. Correa, 1990) advocate that parents of culturally diverse 

backgrounds can, or should be equipped with ‘cultural resources’, to enable them to 

be more successful in negotiating with professionals.  For example, Harry (1992b: 

204-7) describes how a parent went to a meeting prepared with notes and made 

suggestions which influenced the outcome of the meeting.  Harry further reports that 

the Chair congratulated the parent on her “excellent contribution” to the meeting, 

adding that the committee’s job would be much easier if all parents were as 

prepared and as expressive as she.  Using this case example, Harry demonstrates 

how culturally responsive practice is possible within an atmosphere of absolute 

support for the student, absolute respect for the parent and effective communication. 

However, Aponte (Valle & Aponte, 2002), a Hispanic parent who prepared 

herself by reading the parent handbook and bringing a picture of her daughter with 

her to remind the professionals that they were making decisions about an actual 

child, appears to have had quite horrific experiences at IEP meetings and 

conferences.  She recounted how the staffing committee spoke in monotones, as if 

reading from a list, how they exchanged angry glances when she informed them that 

she was tape-recording the meeting, and how she was “attacked” when she revealed 

that she had been volunteering in her daughter’s class.  It seems that this parent’s 

preparedness and expressiveness had done little to make the committee’s job easier.  

Improving professionals’ communication competence with parents seems 

warranted. Indeed, professionals have been urged to develop greater self-awareness, 

to understand both their own cultural assumptions as well as those of the family, and 

to build cultural competence into their interactions with parents (e.g. Craig, Hull, 

Haggart & Perez-Selles, 2000; Garmon, 1998; Harry et al., 1999; Kalyanpur & 

Harry, 1997; Lim, 2001; Lynch & Hanson, 1998; Pleasants, Johnson & Trent, 

1998).  

However, recommendations to improve ‘communication problems’ are trite 

and hold the connotation that professionals are bad at their job (Silverman, 2001: 

276).  Silverman suggests that researchers ought not to begin from normative 

standards of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ communication (p. 278).  In his view, the aim should 
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be to understand the skills that participants deploy (rather than their failings) and to 

understand the function of the communication patterns.  For example, Maynard’s 

(1991, 1992) study of clinicians’ deployment of strategies to co-implicate the 

parents in proposing a problem in the child, reveals the clinicians’ sensitivity to 

parents’ resistance to categorisation.  Such an approach to analysis reveals a 

personal side of the professionals that is more endearing.  

In addition, research should seek to understand the social context in which 

the observed patterns operate, as communication patterns are only functional within 

a particular institutional context.  To Silverman (2001: 278), it is pointless to 

suggest reforms in how practitioners communicate when the social context pressures 

them in a particular direction.  Only when the relationship between communication 

and context is better understood can research offer recommendations that will be 

practical and useful. 

In this literature review (Section 4.2), I have covered an extensive range: 

from studies that reveal divergent views of the child between professionals and 

culturally diverse families, to describing the three models of disability, to looking at 

the various representations of the Child-with-a-disability available in the literature 

and popular media, to relevant ethnomethodological studies to reveal the complexity 

inherent in parent-professional interaction.  I have also made justifications for a 

different approach to the study of parent-professional collaboration and, by 

implication, the study of the category Child-with-a-disability.  In the next section, I 

describe the specific use of Membership Categorisation Analysis to analyse the 

communication book data.    
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4.3 Approach to analysis: MCA of category Child-with-a-disability in the 

communication book data 

 

In this section, I describe the origins of the communication book and how 

ethnomethodology would regard this artefact as ‘data’.  Next, I describe how the 

category Child-with-a-disability is mutually accomplished in the data and explain 

why other categories such as Parent and Teacher/Professional are examined.  In 

Section 4.3.3, I indicate the various aspects of ‘talk’ that will also be analysed in the 

communication books. 

 

4.3.1 The communication book data 

The communication book has its origins in the home-school note which was 

based on behaviourist traditions.  The home-school note was originally created to 

enable parents and teachers to work together toward alleviating children’s classroom 

behaviour problems: teachers evaluate children’s behaviour on a daily basis and 

parents deliver consequences at home (Kelley, 1990).  In its appropriation into 

special education settings, it has been somewhat modified, in that its main function 

is for communication between parents and professionals.  While designed and 

accounted for in these terms, ethnomethodologists would be examining the actual 

work a communication book does (see Section 4.3.3). 

In analysing the communication book, this study is examining records of 

actual, naturally occurring interactional data (Austin et al., 2003).  Parents and 

teachers/case managers were already interacting with each other via the 

communication books before the researchers were introduced to the scene.  

Ethnomethodologists consider the material of specific and actual instances of human 

interaction, the ‘primary data of the social world’ (Heritage, 1984 cit. in Austin et 

al., 2003).  Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) is, therefore, particularly 

suited to the analysis of the communication book data.  
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4.3.2 The analysis of categories in the communication book 

Membership Categorisation Analysis notices the categories that make a text 

(in this case, the entries in the communication book) sense-able to participants and 

examines the category attributes assigned to those categories, either directly or by 

inference.  In a sense, then, the analytic assumption that the category Child would 

be relevant to these participants was a pre-emptive move.  However, the topic of the 

communication books is the particular child.  Hence, this analysis is interested in the 

way that the child is described or enacted as a member of the category Child.  A 

further pre-emptive move in this analysis was driven by the topic of this study.  As 

this study is concerned to examine the ways that culture intersect with the provision 

of special education, a further focus of the MCA in the communication books was to 

document the further specifications of the category Child, for example, Chinese-

Child or Vietnamese-Child.  

The initial analysis also looked for increasing specifications of that category 

– Child-with-a-disability, Chinese/Vietnamese-Child-with-a-disability, Student, 

Student-with-a-disability (see Appendix 4B – 4H).  However, the initial analysis 

was limited (See Appendix 4A for preliminary findings) and the study shifts to an 

indepth, in-context analysis of the categories and category attributes generated in the 

communication books 

In the context of the communication book, the category Child-with-a-

disability is considered to be mutually accomplished by parents and professionals in 

their ‘written talk’.  That is, their views of the child are jointly constructed in 

(inter)action.  Ethnomethodology proposes that members do not sequentially 

categorise objects and actions in terms of what they ‘really’ are known to be, to 

make sense of their social worlds.  What an object ‘is’ is rather an ‘accomplished’ 

phenomenon, in the sense that it is actively constituted through the talk and the 

work of the members (Cuff & Payne 1984 cit. in Austin et al., 2003).  What this 

means in terms of the analysis is that this study does not claim to identify – or even 

try to identify – the actual definitive category Child-with-a-disability.  Rather, it 

seeks to understand what the parents and professionals take to be the Child-with-a-
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disability in the mundane, situated, here-and-now (or ‘lived reality’) of their 

interaction.  

 An interesting and particular feature of this interaction is that the turns play 

out over time – the turns being the entries written by Parent and Teacher in the 

communication book passed back and forth each day.  Another feature of the 

interaction (as in all interaction) is that parents’ and professionals’ description of the 

child are reflexively descriptions of themselves (Baker, 1997).  Hence, the category 

attributes of Parent and Teacher/Professional will also be reported. 

 

4.3.3  The analysis of ‘talk’ in the communication book 

As stated earlier (4.3.1), an ethnomethodologist is interested to examine the 

actual work a communication book does.  Hence, besides investigating for attributes 

assigned to the child in the communication book, the analysis also examines what is 

pertinent to parents and professionals for the business-at-hand in the entries.  That 

is, what are the practicalities oriented to by parents and professionals, what 

categories are relevant to their sense-making in the book, and how do the entries in 

the book assemble category attributes of the Child-with-a-disability.  

The social order of parent-professional interaction is also examined in the 

‘marked’ and ‘unmarked’ ways in which parents and professionals take sequential 

turns to write in the book.  A breach of the ordinary is visible when either party 

makes an accounting-for in his/her entry.  

The communication book data is also analysed for how an utterance is heard 

in sequence and what work is accomplished by the utterance.  For example, if a 

parent writes, “I can’t find Leon’s towel in his bag” and the teacher replies that she 

had kept it in the classroom, then we can note that the teacher heard the parent’s 

entry as requesting an account in that in the teacher’s turn in the book, she provided 

that account. 

Having explained the use of MCA in the communication book data, I report the 

analysis of the four communication books (Section 4.4). 
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4.4 Findings: Analysis of the communication book data 

 

The four communication books belonging to Mike, Becky, Roger and Irene 

are analysed below around certain topics and episodes that arise in the books.  Each 

analysis begins with examining the early entries in the book and then goes on to 

other topics or episodes to reveal parents’ and professionals’ orientations to the 

category attributes of Child-with-a-disability.  Although each book is unique, in that 

different topics are made relevant by the child’s parent(s) and teacher(s) or case 

manager, there are common themes such as participants’ orientation to the child’s 

program (orientation to particular disability), the child’s agency, practicalities of 

School (implies child’s non-accountability and parent and teacher responsibilities), 

the child’s health, mood and behaviour. 

 

4.4.1 MCA of Teacher and Parent Entries in Mike’s Book 

The analysis of Mike’s communication book is organised around topics 

involving Being good, Upset, Food and exercise and The Individualised Education 

Plan.  In analysing Mike’s book, this study finds, in summary, that Mike is 

accomplished by the parent and teachers as (1) having a disability; (2) not 

responsible for practicalities of school; (3) having baby-like agency in preference of 

food; (4) lacking capacity to understand explanation; (5) having changing moods; 

(6) not accountable for upsets; (7) not responsible for monitoring his own health 

(diet and exercise).  These findings will be explicated below and then contrasted 

with the findings from the other communication books in Section 4.4.5. 

The researcher did not have access to the entries in Mike’s communication 

book dated at the beginning of term.  However, as can be seen in the entries below, 

there is a repetitive, mundane quality about the entries in Mike’s book.  As simple 

and brief as these entries are, some of the themes that will be further discussed in 

this analysis are already present in some form here.  The themes we can gather from 

the first few entries include Culture and the orientation to Good, Sleep, Activity, 

Food (“ate lots and drink lots” in Entry M1.4) and Disability. 

  



 174

4.4.1.1 Being good 

Mike’s mother routinely writes that Mike was “good” and reports on 

whether he slept well; and the teacher routinely reports that Mike was “good” and 

describes what he did at school. 

 
 
[Fong Ying is the mother; Mike is the child; James is the teacher; Rosna is the new 
teacher] 
 
ENTRY M1.1 
 
Dear James  
Mike was good except sleep quite late. 
Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M1.2 
 
13/2 Wed 
Dear Fongyin, 
… Mike had a good day. He worked well on newspaper folding and delivery, 
James 
 
ENTRY M1.3 
 
14/2 
Dear James, 
Mike was good at home. 
Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M1.4 
 
14/2 Thurs   
Dear Fongyin, 
Mike was very good today. Worked well on the market program, ate lots & drank 
lots & went to the toilet well,  
James  
 
ENTRY M1.5 
 
Dear James 
Mike was very good again. He also slept quite early & well too 
Fong Yin 
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Institutional framing: Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities  

Mike’s mother repeatedly orients to Sleep and the teacher repeatedly orients 

to Activity.  Mike’s mother does not describe Mike in terms of his Activity and she 

provides little information on his activity at home.  This suggests that she does not 

orient to Activity as relevant to her.  By implication, Mike’s participation in tasks is 

not relevant to the home.  Mike’s teacher did not write anything about Sleep.  He 

never reports on whether Mike was sleepy in class.  Rather, he reports how well 

Mike did the newspaper folding and delivery, or in the market program at school.  

Neither the mother nor teacher contests the relevance of what the other wrote.  That 

is, no one was called to account for their entries (e.g. the teacher never asked Mike’s 

mother why she kept writing about Sleep).  The co-existence of these two fields of 

relevance – Sleep and Activity – that run parallel and never seem to meet may be 

puzzling.  Yet their unmarked co-existence suggests they do have some relevance to 

each other.  If we look at how the attributes (e.g. “sleep”, “worked well”) interact, 

we can see that the connection between Activity and Sleep is the institutional 

framing of Student at school and home.  The entries reveal to us how the Parent and 

Teacher ‘naturally’ fall into their own respective (institutional) roles and 

responsibilities in their writing: the Parent assumes responsibility for getting the 

child to school ready for Activity (in this case, meaning not sleepy; see Entry M2.2 

below); the Teacher is responsible for carrying out the program and ensuring the 

child’s participation.  Hence we can say that the Student is an enactment of the 

contract between the institutions, School and Home20.  The entries are a moment-

by-moment enactment of an implicit agreement made between School and Home.  

As such, Mike is achieved as not responsible for his sleep pattern at home and his 

participation in activities at school. 

 

                                                 
20 To further explore how the contract around these categories is played out, consider a child in a 
total institutional setting. Sleepiness might be a good characteristic from the view of the carers 
because it meant ‘no trouble’. Sleep is an issue if the child has to get up in time and get to school. 
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Culture 

An indication that the parent is of culturally diverse background is in her 

name.  She consistently signs off as “Fong Yin” but the teacher consistently writes 

her name as one word “Fongyin”.  One reading of this is that the teacher is not 

familiar with non-Anglo names (in this case, a Chinese name).  Another 

interpretation is that the teacher is not sensitive to culture, in that he did not appear 

to be aware of the different way Mike’s mother wrote her name from the way he 

wrote it.  The simplicity of the sentence structures used by both teacher and parent 

may suggest the non-English speaking background of the parent.  For example, the 

constant repetition of “good” suggests limited vocabulary (or it may suggest limited 

descriptor to assign the child).  Later in the book, some of the entries from Mike’s 

mother consist of more complex sentences but they also reveal a grammatical form 

that is unlikely to be that of native English speakers. 

 

Child’s program: Orientation to disability 

The child’s age and the degree of his disability can be inferred from the 

activities that the teacher described.  From the term “worked well” and the types of 

activities that the teacher mentions, we can see that Mike is being taught some job 

skills.  A reader with knowledge of the special education curriculum (e.g. the 

concept of age-appropriateness) could speculate that Mike is probably in his teens.  

There is no description of School Activities as involving any kind of academic 

work.  The teacher never writes about the reading, writing, or numeracy that are 

typically what a Student learns at school.  We are, however, told that Mike “went to 

the toilet well” (Entry M1.4). The fact that toileting warranted mention in the book 

indicates it is relevant, in fact going to the toilet “well” is remarkable – it warrants 

remark.  This suggests that Mike might not have gone to the toilet well.  We can 

speculate that Mike was not very competent in his toileting skills.  In a later entry in 

the book (dated 22/5), this is confirmed as the new teacher reports on the problem: 

 
Also, I need to know how often Mike goes to the toilet and does he usually 
say. I had to establish a routine and pattern with him. 
Took him twice today – but he still wet himself – this was soon after taking 
him to the toilet. I do avoid him having accidents. 
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Child’s mood: Descriptions 

More delicate attention to the regular reports about how “good” Mike was at 

home and at school reveals the close monitoring of Mike’s mood/behaviour.  As 

revealed in the series of entries (M2.1 – M2.5) below, the mother and teacher report 

on his “upset”.  This suggests that Mike’s mood is accomplished as fragile and his 

“goodness” is oriented to as temporary. 

 
4.4.1.2 Upset 

 
 
ENTRY M2.1 
 
15/2 Fri   
Dear Fongyin, 
Mike was very good today except for about 15 mins at around 1:00. He got very 
upset very suddenly & then calmed down again. Swimming on Monday please 
send in togs & towel. 
James 
 
ENTRY M2.2 
 
Dear James     18/2 
Mike a little upset when I tried to cut his hair and he slept at about 2.30 am this 
morning. Otherwise the w he was good. Hope he wasn’t too sleepy at school 
Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M2.3 
 
18/2  Dear Fongyin, 
Mike was a bit upset most of today. He didn’t get upset but he could have. The bus 
ride in the morning helped keep him calm, 
James 
 
ENTRY M2.4 
 
Dear James, 
Mike was very tired and he went to bed very early, 7.30 pm & sleep through until 
7.30am. 
Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M2.5 
 
19/2  Tues 
Dear Fongyin, 
Mike was OK today. He was a little upset before lunch but not much … 
James 
 
[The rest of this entry (about staffing numbers and outside-school activities) has 
been omitted here] 
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Child’s mood or (upset) behaviour: Orientation and attribution  

The teacher’s description of Mike’s upset is rather different from that of his 

mother.  The teacher writes that Mike became very upset “very suddenly” in Entry 

M2.1.  In neither of the other two entries did the teacher suggest what might have 

triggered the upset.  Rather, he reports on the duration and time of Mike’s upset.  

For example in Entry M2.1, it was 15 mins at 1.00 pm; in Entry M2.3, it was for 

most of the day; in Entry M2.5, it was before lunch.  The exactness of the timing of 

the upset reported by the teacher reveals an orientation to a tight schedule, and 

schedule is an institutional artefact.  Hence, the mechanism of the Institution 

(School) is revealed in the teacher’s entries.  By contrast, the description by Mike’s 

mother shows her to be linking Mike’s upset to a cause – her attempt to cut his hair.  

We might speculate that the teacher orients to Mike’s upset as being idiosyncratic 

(“very suddenly”) whereas the mother orients to a cause-effect 

rationalisation/explanation for Mike’s upset.  

Another aspect of the teacher’s report on Mike’s upset is his orientation to 

various modifiers such as “very”, “a bit”, “a little but not much”, thereby providing 

gradation levels for making finer distinction in terms of the contrast class 

calm/upset.  In Entry M2.1, Mike became “very upset”; in Entry M2.3, Mike was “a 

bit upset” and “he didn’t get upset but he could have”; in Entry M2.5, Mike was “a 

little upset… but not much”.  Hence, it appears that when the teacher writes about 

Mike’s upset, he orients to a continuum of low to high levels of upset, whereas, 

based on this extract, Mike’s mother has only used “a little upset” in her report21.  

   

School practicalities: Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities  

In Entry M2.1, the teacher writes, “Swimming on Monday please send in 

togs and towel.”  We can assume that the teacher is orienting to the mother as 

responsible for putting the togs and towel into Mike’s bag, since the message is 

addressed to the mother and there is no reference to Mike.  The fact that Mike’s 

mother did not take up this topic in the book, and the teacher did not follow-up with 

                                                 
21 Elsewhere in the book, Mike’s mother had written “no upset happen”, which might suggest her 
orientation to a binary of “no upset” and “a little upset”. 
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a related report, we can hear that possibly Mike’s mother had sent in the togs and 

towel.  Here, we might say that both Mike’s mother and his teacher have gone about 

the business of organising for Mike’s activity without invoking his participation (i.e. 

telling him to deliver the togs and towel.) 

That Mike is oriented to by Parent and Teacher as not responsible for 

attending to practical aspects of school can be seen in entries where the mother 

employs the word “enclosed”: 

 
Money for vegie enclosed 
Enclosed $2/- for the Easter Raffle 
Signed permission form enclosed 
 

The word “enclosed” suggests that Mike’s mother had placed the money inside the 

communication book.  That is, the book is used as a medium for transmitting money 

and forms, not Mike.  In this sense, we can see that Mike is not involved, and not 

held responsible for the delivery of the money or the form.  Mike’s new teacher also 

appears to orient to Mike as passive for her messages are specifying action from the 

parent – to find the Raffle ticket or to fill in the form.  

 
Please find tickets for the Easter Raffle enclosed at 50c each (nos 72 – 75) 
Please fill in form – permission for O.T. [Occupational Therapy] 
 

The accomplishment of Mike as silent and passive, and therefore non-

agentic, is also reflected in the entries below when the mother writes about Mike’s 

health.    
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4.4.1.3 Food and exercise 
 

 
ENTRY M3.1 
 
Dear James     21/2 
Mike was good, no problem at home. Plums in Mike bag. Can you please just let 
him have 2 the most per day, he also ate 2 or 3 at home. I don’t think is good for 
the health if he taken too much. Thanks. 
Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M3.2
 
Dear James/Adrian [teacher aide]     27/2 
Mike was indeed tired and slept at 10.40 pm. He slept well too. Apart from exercise 
I got to try to give him less sweet stuffs. At home, I will now try to get him to the 
exercise bike everyday 
Fong Yin 
 

 

Child’s health: Orientation to agency and cognitive capacity  

From these two entries by Mike’s mother, it appears that she does not orient 

to Mike as agentic.  We can commonsensically read “Plums in Mike bag” (in Entry 

M3.1) as the mother who has put the plums in his bag. In this way, the sentence 

portrays Mike as a non-actor.  The following instruction to the teacher, “Can you 

please just let him have 2 the most per day”, shows that the teacher is entrusted with 

monitoring how many plums Mike eats.  Mike has no say or control over how many 

plums he can have, even if he might want more than two plums.  (However, we do 

not know from the mother’s report – “he also ate 2 or 3 at home” – whether she 

orients to Mike as having acted out his own will.)  The mother then appeals to the 

teacher’s cooperation by explaining that she thinks too many plums is not good for 

Mike’s health.  We can also interpret from this piece of information addressed to the 

teacher that Mike is probably not expected to understand such an explanation.  

 

Child’s health: Responsibility for monitoring diet and exercise 

In the Entry M3.2, Mike’s mother places herself – not Mike, not the teacher 

– as being responsible for controlling what Mike eats.  (“I got to try to give him less 

sweet stuff”).  We can assume that this makes sense since it is the mother who 

prepares Mike’s lunch-box (see Entry M3.3 below “…ate some while I pack his 
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lunch box”), and she, therefore, controls what he eats. In marking out that she’s 

getting him to exercise “at home”, there may be an implicit message to the teacher 

to have Mike do more exercise at school or that he does exercise at school but not at 

home (see Entry M4.1 as warrant for this analysis).   

At about this time, there is a change of teacher. In Entry M3.3 below, Mike’s 

mother writes about food.  However, it has a slightly different orientation to the 

entries above in that she was not restricting his food intake.  Rather, there is 

suggestion of her indulgence of Mike – giving him food he likes, even though we 

know from Entry M3.4 that Mike is 10 to 12 kg overweight. 

 
 
ENTRY M3.3 
 
Dear Rosna     14/3 
Mike had been good at home. He ate quite a lots this morning. He loves the chop-
chic muffins (fat free) and ate some while I pack his lunch box. 
Mike don’t like any ham sandwiches. Sometimes I really don’t know what he really 
like. At this time, he probably like the muffins & the cakes and buns. 
Fong Yin 

 
ENTRY M3.4 
 
Dear Rosna     (May) 
Mike had been very good at the Medical appointment. Cooperated in weighing his 
weights but not refuse to get his height measured. He put on about 2 kg since Feb 
2002, still 10 over kg – 12 kg overweight. 
Fong Yin 
 
 

Child’s agency 

There appears to be some contradiction in the way Mike’s mother orients to 

Mike’s health and weight.  In Entry M3.2, she writes about the action she is taking 

to help him lose weight.  However, in Entry M3.3, Mike’s mother writes about not 

knowing what he likes to eat (“Sometimes, I really don’t know what he really 

likes”), and she seems to be indulging him on “fat free” chocolate chip muffins 

which he loves “at this time”.  The phrase “at this time” suggests that Mike’s taste 

for food changes constantly.  We might say that, here, Mike’s agency is alluded to 

in terms of his liking of food.  However, his agency is described in developmentally 

immature ways in that it is driven by a biological need (liking food for different 
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tastes and qualities), rather than a reflective decision and assuming responsibility.  

Mike’s agency (liking food) is baby-like in its transience and his mother cannot 

understand his changing likes.  This probably makes it difficult for the mother 

whom we typically orient to as someone who provides nurturance (in the form of 

food) to a child.  The contradiction makes sense if we consider Mike’s mother to be 

accounting for herself as a “good” parent. She presents herself as a caring mother, 

who, concerned over her son’s health and overweight problem (Entry M3.4), is 

required to control and restrict his food consumption.  At the same time, she also 

portrays herself as a “nurturing” mother who indulges in his likes (in this case, the 

food he loves) – the compromise being that she gives him “fat-free” chocolate-chip 

muffins. 

The parent’s report on Mike’s medical appointment tells us something about 

her orientation to Mike’s agency.  Although she left out the pronoun “he”, we can 

tell by common sense that Mike “cooperated” for weighing but “refused” to have 

his height measured.  While these descriptors appear to be indexed by Disability, the 

action verbs she used suggest that she also orients to Mike as having ‘will’.  
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4.4.1.4  The Individualised Education Plan 

In Entry M4.1, Mike’s mother writes fairly explicitly with regard to Mike’s IEP. 

 
 
ENTRY M4.1 
 
Dear Rosna     15/3 
Regarding the IEP, probably I will go 10-15 mins early just before 2.45 pm this 
afternoon. I hope it OK for you, otherwise we can arrange it sometime next week. 
My husband like Mike to do lots of exercise at school, especially he need to learn 
or improve in swimming, cycling at school cycling track and walking which he have 
had for the past few days. 
Communication using signs has not been quite on the right track for Mike. I hope 
he will be prompted to using the sign which he signed before. 
Computer games, I hope he will going on with that. 
May be I can talk to you when I see you this afternoon.  
Mike was good at home. Sleep well. Enclosed vegie money, thanks 
Fong Yin 
 

 

Child’s program: Relevance for home     

 Mike’ mother writes that her husband would like Mike to do more exercise.  

We can read this as the father’s involvement in Mike’s education in terms of 

preferred learning priority for Mike.  However, there is a relevance of exercise for 

the home as well.  In Entry M4.3, Mike’s mother writes “despite of all the exercises, 

he can’t get to sleep until 4.30 am”.  From the exact timing that Mike’s mother 

reports on his sleep, we can imagine perhaps that Mike’s parent(s) get to sleep 

properly only when Mike does.  We can, therefore, speculate that the parents want 

Mike to do more exercises so that he will be tired and sleep at night; and they would 

sleep well too.  In this sense, we might say that Mike’s exercise is referred to here as 

in the service of sleep patterns (i.e. related to parents’ sleep), whereas elsewhere it is 

referred to in the context of Mike’s health (overweight). 

 

Child’s program: Orientation to disability 

We can also read from this entry that Mike is non-verbal and that signing is 

his means of communication, at least some of the time.  However, signing does not 

mean that Mike is able to communicate with his mother and teacher, for we see that 

he needs to be prompted to sign.  Also, we see that he had learned some signs before 
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but it had not quite been on the right track.  This can be interpreted to mean that 

Mike is oriented to as having limited learning capacity: he was unable to retain the 

knowledge (i.e. signs) that he had learned previously. 

In subsequent entries, we see some effort on the teacher’s part to abide by 

the parents’ request with regard to Exercise/Activity.  It also appears that 

communication skills (signing) has been an on-going part of Mike’s program (as 

revealed in Entry M4.7).  

 
 
ENTRY M4.2 
 
21/03 
Dear Fong Yin 
Mike was co-operative. He worked hard today. – Took kitchen towels off the line, 
packed veggies, delivered them to gym. Had a good walk on oval, cycled on two-
wheeler. A real star today. Let’s hope we have a lot more of this. 
Thank you 
Rosna 
 
ENTRY M4.3 
 
Dear Rosna,    22/3 
Mike was good at home. 
Enclosed vegie money. Thanks. 
P/S     Fong Yin
Glad to know Mike was doing lots of activities yesterday. Despite of all the 
exercises, he can’t get to sleep until 4.30 am this morning. I think he probably due 
to the food he take yesterday, i.e. coffee cakes, easter egg. Anyway, I hope he will 
be OK in school activities today 
Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M4.4 
 
27/3     Dear Fong Yin 
Mike worked well today. Learning to peg towels onto line, helped fold towels. 
Folded newspapers well. Had a good cycle on 3 wheeler bike. 
Thanks, Rosna 
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ENTRY M4.5 
 
28/3 
Dear Rosna, 
Glad to know that Mike had been doing quite lots of activities at school.  
He was good at home … 
Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M4.6 
 
10/4 
Programme went well. Mike folded and delivered papers. Cycled well. Kept 
helmet on. Made sandwiches. Coping with basic toothbrushing. 
Thanks 
Rosna 
 
ENTRY M4.7 
[sometime in May] 
 
Dear Fong Yin 
Mike had a good day today. 
We took the train. Had a good walk at Kangaroo Point. Getting better at 
traveling. Good signing today – help – Thank You + More 
     - Well Done Mike! 
Folded laundry today! A lot more eye-contact today! 
Thank you 
Rosna 
 

 

Child’s program: Orientation to disability and child’s competence  

 We can see the enactment of the IEP contract in the above entries.  The 

teacher repeatedly lists the activities that Mike engages in at school and the mother 

affirms the teacher’s effort by expressing her “gladness” (Entries M4.3 & M4.5).  

The marking of Mike’s exceptional performance with exclamation marks (“a real 

star!” in Entry M4.1 and “Well done Mike!” in Entry M4.6) suggests that it is a rare, 

unusual occurrence.  This is confirmed in the teacher’s closing sentence in Entry 

M4.1 (“Let’s hope we have a lot more of this”). 

From the description of Mike’s activities in the book, we see that the entries 

are heavily indexed by Disability.  We see that his program (curriculum) involves 

performing mundane task of pegging towels onto line, folding towels, cycling, 

walking, making sandwiches, and brushing teeth.  It can be interpreted to mean that 

Mike’s impairment is rather severe, for in a non-disability context, these tasks 
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would be considered too mundane to warrant mention.  The teacher’s report that 

Mike is “getting better at travelling” (Entry M4.7) also suggests that Mike was 

oriented to as not competent in taking public transport.  We can speculate that it 

means Mike does not know how to take a train – that is, how to board the train, how 

to find a space to sit or stand, how to conduct himself in the train, and so on.  The 

remark that Mike had “a lot more eye-contact today” (Entry M4.7) also reveals that 

Mike normally does not establish eye-contact with people.  A person with access to 

Disability knowledge would recognise “lacking eye-contact” as a characteristic of 

autism. 

The generally positive descriptions from the teacher in the book appear to 

construct Mike as an active participant in school activities.  However, there are 

clues in the book to suggest that the child, Mike, is oriented to differently by his 

mother and teacher.  For example, after several entries in which the teacher reports 

Mike to be pegging towels on to the line and folding laundry, Mike’s mother took 

up this Activity as relevant to her, at home. 

 
 
ENTRY M4.8 
 
Dear Rosna, 
I did tried to to get Mike to carry the laundry basket to the clothes lines. He did 
some but not much. I will try again at home. I am yet to get him to fold the clothes. I 
will try this weekend … 
Thanks  Fong Yin 
 
ENTRY M4.9 
 
31/5 
Dear Fong Yin 
I know! Mike does need supervision with laundry … 
Enjoy your weekend – Thanks  Rosna 
 

 

Child’s competence        

Here in Entry M4.9, we see an exclamation by the teacher – “I know!” in 

response to the mother’s description of her attempt to get Mike to help with the 

laundry.  The implication of “I know” is that the teacher makes a bond with the 

mother.  Additionally, the fact that “Mike does need supervision’ was never stated 
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prior to this incident.  The very fact that ‘Mike requires supervision’ was never 

made explicit suggests that the teacher took for granted that the intended reader (i.e. 

the parent) is to pick up on that implicitly.  That is, she seems to expect that readers 

will not take her report on what Mike does to literally mean a competence or 

something that he achieved independently.  In that sense, we can say that when the 

teacher made reference to activities (without specifying how successfully Mike 

performs them), she was not orienting to Mike as having competence or agency; he 

is oriented to as not-an-independent actor in his own environment.  

 
Summary 

From the analysis, Mike is accomplished/oriented to as 

(1) Having a disability (possibly autism); limited communication capacity; 

lacking competence in daily living skills (e.g. toileting, brushing teeth, taking 

public transport); 

(2) Not responsible for practicalities of school (e.g. his sleep pattern, participation 

in school activities, delivery of togs and towels, money and forms); 

(3) Having baby-like agency (e.g. liking certain types of food) and having will 

(e.g.   cooperated for weighing; refused to have his height measured) 

(4) Lacking capacity to understand explanation (e.g. eating too many plums is not 

good for his health); 

(5) Having changing moods (e.g. shifting between good and upset); not 

accountable for upsets; 

(6) Not responsible for monitoring his own health (diet and exercise). 
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4.4.2 MCA of Teacher and Parent Entries in Becky’s Book 

Becky’s communication book holds substantially more entries than the other 

three books.  The analysis of the book reveals great complexity in the ways the 

parent and teachers orient to Becky as a Child-with-a-disability, and orient to their 

institutional roles and responsibilities.  While her book does contain some repetitive 

reports about Becky’s day and activities, as does Mike’s book, there were series of 

entries that might be described as episodes, which surround issues involving 

toiletries, missing belongings, Becky’s tantrums, and Becky’s spitting behaviour.  In 

analysing Becky’s communication book, this study finds, in summary, that Becky is 

accomplished by the parent and teachers as (1) having a disability; (2) not 

responsible for practicalities of school and missing belongings; (3) having moral 

agency for her behaviour and in keeping promises; (4) having occasioned 

competence to remember; having capacity to understand significance of making a 

promise and the consequences of breaking it; (5) having changing moods (happy, 

tantrums); (6) having occasioned accountability for tantrums.  These findings will 

be explicated below and then contrasted in the findings from the other 

communication books in Section 4.4.5. 

In the first extract, it is the start of a school year and both the teachers and 

parent are orienting to practical issues about school.  In these early entries, 

information about Becky’s program (by implication, her level of disability) is 

revealed and the category attributes of Child-with-a-disability that are generated 

here are sustained throughout the book’s entries.  

 

4.4.2.1  Early entries  

 
 

Magdeline is the mother; Becky is the child; Sophie and Phyllis are the 
teachers.] 
 
ENTRY B1.1 
Dear Magdeline, 
Becky has settled in very well.  I think she has enjoyed the all girl change. 
Phyllis is in tomorrow.  See note. 
Regards, Sophie 
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ENTRY B1.2 
31/1 
Dear Sophie 
Thanks very much for getting the shorts.  They do fit.  I’ve still to get the scrap 
books and film.  Wondering why the toiletries are still in Becky’s bag … 
Regards 
Magdeline 
 
ENTRY B1.3 
31/1 
Hello Magdeline 
I’m the other half working with Sophie.  Sophie and I have worked together for 
four years – she’s a terrific person to work with. 
Becky had a good day – focussed on traffic lights – red (stop) yellow (wait) 
green (go); playdough; shaving cream for sensory activities followed by guides 
in the afternoon.  
Thanks for the toiletries. 
Phyllis 
 
ENTRY B1.4 
1/2 
Dear Phyllis,  
I’m glad that you are teaching Becky too. Now I can gather that Sophie will be 
taking the class Mon – Wed, and you will be taking it Thur – Friday. Becky has 
been very happy since the beginning of the term. She’s looking forward to 
horse-riding today. I’m not sure whether she has been informed or she’s just 
remembering that today is Friday. 
Have a nice day, and enjoy your school year.  
Regards, 
Maggie 
 

 

Child’s program: Orientation to Disability 

 The entries are indicative of the staff arrangement in Becky’s class and 

reveal the type of program Becky was in.  Sophie tells the parent in Entry B1.1 that 

“Phyllis is in tomorrow” without explaining who Phyllis is.  From Entry B1.3, we 

learned that Phyllis is “the other half working with Sophie” and, hence, understand 

that Becky will have two co-teachers.  The teacher’s (Phyllis) following comment 

“Sophie and I have worked together for four years – she’s a terrific person to work 

with” is hearable as an assurance to Becky’s parent that the two co-teachers work 

well together and that the arrangement should not be problematic for Becky.  

Becky’s mother appears to accept the teacher’s justification (“I’m glad that you’re 

teaching Becky too”).  
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 In Entries B1.2, Becky’s mother writes that she has yet to get “the scrap 

book and film”.  Film appears to be a rather unusual material to supply for school 

lessons. We might speculate that a lot of photographs (of Becky) are taken at school.  

We might further speculate that they are used as evidence to show parents what the 

child learns at school.  This suggests that whatever the child is learning in this 

educational setting, it is unlikely to have a written record (e.g. homework sheet).  

The supply of a scrap book, rather than an exercise book, also suggests that pasting 

activities rather than writing exercises are the main paper-related work in class.  The 

confirmation that Becky’s program is not an academic program can be seen in Entry 

B1.3 where the teacher described the class activities that day (traffic lights, 

playdough and shaving cream for sensory) and also from Entry B1.4, where we also 

learn that horse-riding has been part of Becky’s program.  Just from reference to 

these three activities, we can see that Becky’s program includes leisure activities 

(horse-riding), daily living skills (traffic lights) and therapies (sensory), which in 

turn suggest that she and the other children in her class are likely to have moderate 

to severe intellectual impairment. 

 

Child’s settledness 

 In Entry B1.1, the teacher reports that Becky has “settled in very well” and 

that “she has enjoyed the all girl change”.  Becky’s mother affirms the teacher’s 

observation when she reports that “Becky has been very happy since the beginning 

of term” (Entry B1.4).  From these early entries in the book, we might interpret that 

the parent and teachers orient to Becky as ‘happy’. 

 

School practicalities: Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities 

 Another orientation to the child is evident in the note about toiletries by 

Becky’s mother.  Her comment – “Wondering why the toiletries are still in Becky’s 

bag” – suggests that she orients to Becky as not responsible for the delivery of 

toiletries to the teacher.  Rather, the teacher is held accountable; the teacher needs to 

do something to rectify the situation.  We hear in the following teacher’s comment 

(Entry B1.3) “Thanks for the toiletries” that she has taken action; that is, the teacher 
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has also oriented herself to be accountable.  Note that no reference to Becky was 

made in the teacher’s reply.  Hence, by orienting to Becky as silent and passive in 

this exchange, the teacher and parent together accomplish Becky as not 

responsible/accountable for the delivery of toiletries.  

 

Child’s capacity (to remember) 

 There is a strong implication that Becky is oriented to by her parent and 

teacher as not competent to remember the mundane aspect of daily life in the 

toiletries incident.  However, in another situation, Becky’s capacity to remember 

appears to be oriented to by the mother as fairly good.  In Entry B1.4, Becky’s 

mother writes that Becky is looking forward to horse-riding and wonders if Becky 

was remembering from information given to her the day before (“I’m not sure if she 

has been informed”) or if she was “just remembering that today is Friday.”  The two 

possibilities that Becky’s mother presented suggest her orientation to Becky’s 

capacity for remembering: ‘being informed’ suggests Becky’s capacity for short 

term memory; and ‘just remembering’ suggests Becky’s capacity for long term 

memory.  Why might Becky’s mother orient differently to Becky’s capacity to 

remember in two different situations (i.e. toiletries and horse-riding)?  How can the 

inconsistency be explained?  In order to make a warrantable explanation, we need to 

look at more examples in the book where we might examine the relationship 

between parent’s and teachers’ orientation to their institutional roles and 

responsibilities, and their orientation to Becky. (This question will be addressed 

more adequately in Section 4.4.5)  
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4.4.2.2 Missing shorts  

 
 

ENTRY B2.1 
19/2 
Dear Phyllis, 
Becky seems to be still missing her new pair of shorts – size 14. 
Regards, 
Magdeline 
 
ENTRY B2.2 
19/2     Hi Magdeline 
When did Becky misplace her shorts Magdeline? Were the shorts 
labeled/named? I’m sure named shorts will turn up. We’ve looked through the 
classroom cupboards with no luck, will keep searching… 
Phyllis 
 
ENTRY B2.3 
19/2    Hi Phyllis 
The shorts were not named unfortunately. It’s the new size 14. Hopefully it will 
turn up. Enclosed form for roll. When will she have it? Also enclosed $2/- for it. 
Does Becky still owe $2 for Guides. 
Regards, 
Magdeline 
P.S. $2 in pocket of folder. 
Becky sent in the market order last week but we did not receive any fruits or 
[vegs]. Hope they did not go astray. 
 

 

School practicalities: Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities 

In this episode, the missing shorts are a problem.  The mother’s entry, 

“Becky seems to be still missing her new pair of shorts,” again does not name 

Becky’s agency, nor implicate her accountability to bring back her missing new pair 

of shorts. Rather, it implies action on the part of the teacher.  Indeed, Becky’s 

teacher took this up in her response (Entry B2.2).  However, she framed the 

problem as a shared responsibility between parent and teacher.  In addressing the 

question to the mother – “When did Becky misplace her shorts, Magdeline?” – the 

teacher calls for more information.  We can read that “size 14” (the clue given by 

Becky’s mother) is heard as insufficient information for finding Becky’s shorts.  

The teacher then alludes to the parent’s responsibility to label the child’s belongings 

(“Were the shorts labelled/named?”) and absolves herself from being accountable 

should the shorts not be found (“I’m sure named shorts will turn up”).  The 

mother’s response (Entry B2.3) – “the shorts were not named unfortunately” – 
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indicates her orientation to the incident as an unhappy one.  Additionally, we see 

that the mother did not explicitly hold herself accountable for the missing shorts, for 

she did not use any personal pronoun to describe that the shorts were not named 

(e.g. she did not write “I had not labelled the shorts”).  She also absolved the teacher 

from being accountable and from continuing to actively search for the shorts by 

stating that “hopefully, it will turn up.”  

In this episode, Becky is not held accountable for her missing shorts.  Other 

parts of the entries here also give the consistent picture that Becky is related to as 

not responsible for the ‘practicalities’ of school (although we do see an orientation 

to Becky as an actor by the mother, in the postscript of Entry B2.3, “Becky sent in 

the market order”).  The mother tells the teacher that the form is “enclosed” and 

money is “in pocket of folder”, not naming Becky as agent.  We can hear her 

comment, “we did not receive any fruits or vegs. Hope they did not go astray” as 

ambiguously assigning accountability or as holding the teacher accountable.  We 

can also hear this comment as a complaint, in which an implication of the teacher’s 

negligence is made.   

From these entries, we see a strong institutional framing of Parent’s and Teacher’s 

responsibilities to manage the practicalities of school (on Becky’s behalf).  One 

consequence of this is that Becky is accomplished as passive and non-agentic (e.g. 

in looking after her belongings).  However, in another episode featuring missing toy 

boat Becky appears to be held accountable (below). 
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4.4.2.3 Missing toy boat 

 
 
ENTRY B3.1 
18/4 
Dear Phyllis, 
Regret to say that Becky is still missing the boat which she brought to school 
yesterday. Hope it’s not too much trouble for helping her to find it. 
Regards,  
Magdeline 
 
ENTRY B3.2 
19/4 
Hi Magdeline, 
Sorry, wasn’t even aware Becky had a boat. Tracked it down though – another 
student has it at home – A note has been sent home asking for the parents to 
return the boat. 
Do you want the Augmentative Communication system sent home each day? 
Have a good weekend. I promise I will! 
Phyllis 
 
ENTRY B3.3 
21/4 
Dear Phyllis, 
Thanks very much for retrieving the boat for Becky. I’m sure she has learnt the 
lesson of not taking toys to school and giving you one extra trouble. 
As for the communication system, I think it’s better for her to only take it home 
during the school holiday. 
I think Becky is already quite good in saying her own Name. 
Regards, 
Magdeline 
 

 

School practicalities: Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities

Becky’s mother begins the topic of missing toy boat with “Regret to say that 

Becky is still missing the boat” (Entry B3.1).  As with the missing shorts incident, 

she orients to this incident as an unhappy one and makes an implicit apology to the 

teacher (“Hope it’s not too much trouble”).  In response, Becky’s teacher also 

apologises, “Sorry, wasn’t even aware Becky had a boat” (Entry B3.2).  Why should 

the teacher be sorry? We can hear that the teacher positions herself as responsible 

for noticing the child and being aware of whatever additional things that she might 

bring to school.  We also see that the teacher orients to another child in the class to 

be not responsible for bringing the boat back. (“A note has been sent home asking 

the parents to return”).  Hence it appears that the teacher has, in a taken-for-granted 

manner, oriented to these two children in her class as not accountable: Becky is not 
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accountable for losing her boat; the other child is not accountable for taking it home, 

nor is she responsible for returning it: the parents are. 

 

Child’s capacity (to retain lesson)  

Perhaps because this is an unpleasant situation (in that Becky’s mother refers 

to regret, learnt lesson and trouble), we see Becky’s mother orienting to Becky’s 

accountability more significantly.  She refers to the teacher’s action as “helping 

Becky” and “for Becky” (“Hope it’s not too much trouble for helping her to find it”; 

“Thanks for retrieving the boat for Becky”), and she appears to hold Becky 

accountable to the end; it is Becky giving the teacher extra trouble.  (“I’m sure she 

has learnt the lesson of not taking toys to school and giving you one extra trouble”).  

In this episode, Becky’s mother constructs the child as accountable, noticeably 

because the situation is unpleasant for the mother.  Nevertheless, we see in this 

sentence, “I’m sure she has learnt the lesson”, that Becky is achieved as capable of 

“learning a lesson”; that is, retaining memory of this unpleasant event so that she 

will not commit the act of “taking toys to school” again. 

 

Child’s program: Orientation to disability and relevance for home 

In Entry B3.2, the teacher additionally asks if the parent wants the 

augmentative communication system sent home.  Such a system is used in cases 

where a child is non-verbal or has limited expressive language ability.  From the 

mother’s reply, we see that Becky is “already quite good saying her name.”  The 

marking of Becky as capable of saying her name suggests that she probably has 

quite limited speech.  We can infer from the parent’s response that the augmentative 

communication system is possibly a device that has ‘a voice’ that says Becky’s 

name because that response,  “Becky is already quite good saying her name”, 

suggests so.  It also appears that the mother does not orient to the device as a useful 

communication aid for Becky, or relevant for the home. 

  Analysis of the above episodes examined the parent’s and teachers’ 

orientation to their roles and responsibilities vis-à-vis the practicalities of Becky at 

school (toiletries, missing shorts, missing toy boat).  In interactively establishing 
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their own roles and responsibilities, they jointly accomplish Becky’s 

responsibilities, giving her shifting accountability.  In the following sections, we see 

that the parent and teachers ascribing Becky shifting responsibility for her mood and 

behaviour as well. 

 

Child’s mood and behaviour 

In some of the early entries of the book, we saw Becky being oriented to as a 

happy Child/Student.  The weeks of early February follow this same portrayal of 

Becky as the teachers write the following entries: 

 
Great day. Lots of fun laughter and learning 
A good day 
A wonderful time 
A very successful outing to Garden City (a large suburban shopping centre in Brisbane). 6 
girls were angels  
 

However, in the following entries, Becky’s tantrums and cranky mood were made 

salient and another version of the child is accomplished through these exchanges. 

 

4.4.2.4 Tantrum 1 - Bad Dream 
 

 
ENTRY B4.1 
7/2 
Dear Magdeline 
A bad day for tantrums today. Becky came in cranky for the very first playground 
play and was cranky all day!! Ok by lunch-time. We didn’t take any nonsense.  
Cooking went well. 
Regards,  
Sophie 
 
ENTRY B4.2 
8/2 
A much happier girl all day.  I wonder what caused yesterday’s upset! 
Regards,  
Sophie 
 

 



 197

 
ENTRY B4.3 
 
10/2 Dear Sophie 
I’m sorry that I didn’t read your note dated 7/2 till this afternoon.  I’ve read to Becky 
what you’ve written and she has promised me not to throw tantrums.  Otherwise, 
she’s not allowed to go to school. Just recalled that there was one day that she got 
up cranky.  Reckon she had a bad dream or got out on the wrong side of bed. 
Hope you’ll have a happy week!  
Regards, 
Magdeline 
 
ENTRY B4.4 
11/2 
Hi Magdeline 
A fairly good day with the exception of an outburst at bowling. 
Phyllis 
 
ENTRY B4.5 
11/2 
Hi Phyllis 
I’ve read your note to Becky, and she is sorry for misbehaviour.  Thanks for the 
info…   
Regards, 
Magdeline 
 

 

Child’s mood: Accountability and child’s capacity (to understand) 

In this series of entries, Becky’s crankiness and her tantrums come under the 

joint gaze and disapproval of the parent and teachers.  In Entry B4.1, the teacher 

reports that Becky “came in cranky”, “was cranky all day” and that “we didn’t take 

any nonsense”.  The phrase “came in cranky” suggests that Becky has arrived to 

school cranky and it is, therefore, hearable as the teacher calling for an account 

(from the mother) for Becky’s tantrum, or at least the teacher absolving herself from 

accountability in the matter of Becky’s crankiness.  The word “nonsense” suggests 

that Becky is oriented to as not having a legitimate reason to be cranky or to throw 

tantrums (as far as school is concerned, for she had come in cranky).  Becky is 

accomplished here as responsible for her tantrums and is constructed as, possibly, 

wilful (“We didn’t take any nonsense”). 

The parent does not respond the following day.  The teacher’s next entry 

notes a change of mood, “much happier girl all day”, and again appears to be calling 

for an account (“I wonder what caused yesterday’s upset!”).  At this point, the 

parent replies.  She began with an apology for not responding earlier (Entry B4.3).  
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The apology indicates that the parent has breached the implicit rule/norm to read the 

communication book on a daily basis.  Evidence of this breach is available in the 

mother’s specification of the time she read the note (“this afternoon”), and the 

specification of the date on which the teacher’s message was written (“dated 7/2”).  

Like the teacher, the mother holds Becky accountable for her behaviour (“I’ve read 

to Becky what you’ve written and she has promised me not to throw tantrums. 

Otherwise she is not allowed to go to school”).  The mother’s comment suggests her 

orientation to Becky as capable of assuming responsibility for her behaviour, 

understanding the significance of making a promise and the consequences of 

breaking the promise.  Later, in Entry B4.5, she accomplishes Becky as a child who 

can experience guilt when promises are not kept (“I’ve read your note to Becky and 

she is sorry for misbehaviour”).  Hence in this episode, Becky’s mother 

accomplished Becky as a moral agent, a mature and sophisticated person who is 

responsible for her behaviour and can keep promises. 

Having made Becky accountable, the mother then recalled that “one day.. 

she got up cranky.  Reckon she had a bad dream or got out on the wrong side of 

bed.”  This account for Becky’s tantrums appears to be a common sense, everyday 

account that does not have an obvious causal explanation.  However, in the 

following three episodes, Becky’s mother appears to be able to account more 

adequately for Becky’s upset.  For example, in Entry B5.1, the mother reports that 

Becky was upset because she was asked to put on home clothes to go to school.  

 

4.4.2.5  Tantrum 2: School clothes 

 
 
ENTRY B5.1 
20/2 Hi Phyllis 
Becky was very upset that I’ve asked her to put on her home clothes because her 
pair of shorts was not washed. So she has put on her dirty ones. Enclosed $20/- for 
another pair. Please help her purchase size. 
Thanks, 
Magdeline 
 

 



 199

Child’s mood: Accountability 

Here, Becky is not made accountable for her upset.  She is oriented to as 

having a legitimate reason for being upset – that is, not having the right shorts is put 

by the mother as a legitimate reason for Becky to be upset – and hence Becky is not 

held accountable.  There are indications in this entry to suggest that the parent holds 

herself accountable: (1) She did not persist in Becky wearing home clothes to 

school; (2) she allows Becky to put on her dirty shorts; (3) she enclosed money to 

purchase another pair of shorts.  We also see that in the home setting, Becky’s upset 

was managed and given a resolution that was ‘satisfactory’ to Becky (i.e. she wears 

her school shorts to school).   

 

4.4.2.6 Tantrum 3: Change of horse  

In the following horse-riding incident, the teacher and parent together 

construct a shared understanding of the reason for Becky’s upset (‘together’ in that 

Becky’s mother reinforces with her daughter the account that the teacher, Sophie, 

gives and does not question that account). 

 
 

ENTRY B6.1 
15/2  Magdeline, 
… Disappointing today as Becky refused to ride a new horse. Her horse 
“SPIKE” is on holiday as horses do when they need a rest. Becky refused to 
ride ALI – a lovely looking horse, just cried & wanted Spike. I’m not sure when 
SPIKE is returning. The horse ladies tried very hard to persuade her – even to 
pat on [it] but you know MISS STUBBORN. Otherwise very good – just watched 
the others. --- good for the rest of the time! 
Sophie 
 
ENTRY B6.2 
17/2 
Dear Sophie,  
I’ve explained to Becky that Spike is on holiday and she has agreed to ride Ali 
next Friday. We’ll see! … 
Regards, 
Magdeline 
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Child’s mood: Descriptions, attributions and accountability  

In her report, the teacher seems to be orienting to Becky’s reasoning ability 

as limited (“Spike is on holiday as horses do” but she “just cried and wanted 

SPIKE”).   Becky is accomplished as incapable of listening to reason, and as 

inflexible in changing circumstances.  The teacher describes the effort made to 

persuade Becky, and her comment “but you know MISS STUBBORN” suggests her 

strong orientation to Becky as wilful and unreasonable.  Unlike the ‘Tantrum 1 – 

Bad Dream’ episode, Becky’s mother does not threaten the child with punishment.  

From her entry, “I’ve explained to Becky that Spike is on holiday”, it appears that 

she orients to Becky as having a legitimate reason to be upset.  She does, however, 

report that Becky has agreed to ride the other horse the following week.  The 

exclamation “We’ll see!” suggests the parent’s acknowledgement of the teacher’s 

remark about Becky’s stubborn streak. 

 

Child’s mood: Orientation to fragility 

In the next series of entries in the book, a large number of those by the 

teachers resemble these: 

 
Becky was calm 
A good day 
A lovely horse ride 
Becky especially enjoyed music today 
Becky rode a different horse again. No troubles @ all now 
A good day. Becky enjoyed bowling 
Becky very happy laughing – in a great mood 
Becky very alert and attentive on today’s excursion 
Another great day 
 

The teachers’ constant re-affirmation and recounting of Becky’s good behaviour at 

school, sometimes daily, only makes sense if her behaviour is regarded as 

remarkable.  If this was a routine expectation, a taken-for-granted aspect of Becky, 

it would be unusual and redundant for her teachers to comment so consistently.  The 

marking of Becky’s good behaviour, therefore, suggests a view of this child as 

changeable, unpredictable and potentially troublesome.  Indeed, in one entry, the 

mother summarises the positive view in the teachers’ comments in the following 
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way, “Glad that Becky has been on her best behaviour this term. Hope it will last!”  

We can hear then that both the teachers and the mother orient to Becky’s behaviour 

as unpredictable and orient to her good behaviour as fragile and temporary.  This is 

plain in the examples below. 

 

4.4.2.7 Tantrum 4: Sisters bicker 
 
 

ENTRY B7.1 
 
30/4 Big tantrum on asking Becky to put her shoes on correctly.  Arrived off the bus 
upset – crying – throwing herself to the ground. Rode the bike at bike riding well. – 
Participated well in music. 
 
ENTRY B7.2 
1/5 
Dear Phyllis, 
I’ve expected Becky to be upset in bus and at school yesterday morning because 
she was already upset with her sister in the car.  Sorry about that.  I’ve asked 
Melissa not to bicker with her sister in the mornings.  Consent form enclosed. 
Regards 
Magdeline 
 

 

Child’s mood: Attribution and accountability 

This episode begins with the teacher reporting Becky’s big tantrums upon 

what might be considered a reasonable request (“put her shoes on correctly’).  The 

teacher immediately follows this comment with the observation that Becky had 

“arrived off bus upset”, implying that it was not the request that had triggered the 

tantrums.  Rather it was her state – already upset – that account for the tantrums.  

The mother’s offer of an explanation suggests that she has heard the teacher’s report 

as a call for an account from home.  She tells the teacher that Becky’s sister has 

bickered with her in the car, and explicitly apologises to the teacher (“Sorry about 

that”).  The apology from the mother suggests a breach.  That is, the mother appears 

to orient to herself as responsible for having delivered Becky to school in a bad 

mood (“I’ve expected Becky to be upset in bus and at school yesterday morning”).  

Her next comment also makes clear that Becky’s sister is being held primarily 

responsible for the bickering (“I’ve asked Melissa not to bicker with her sister in the 

mornings”).  The mother’s affirmation that she has taken action to ensure that 
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family circumstances will be better managed in future completes this exchange.  In 

this episode, both Becky’s mother and teacher appear to orient to Becky as not 

accountable for her tantrums.  She is not accomplished as wilful.  Rather, she is 

oriented to as having a legitimate reason to be upset. 

 

4.4.2.8 Spitting behaviour 

 
 
ENTRY B8.1 
17/7   
Hi Magdeline, 
A good day overall with the exception of Becky spitting – 4 times – I was agog as 
I’ve never seen her do this type of behaviour before.  Spat when frustrated.   Does 
Has she started spitting  at home?   
Regards, 
 Phyllis 
 
ENTRY B8.2 
17/7  
Dear Phyllis, 
Lately, Becky had spit on her sister as well.  She has been frustrated on not going 
on a plane during her school holiday.  Anyway, there is really no excuse for the bad 
behaviour.  She had stopped spitting at home since I told her she would get a 
smack on her lips if I were to catch her doing it.  Today, I’ve told her that I’ve given 
teachers permission to smack too.  She has promised not to do it again. Please 
keep me informed.   
Regards, 
Magdeline 
 
 
 
 
ENTRY B8.3 
22/7 Hi Magdeline, 
Thank you for the information re spitting.  There has been no more incidents here 
at school.  If the behaviour surfaces again I’ll/we’ll put her in time-out in preference 
to smacking her lips. Trust this is ok with you.  
An OK day. A couple of minor tantrums when not getting her own way in the 
playground. Bowled extremely well. 
Regards, Phyllis 
 

 
 

Child’s behaviour: Attribution and accountability

The teacher reports that Becky spat four times at school, and spitting is 

accounted for as that she was frustrated (“spat when frustrated”).  As one sees, her 

entry in the book (Entry B8.1) initially began with the word ‘does’.  With this 
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beginning, the question would probably have been phrased “Does she spit at 

home?”  Such a question implies that Becky might be allowed to spit at home and 

that the parent has done nothing to prevent it.  The change to “Has she started 

spitting at home?” is structured to communicate the recency of the behaviour.  The 

structure of the question is neutral, avoiding the implication that spitting might be 

tolerated at home.  Here, we see the teacher working to reduce the unpleasantness of 

the report.  

In her response, Becky’s mother confirms that a similar behaviour had 

indeed been observed at home.  She orients to Becky as responsible for the 

behaviour and this is made clear in her comment “Anyway there is really no excuse 

for the bad behaviour”.  The account based on Becky’s frustration at a missed plane 

ride is offered as an explanation, but not as an excuse that absolves Becky of 

responsibility.  Becky is held accountable and has to promise the mother not to spit.  

Punishment is threatened at home (smack on her lips) and at school should she be 

caught doing it.  Hence, we see both the mother and teacher orienting to ‘not 

spitting’ as a required behaviour – both at home and at school. 

After several days, the teacher reports that there have been no more incidents 

of spitting at school and proposes time-out as a preferred punishment to smacking 

lips.  Those with knowledge about types of punishment (of children) that are 

allowable in schools will recognise the source for the teacher’s change of the 

recommended punishment (smack lips) to that of time-out.  In this scene, we 

witness the moral order within which this site (i.e. School) operates. 

 

Summary 

In the communication book, Becky is accomplished/oriented to as 

(1) Having a disability; possibly intellectual impairment and very limited speech; 

(2) Not responsible for practicalities of school  (e.g. delivery of toiletries, missing 

shorts); accountable for bringing toy boat to school and losing it but not 

responsible for finding it and bringing it back;  

(3) Having moral agency for her behaviour and in keeping promises;  
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(4) Having occasioned competence to remember (e.g. not oriented to as able to 

remember toiletries but able to remember day for horse-riding); having 

capacity to understand significance of making a promise, the consequences for 

breaking it, and to experience guilt when promises are not kept; 

(5) Having changing & fragile moods (happy, tantrums);  

(6) Having occasioned accountability for tantrums. For example, she is 

accountable for tantrums ‘caused’ by a bad dream or getting up on the wrong 

side of bed, but not accountable for tantrums ‘caused’ by change of routine 

(e.g. being asked to wear home clothes to school, ride a different horse at 

horse-riding) or by family circumstance (e.g. sister bickering). 
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4.4.3 MCA of Case Manager and Parent Entries in Roger’s Book 

The analysis of Roger’s communication book is organised around episodes 

involving library books, his behaviour at school, a vomiting incident and his health.  

The study finds, in summary, that he is accomplished by the parent and case 

manager as (1) having a disability; (2) not responsible for practicalities of school; 

(3) having contested and occasioned agency (4) having contested and occasioned 

cognitive capacity/competence; (5) physically and emotionally fragile; (6) having 

unpredictable behaviour and not accountable for behaviours.  These findings will be 

explicated below and then contrasted with the findings from the other 

communication books in section 4.4.5 

The first entry in the book warrants some close examination because it is 

where the case manager establishes her role (in relation to Roger, Roger’s class 

teacher and the parents) and she clarifies how the communication book will be used, 

and by whom.  

 

4.4.3.1  Introductory Entry  

 
 
[My-Anh is the mother; Canh is the father; Roger is the child; Kathy is the case 
manager and Mrs Jane Matthews is the class teacher] 
 
ENTRY R1.1 
4/2 
Dear My-Anh and Canh, 
I am looking forward to working with Roger both in the Unit & his classroom with 
Mrs Matthews this year. 
Both Jane & I will use this Communication Book to keep you informed of issues 
that arise at school. It would be helpful if you could also use this book to keep us 
aware of issues from home. 
Although Roger will bring this book home each day in a special folder there is no 
obligation for you to fill it in daily, [but] only as the need arises. 
This week Roger will be working with me in the Unit each morning and this may 
help him settle better each day. 
We have given him the class homework sheet and ticked the part he may be able 
to do. If there are any problems regarding the homework, please let us know. 
 
Regards, 
Kathy 
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Establishing the use of book 

In Entry R1.1, the case manager establishes her professional relationship to 

Roger’s parents when she introduces herself as “looking forward” to working with 

Roger in the unit and his classroom.  We can ‘hear’ the educational setting to be a 

regular school with a special education unit, and that Roger spends some time in the 

unit (“each morning”) and the rest of the day in the classroom.  The case manager 

then goes on to explain the purpose of the communication book: it is for the class 

teacher and the case manager to discuss “issues” with parents, and vice versa (“Both 

Jane & I will use this Communication Book to keep you informed of issues that 

arise at school; you could also use this book to keep us aware of issues from 

home”).  In sum, this entry can be heard as a version of “who I am/what I 

know/what my relevancies are and who you are/what you know/what your 

relevancies are, & what we want of each other” (Baker, 1997: 134).  This is a way 

of connecting the two institutional categories, Professional (Case Manager) and 

Parent.  Indeed, we see how the home-school link is further explicated.  In stating 

that there is “no obligation” for the parents to fill it in daily, but “only as the need 

arises”, the case manager orients the parents to only write issues of concern, not the 

mundane day-to-day matters.  This message prepares us, as readers, to the types of 

entry (e.g. more significant events) that might follow from here.  Also, note the 

orientation to “issues” so early on in the school year.  It suggests that “issues” with 

the child/of the child are to be expected to arise in school and at home, and they will 

warrant the attention and cooperation of parents and school staff.  In general 

contexts, ‘issues’ are ‘out-of-the-ordinary’ situations.  That these issues to do with 

Roger are likely to be problematic in some way, as suggested by the general 

meaning of that word “issue”, is confirmed by the existence of the book itself to 

discuss such issues.  A way to find out what the case manager means by “issues” is 

to examine the topics she later writes on in the book.  We can also find out what 

Roger’s mother orient to as “issues” from the topics of her entries.  For example, six 

out of 10 entries by Roger’s mother consist of a list of dates and sessions for his 

Before-After school care.  This suggests that the care was oriented to by Roger’s 

mother as relevant to home-school communication.  
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Child’s settledness and (academic) capacity 

The case manager reports that she is working with Roger in the unit each 

morning this week to help him “settle better”.  This sentence can be read as Roger 

not settling very well in the classroom at the moment.  In that sense, Roger’s ability 

to cope within a classroom setting is oriented to as fragile.  The case manager also 

writes that Roger has been given the class homework sheet.  What is different about 

his class homework sheet from the one other children receive is that some parts of 

his sheet are ticked.  These parts are what Roger is assumed to be able to do (“We… 

ticked the part he may be able to do”); but the case manager cannot be certain and 

asks the parents to let them know at the school if there are problems with the 

assigned tasks.  In this entry, Roger is oriented to as less academically competent 

than his peers. 

 

School Practicalities: Parent’s and Case Manager’s roles and responsibilities 

There are several ways in which the case manager accomplished the 

institutional roles, obligations, and responsibilities of Parent and Case Manager in 

Entry R1.1.  The use of "we" in the book (“We have given him the class homework 

sheet”) might refer to "her and Mrs Matthews" but it also sounds like the objective 

impersonal voice of the institution.  The pronoun “we” provides a distancing 

between the case manager-writer and the mother.  At the conclusion of her entry, 

the case manager orients the parents as responsible for monitoring Roger’s 

homework at home; they are responsible for notifying the teachers if he has been 

unable to do his homework within the teachers’ expectation.  This was again evident 

in the case manager’s first entry in the third term.  She introduced Roger’s 

homework as relevant to the mother, assigning her the responsibility of making sure 

he does it, as well as sending it back.  
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ENTRY R1.2 
Monday 15/7 
Dear My-Anh, 
We’ve given Roger a homework sheet this week. Let him do any parts that you 
think he can handle. Either send it back Friday or keep it over the weekend and 
send it back on Monday. 
 

 

Unlike the previous entry where the teachers selected the parts of the 

homework that they supposed Roger could manage, the mother is now oriented to 

as “the expert” in knowing Roger’s academic ability; she is assumed to know what 

is and is not within Roger’s capacity (“Let him do any parts that you think he can 

handle”).  The absence of polite markers (e.g. please) in requesting the mother send 

the homework sheet back suggests that the parent’s cooperation is taken for granted.  

The considerable responsibilities for Home and School imply that Roger will do 

homework, and is capable to do some.  Further, his compliance is assumed, not 

questioned and not conditional (e.g. if Roger wants to).  Roger is constructed here 

as compliant but not responsible; Roger’s mother is responsible.  It appears that the 

case manager has oriented to parental involvement in ways that support the school 

rather than consider the needs of the home per se.  The case manager’s orientation 

to the mother’s involvement with school is also evident in Entry R2.1, in which she 

refers to the need for Roger to return his library books.  
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4.4.3.2  Library books 

 
 
ENTRY R2.1 
15/2     Dear My-Anh, 
Roger needs to return his library books. Borrowing from the library is every second 
Friday. 
Could you please record Roger’s reading each night in the front of his homework 
book.  
Thank you, Kathy  
 

 

School Practicalities: Parent’s and Case Manager’s roles and responsibilities 

By informing Roger’s mother that “borrowing from the library is every 

second Friday”, the implied message can be heard as: the mother is responsible for 

remembering the day that Roger had to return his library book.  The following 

sentence, “Could you please record Roger’s reading each night”, confirms the case 

manager’s orientation to the parent as being responsible for not just monitoring 

Roger’s learning at home, but also managing the practicalities of school.  The 

category Child-with-a-disability achieved in this instance where responsibilities are 

assigned to parents, rather than Roger, is one that is passive and not accountable for 

managing school routine.  Several weeks later, the case manager again wrote with 

regard to returning library books. 

 
 
ENRY R2.2 
26/3   Dear My-Anh 
Roger has a library book called “Bob the builder - Wendy’s Big Match” that needs 
to be returned by Thursday. 
Kathy 
 
ENTRY R2.3 
26/3 
Dear Kathy 
I put the book in his bag yesterday (Monday), and it was not in his bag after he’s 
back from school so I suppose he has returned it. But he did not bring his library 
bag back, can you see whether he left it in the unit? Thanks. 
My-Anh 
 
ENTRY R2.4 
Dear My-Anh 
We found his library book. Thank you. He took it back to the library. 
Kathy 
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School Practicalities: Parent and Case Manager accountabilities 

Although the case manager never explicitly states who is held responsible 

for returning Roger’s library book (“Roger has a library book that needs to be 

returned”), the mother’s use of the personal pronoun I (“I put the book in his bag”) 

suggests that she has read the note to mean that she is held accountable for making 

sure that the book gets delivered to school.  She also reported herself to have 

checked Roger’s bag when he came back from school (i.e. she has affirmed that the 

book had been returned).  However, she had noticed that his library bag was missing 

and explicitly sought the case manager’s help in looking for it in the unit (“Can you 

see whether he left it in the unit?).   

 

Child’s agency and competence 

This episode ends with the case manager’s entry, reporting that they had 

found Roger’s library book.  “He took it back to the library” is a statement where 

Roger is oriented to as an agent/actor.  Yet the case manager did no repair work for 

her error.  Neither did she acknowledge nor compliment Roger for remembering. 

From Entries R2.1 and R2.2, it appears that the case manager had positioned 

the child (Roger) as a passive participant of a school routine (e.g. visiting the 

library).  Roger’s agency is downplayed, although there is ample evidence of his 

capacity to remember to deliver things to school.  Roger’s mother also took up this 

orientation of the Child as not responsible for returning the library book when she 

reported herself as accountable for putting the book in Roger’s bag.  However, there 

appears to be some ‘resistance’ by the mother to an orientation to Roger as a passive 

Disabled-Child (“I suppose he has returned it”).  

The question of Roger’s competence in the matter of returning a library 

book is an interesting one.  The case manager and mother orient to each other’s 

accountability for the book and therefore to Roger’s non-accountability – possibly 

implying his incompetence in this routine matter, excepting in the mother’s “I 

suppose he has returned it”.  In this utterance, Roger’s mother seems to be orienting 

to Roger’s competence in this matter.  Her reversion to “But he did not bring his 

library bag back” quickly reinstates his incompetence, though, suggesting she has 
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perhaps “overreached” her assessment of his competence.  At the end of this entry, 

we have accountability for the library book volleyed between the case manager and 

the mother, certainly not with Roger.  Roger himself, however, confounds this 

version of him as incompetent in the matter by returning the book.  He thus 

provides a challenge to the version of him that the case manager and mother 

construct (notwithstanding that the mother’s challenge is a small one). 

 

4.4.3.3  Programs: Eating program and Friday outings 

 
 
ENRY R3.1 
13/3 
Dear My-Anh 
We are bringing Roger to the Unit at 11.00 every morning so that he can take 
part in Mrs Hart’s eating programme. He will go back to class at 12.00 o’clock. 
Because he is eating in the Unit, we would like you to provide him with 2 named 
handtowels & 1 bottle of soap as explained in the letter. Please see me if you 
have any questions about this change in his time-table. We hope this will 
encourage him to eat his lunch and play in the unit. 
Regards, Kathy 
 
ENTRY R3.2 
15/3 
Thanks for the hand towels & soap. 
Kathy 
 

 

Institutional framing 

As in Entry R1.1, the “we” that commences R3.1 could refer to Kathy and 

Mrs Matthews or it could signify a wider institutional we (Drew & Heritage, 1992).  

It can be read as the institution that had made the decision for Roger to participate 

in an eating program.  Either way, the “we” serves again to distance the case 

manager herself from full responsibility for the decision/action.  There is a sense of 

institutional authority in the form of the letter and also in the phrasing of the request 

(“we would like you to”), the pronoun “we” again being used as the impersonal 

voice of the institution.  The parent is also informed of the time that Roger will be 

in the unit.  This orientation to a time schedule reflects the organisational structure 

of the site (i.e. School).  The specification of having the hand towels named is 

another indication of the site.  Those with membership knowledge will recognise 
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that naming belongings is one way in which the institution (School/Unit) keeps 

track of and manages students’ belongings. 

 

School Practicalities: Parent’s and Case manager’s roles and responsibilities 

The request for two hand towels and a bottle of soap is directed to Roger’s 

mother.  We can see that, here, the case manager again did not orient to Roger’s 

possible participation in the delivery of these items.  While the institutional framing 

of Parent and her obligations and responsibilities may be taken for granted, Roger 

can be said to be accomplished in this scene as passive and non-agentic.  Further, he 

is described as the object (while “we” is the subject) in the sentence “We will bring 

Roger”, achieving him as lacking the agency to come to the Unit.  However, he is 

oriented to as having some agency to return to class (although “He will go back to 

class at 12 o’clock” is hearable as Roger under instruction to do so).   

 

Child’s program: Orientation to disability 

The eating program and the justification made by the case manager for 

implementing this program for Roger (“encourage him to eat”) suggests that Roger 

is possibly not eating well22.  We see, too, that he is also being encouraged to play 

in the unit.  That is, play is oriented to as a social skill/competency in which the boy 

is somewhat lacking.  People who possess disability knowledge might be able to 

identify this trait to be characteristic of children with ASD.  The fact that Roger also 

spends time in the classroom suggests that he is probably higher-functioning than 

Mike.  The orientation to Roger as having social difficulties is also accomplished by 

the case manager and the mother in the following two entries. 

                                                 
22 In the interview, the case manager explained that Roger was not eating well because he liked to see 
what was going on around him and would go off and play. He was getting sick and not concentrating, 
and they brought him to the unit for the eating program. 
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ENTRY R3.3 
9/4  Dear My-Anh 
… Regarding Roger not having many social outings except with you, I think it would 
be a good idea for Roger to join Agnes Hart’s group on Friday when they go on an 
outing in the middle session. That means that Roger will be in the Unit for most of 
the day on Friday. This should work well as he seems to be most tired & upset on a 
Friday. He will also do cooking on a Tuesday now, as our group cooks while he is 
on the excursion. If this suits you could you please sign the permission slip & return 
it to me. 
Regards, Kathy 
 
ENTRY R3.4 
10-4 
Dear Kathy This It is good for Roger to have the outing on Friday. Thanks 

for the idea.             My-Anh 
    

 

Through the case manager’s suggestion of Friday outings and the mother’s 

appreciation of the suggestion, together they accomplish Roger as a child who has 

social difficulties.  In addition, Roger is described as “most tired and upset on a 

Friday” (Entry R3.3).  This suggests that the case manager orients to Roger as 

physically and emotionally fragile.  This orientation can be found in later entries as 

well (e.g. Entries R6.4). 

 

4.4.3.4 Behavioural issues 
 

What is noticeable about Roger’s communication book (in comparison to 

Becky23’s) is the fewer number of entries and also the absence of positive recounts 

of Roger’s behaviours.  This is not surprising for the case manager had established 

that the use of the communication book was to bring forth “issues” (Entry R1.1).  

The fewer number of entries may suggest that issues that warrant mention in the 

book are few.  The absence of positive recounts of Roger’s behaviour may suggest 

that ‘good behaviour’ is expected of Roger in a taken-for-granted manner at all 

times (i.e. no news is good news) and also provides for us a hearing of issues.  That 

is, what an issue is, is defined in the events that are documented in the book.  Yet 

making entries only when things go wrong creates a version of the child as being 

                                                 
23 Becky’s book was not (explicitly) set up to be a documentation of ‘issues’ as Roger’s was. 
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‘problematic’ – Roger is not always good; he is not expected to be unproblematic.  

The very existence of the book is indicative of an orientation to the child as 

‘problematic’ in some way. 

 
 
ENTRY R4.1 
4/3 
Roger was acting inappropriately in class & sent to see Mr Hunter (Deputy 
Principal). He had to pick up papers at lunch time. 
Kathy 
 
ENTRY R4.2 
22/3 
Dear My-Anh 
… We have noticed that Roger is spitting at children and we would like to work on 
strategies to stop this behaviour. We will be working on this issue with him at 
school. If you could talk to him about it at home as well, that would be helpful.  
Thank you,  
Kathy 
 

 

Child’s behaviour: Accountability 

From Entry R4.1, we can see that Roger is treated very much like any child.  

He does something wrong, he goes to the judge (the Deputy Principal) and is given 

punishment.  This incident is similar to Becky’s situation but is less explicitly 

articulated.  As there is little elaboration, we do not obtain a clear understanding of 

which inappropriate behaviour Roger exhibited.  The case manager did not 

explicitly describe how Roger acted inappropriately, or account for the behaviour.  

We also do not know if the inappropriate behaviour was related to the punishment 

(pick up papers) meted out although, of course, the logic of the text suggests so24.  

The absence of such information and the non-response from Roger’s mother (except 

for a tick and her initial to indicate that she had read the message) may suggest that 

Roger’s problematic behaviour at school was oriented to as not requiring an 

                                                 
24 However, in the interview with the case manager, she mentioned a spitting incident where Roger 
was given the consequence of picking up papers, ordered by the Deputy Principal. It is likely that the 
inappropriate behaviour stated here was the spitting. 
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explanation on any one’s part.  The problem was resolved at school; the principal 

had meted out the punishment for Roger25. 

Several weeks later, the case manager reported (Entry R4.2) another 

behaviour that warranted concern.  That Roger is under an institutional gaze can be 

read from the opening line stating, “we have noticed that Roger is spitting at 

children”.  The case manager wrote as a representative of the institution (School), 

exhibiting the institutional commitment to notice the child’s behaviour and report it 

to parents.  In the entry, she holds herself and the school responsible for doing 

something about the matter (“we will be working on this issue at school”).  That is, 

the school is accountable for an intervention plan to eradicate Roger’s spitting 

behaviour.  It is also possible to hear the use of “we” as distancing, so that the 

interactants are spared from the unpleasant situation.  It is warrantable to hear it this 

way because the pronoun we is often deployed to depersonalise and to provide a 

justification in a problematic context.  At the concluding statement, the case 

manager invoked the mother’s responsibility by suggesting that she talks with Roger 

at home.  This is a strong request.  Its implication is that Roger’s behaviour at 

school is the parent’s responsibility at home. 

Comparing the two episodes (Library books and Behavioural issues), the 

Child achieved by the case manager is one who is not accountable: he is not 

accountable for remembering to return his library book (when in fact he had 

demonstrated that he was capable of the task); he is not accountable for his 

inappropriate or spitting behaviours.  It is the representatives of the school (“we”) 

who need to work on it.  Neither explanation nor account was provided by the case 

manager and the parent for his behaviour.  There is also no indication of the case 

manager or the parent asking Roger to account for his behaviours.  What we see 

reported are only the actions taken after the incidents.  The absence of accounts for 

                                                 
25 The two entries (R4.1 and R4.2) received no responses from Roger’s mother in the communication 
book. The fact that she did not take up the issue in the book might suggest that Behaviour is not 
relevant to her. However, her non-response in the book was also not marked there by the case 
manager (i.e. it was not extraordinary). From an interview with Roger’s case manager, it seemed that 
the mother had indeed communicated with her. According to the case manager, Roger went back and 
told his mother, “I did a really good job. I picked up paper”. He did not see it as a punishment. He 
just felt it was a job for him. So Roger’s case manager concluded that pointing out to him what was 
inappropriate to do was a bit of a problem.  
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Roger’s behaviour suggests that both the case manager and the parent orient to a 

version of a Child-with-a-disability as one who may deviate from acceptable 

behaviour without reason.  By reporting the remedial actions that were taken only 

after an inappropriate-behaviour event (and not reporting any success in these 

interventions), the case manager accomplishes Roger as a child who is not capable 

of knowing what inappropriate behaviours are, and who is not capable of 

understanding the reason for not behaving inappropriately. 

 

4.4.3.5 Vomiting 

 
 
ENTRY R5.1 
27/3 
Dear My-Anh 
Roger vomited over his clothes after 2nd break so we changed his clothes. 
Kathy 
 
ENTR R5.2 
27-3 
Thanks Kathy. I’ll wash the clothes you put on for him & return them to you next 
term. I tried to ask him what made him sick but he didn’t want to talk about it.  
 My-Anh 
* Actually he has a spare set of clothes in the little compartment on the outside 
of his bag and he forgot about it.   

 
ENTRYR5.3 
27/3 
Thanks for the message about the clothes. I’ll remember that next time. 
Have a happy holiday & a great break. See you next term. 
Kathy 
 

 

Child’s health and capacity to remember and account 

In this episode, a problematic situation had taken place at school (Roger 

vomited over his clothes) and had to be addressed.  Again, the case manager’s brief 

report is devoid of an explanation or an account for Roger’s vomiting.  Unlike 

previous entries in which Roger’s mother did not respond in writing or provide 

account for Roger’s inappropriate behaviours, she described her attempt to get 

Roger to explain what happened in Entry R5.2.  She reported that Roger “didn’t 

want to talk about it”.  Here, she accomplishes Roger as being capable of accounting 
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for his vomiting but that he chose not to.  The mother then writes that Roger 

actually had a spare set of clothes in his bag but “he forgot about it”, implying that 

he could have remembered – that is, he could have been competent in the business 

of remembering (as he was in the business of returning his library book) but that on 

this occasion, he did not remember.  If there was no possibility of Roger being 

competent enough to remember, we might, speculatively, have seen “He has 

clothes” or “ He has clothes but doesn’t know”.  The teacher orients to Roger as 

incapable of remembering, and to herself as accountable for remembering (“I’ll 

remember next time”).  Further, in the postscript of an entry at the start of the 

following term, the case manager thanks the mother for returning the spare clothes, 

revealing her orientation to the mother as responsible.  Perhaps we see here again, as 

in the library book incident, Roger’s mother orient to Roger’s competence to 

remember and the case manager’s undermining of that competence.  Beyond 

analysing the exchanges, we might also wonder why there are spare clothes in 

Roger’s bag.  Is there a pre-assumption on the mother’s part that something will go 

wrong?  We might also consider the act of vomiting ‘properly’ and ask what kind of 

child vomits over his own clothes.  Who has ownership of the fact that Roger did 

not know how to vomit properly?  We find in both the topics selected and the way 

those topics were written that the category attributes of the child oriented to, are 

indexed by Disability. 
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4.4.3.6 Roger’s health 

Several entries initiated by Roger’s mother revolve around his health. In the 

entries below, the mother is rather specific about the number of days that he has 

been unwell.  Her report on the diagnosis and medication can be heard as an 

orientation towards her responsibility for Roger’s health. 

 
 
ENTRY R6.1 
9-4 
Dear Kathy  
Roger has been unwell over the last 10 days. His doctor says he has mild asthma. 
He’s on ventolin and is still coughing sometimes. 
My-Anh 
 
ENTRY R6.2 
9/4 
Dear My-Anh 
… Thanks for the message about Roger. Does he need his puffer at school?… 
Kathy 
 
ENTRY R6.3 
10-4 
Dear Kathy 
… At the moment his doctor said he doesn’t need the puffer yet. 
My-Anh 
 

 

Child’s health: Parent’s and Case manager’s roles and responsibilities 

The case manager thanked Roger’s mother for the information.  In her 

inquiry as to whether Roger needs his puffer at school, we also hear the case 

manager’s orientation to herself as responsible for Roger’s health and well-being at 

school.  We can speculate that she probably would be the one to administer Roger’s 

use of the puffer at school, should he have required one.  The case manager’s 

commitment to be alert to changes in Roger’s health and well-being is also evident 

in Entry R6.4 when she informs the mother that Roger had gone to the toilet several 

times.  
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ENTRY R6.4 
Dear My-Anh 
Roger needed to go to the toilet several times today. Just thought I’d let you 
know. 
Kathy 
 
ENTRY R6.5 
16-5 
Dear Kathy 
Roger has an insect bite on his arm when I took him to Sherwood Park after 
school yesterday. I have put some cream on it this morning. 
My-Anh 
 
 

The statement “Just thought I’d let you know” suggests an implicit agreement 

between the case manager and the mother to jointly monitor Roger’s health in 

school and at home26.  The implicit agreement is also evident in Entry R6.5 where 

Roger’s mother informs the case manager about an insect bite.  While the mother’s 

and case manager’s surveillance of Roger’s health and well-being can be seen as 

their accounts of themselves as ‘good’ Parent and ‘good’ Professional, the child that 

is accomplished through such exchanges is one who is ‘fragile’ health-wise and 

‘innocent’, in the sense that he is not expected to know about the relevance of these 

events to his health, or at least not expected to take the responsibility of reporting 

them. 

Summary 

From the analysis, Roger is accomplished/oriented to as 

(1) Having a disability (e.g. lower academic capacity than peers, social 

difficulties);   

(2) Not responsible for practicalities of school (e.g. delivery of library books, 

bringing back library bag; toiletries); 

(3) Having ambiguous agency (contested and occasioned agency in incidents of 

library books); 

                                                 
26 This is an example of how an utterance can be heard in many ways. We do not know from lack of 
information if Roger had incontinence, or diarrhoea, or was trying to escape a learning task. Hence, 
we cannot read with certainty if the case manager was making a complaint, or alerting the parent to 
take further note of the child’s health. 
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(4) Having ambiguous competence (contested and occasioned cognitive 

capacity/competence in remembering to return library books; failure to 

understand reason for not behaving inappropriately, to account for vomiting; 

forgetting spare clothes in bag); 

(5) Physically and emotionally fragile;  

(6) Having unpredictable behaviour and not being accountable for behaviours 

(e.g. spitting). 
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4.4.4 MCA of Teacher and Parent Entries in Irene’s Book 

The analysis of Irene’s communication book is organised around topics 

involving swimming forms, integration into Year 4 language class, Irene’s eye-sight 

and class excursions.  In analysing Irene’s communication book, this study finds, in 

summary, that she is accomplished by the parent and teacher as (1) having a 

disability; (2) not being responsible for practicalities of school; (3) having agency; 

(4) having capacity to retell events, understand problems and take action; (5) being 

physically robust but with Parent and Teacher responsible for monitoring her health.  

These findings will be explicated below and then contrasted with the findings from 

the other communication books in Section 4.4.5. 

 

Establishing Use of book 

First, it is useful to examine the first page of Irene’s book, for there are 

indications to suggest that it is a more formal means of parent-teacher 

communication than those used at other special schools or special education units 

involved in this study.  At the top of the first page in Irene’s book was printed a list 

of items that revealed how it may be used: 

 

 
COMMUNICATION SHEET 

Comments, 
Notes for Absence, 
Reasons for Need to be Excused, 
Requests for Interviews, 
Progress Comments, 
Personal Statements, etc.. 

 
 

At the top of each page in the communication book was printed the instruction:  
PLEASE DATE AND SIGN ALL ENTRIES 

 

This list and instruction are not addressed to anyone and not signed off by anyone. 

In that sense, it is not a personal message.  Rather, it is more typical of an 

institutional ‘voice’ - a ‘faceless’ voice of authority in print.  It provides guidelines 

for how the book is to be used.  We can read it to be used by both parents and 
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teachers in that commonsensically we would read “notes for absence” and “reasons 

for need to be excused” as something Parents (have to) do (a Parent’s 

predicate/attribute), and “progress comments” to be what Teachers do.  

 

4.4.4.1 Early entries: swimming form and money  

Irene started the new school slightly later than the rest of the class because of 

a family trip to Vietnam.  We learn this from the first entry by the teacher.  The 

teacher also reported on how Irene was settling in and brought up the practical issue 

of her going swimming two days later. 

 
 
[Phat is the father; Yen the mother; Irene is the child; Carol is the unit teacher] 
 
ENTRY I1.1 
Hello Phat & Yen     26/2 [Tue] 
Irene settled in really well. She didn’t show any signs of being tired but I bet she 
sleeps well tonight. 
Thank you for having all her books etc ready so soon after your return from 
Vietnam. 
If you like, Irene can come to swimming with us on Thursday. The other children 
are all going. The form is in her bag. 
Welcome back 
Carol 
 
ENTRY I1.2 
26/2 
DeaR MRS CAROL      I didn’t find a swimming form in IRENE bag  would you 
please give me another one  can IRENE go to swim on THURsday I will pay late 
thank you bye now 
From 
Phat 
 
ENTRY I1.3 
28/2 
Thanks for the swimming information. $2 seems to have fallen out of the envelope. 
I couldn’t find it in her bag or her folder however Irene was happy to give us $2 
from her purse. I hope that was OK. She really enjoyed swimming. Irene has 
settled in like she hasn’t missed anything. 
Thanks, 
Carol 
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Culture 

Several indications in the book suggest that Irene’s family is from a 

culturally diverse background.  The first evidence is the names of the parents (not 

Anglo names).  The teacher named their holiday destination (Vietnam) which 

provides us a clue that they are possibly Vietnamese.  The third clue is derived from 

comparing the forms of address by the parent and the teacher: Irene’s father uses a 

more formal and polite form of address to the teacher (“Dear Mrs Carol”), whereas 

the teacher uses a more casual form of address to the parents (“Hello Phat & Yen”).  

In addition, we see that the parent mixes lower case letters with upper case letters in 

some words, fails to place punctuation marks in his sentences and does not begin 

new sentences with capital letters.  His message is brief and straight-forward.  These 

markers indicate that he is not very proficient in (written) English language.  Later 

in the book, the teacher also wrote about arrangements for an interpreter to be 

present during the IEP meeting (“Pauline wants me to ask what day, what time suits 

you for us to get an interpreter for an IEP meeting?”).  These are the culture markers 

in the interaction. 

 

Child’s settledness 

In reporting in Entries I1.1 and I1.3 that Irene had settled really well, the 

teacher has implicitly marked the child’s degree of settledness as remarkable.   

However, beyond that, there is little evidence to suggest that the teacher orients to 

Irene as fragile (in contrast to Mike, Becky and Roger).  The teacher writes that 

Irene “didn’t show any signs of being tired” and that “she has settled in like she 

hasn’t missed anything.”  These comments suggest that the teacher is orienting to a 

particular kind of child – a child who might still be physically tired from her travel 

and a child who would encounter some difficulty catching up on school work and 

re-establishing routine after a break.  Perhaps, the teacher’s experience of Irene’s 

settling in contradicted her expectations and, therefore, became something 

remarkable. 
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School Practicalities: Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities  

The demarcation of Parent and Teacher duties and responsibilities can be 

‘read’ from the teacher’s expression of appreciation to the parents for getting Irene’s 

books ready so soon after their return from holidays (Entry I1.1).  That appreciation 

can be heard as complimenting the parents for carrying out their responsibilities 

well.  Another Parent attribute/responsibility that can be deciphered from the 

teacher’s message (“If you like… the form is in her bag”) is to sign a permission 

form27 for the child to go swimming.  Irene’s father writes that he could not find the 

form and he asks for another one.  This suggests that he is familiar with the standard 

procedure of signing a form that legally exempts the school/teacher from liabilities 

should there be a mishap.  He also writes that he will “pay late”, orienting to his 

responsibility to pay promptly for swimming.    

In Entry I1.1, the teacher writes that “the [swimming] form is in her bag” 

and in Entry I1.2, Irene’s father writes “I didn’t find… would you please give me 

another one”.  It appears that here neither teacher nor parent orients to Irene as being 

responsible for the delivery of the form from school to home; that is, neither one 

orients to Irene as accountable to this school practicality.  The orientation to Irene as 

not accountable for practical aspects of school can also be seen in Entry 1.3 where 

the teacher reports, “I couldn’t find” the swimming money in Irene’s bag or her 

folder.  We do not see from the teacher’s entry whether she has asked Irene about 

the missing money; we do, however, see that the teacher assumed that the “$2 seems 

to have fallen out of the envelope”. 

 

Child’s agency 

While Irene is constructed as passive in that she is not made accountable for 

the practicalities of school, she is achieved in the teacher’s following comment as an 

agent/actor – “Irene was happy to give us $2 from her purse”.  Irene is accomplished 

as a child who understands the problem (she needs to pay for the swimming and the 

money is lost) and who can make a decision on her own to solve the problem.  The 

                                                 
27 Our membership of school institution allows us to commonsensically understand the form to be a 
permission and indemnity form 
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teacher’s orientation to Irene as an agent can be seen in several entries in the 

communication book.  

 

4.4.4.2 Child’s agency 

 
 
ENTRY I2.1 
Hello Phat & Yen     1/3 
Thank you so much for returning the chocolate money so quickly. Irene chose her 
prize, an M&M calculator. She must have been about the first child in the school to 
return her money. 
Thanks again,  
Carol 
 
ENTRY I2.2 
Happy Easter. Enjoy having Irene at home. School starts Tuesday 9th April. 
The Maths CDs arrived at school today but the teacher with the list of names was 
not here so Irene should get her CD when she returns to school. 
Carol 
 
ENTRY I2.3 
Dear Mum (and Dad), 
This term we will learn about “Change” at School. May I bring a photo of my 
grandparents to school for a few weeks? We promise to be careful of the photos. 
from Irene 
 

 

Irene’s agency is achieved in the teacher’s description of Irene choosing her 

prize (Entry I2.1).  By referring to Irene’s ownership of her things (e.g. “her 

money”, “her CD”), the teacher also constructs a personhood in Irene.  Finally, the 

entry written by Irene to her parents (Entry I2.4), which was quite possibly copied 

from the whiteboard or dictated by the teacher, powerfully achieves Irene as an 

agent (the exact circumstance of its writing is unavailable to us in the data). 
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4.4.4.3 Integration program 

 
 
ENTRY I3.1 [second part of an entry] 
On Monday, Irene and Renee will begin integrating with a Year 4 class for 
Language. She will go on Monday, Tuesday & Wednesday with Mrs Daniels who 
will interpret & tutor. Her Year 4 teacher will be Mrs Dee. We are hoping it will 
extend her language. 
 
ENTRY I3.2 
Hello Phat & Yen 8/3 
Irene’s integration with Year 4 is going well. She will have to ask one of the 
deputies (Miss Hurley) some questions about herself and then write to a penpal at 
another school and tell them about Miss Hurley. I hope she will enjoy it.  
Have a good weekend,  
Carol 
 

 

Child’s Program: Orientation to disability, roles and responsibilities 

In Entry I3.1 and I3.2, the teacher makes reference to Irene’s integration to a 

Year 4 class.  When integration is made explicit in the notes to parents, the setting is 

hearable as a school with a special education unit (unlike Roger’s book where the 

word ‘integration’ did not appear).  From our membership knowledge to the 

classification of students by age in schools, (and age-appropriate integration), we 

can read that Irene is about nine-years-old.  We might also read that her language 

skills is somewhat limited as the goal of the integration program is to “extend her 

language”. 

The parents are told that an interpreter/tutor will be going with Irene and 

another student Renee (we hear Renee as another student using MCD logic) to the 

class.  Interpreter/tutor is a membership category linked to communication.  This 

suggests that Irene has communication difficulty.  In a latter entry, at the beginning 

of the third term, there is an indication that this communication difficulty may be 

associated with a hearing impairment.  The teacher informs the parents of the result 

of an ear check. 
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ENTRY I3.3 
Hello Phat & Yen     11/7 
Jean from Australian Hearing checked Irene’s ears today. She said there appeared 
to be a minor problem & is [sic] would be a good idea to take her to the doctor to 
get it checked properly. 
Irene seems pleased to be back & she’s very enthusiastic about her work. 
Carol 
 

 

Entry I3.3 reveals the teacher’s orientation to the Parents’ responsibilities in 

the matter of health care, to follow up on Irene’s ear examination (by taking her to a 

doctor).  She reveals her own role and responsibility in the very message of the 

entry (i.e. to inform the parents and suggesting that they take action). By describing 

Irene’s emotional responses and states, “pleased” and “enthusiastic”, the teacher 

achieves an element of her own role/responsibility as being vigilant about the 

emotional state of her students. . 

  In the next episode, Irene’s eyesight was a matter of concern.  

 
4.4.4.4 Eye-sight 

 
 
ENTRY I4.1 
Dear Phat & Yen     14/3 
I was wondering if Irene has had her eyes checked yet? Sometimes, she seems to 
have difficulty reading things on the whiteboard. Thanks for the swimming money. 
Carol 
 
ENTRY I4.2 
14/3 
DeaR Miss CAROL 
How are you? I’m booking for IRENE To Have the eyes test but I don’t know when I 
can have appointment. Bye now. 
from 
Phat  
 
ENTRY I4.3 
Thanks very much for doing that. Enjoy the weekend. 
Carol 
 

 

 

 



 228

Child’s Health: Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities 

The teacher notifies the parents about Irene’s difficulty in reading things on 

the board.  She indirectly suggests that it is the parents’ job to bring Irene for an eye 

examination (“I was wondering if Irene has had her eyes checked yet?”).  The “yet” 

in the sentence may convey urgency or suggest that the teacher orients to an eye 

examination as a regular, standard health-examination procedure for her students.  

Her message is read by Irene’s father as wanting them to do something about it (i.e. 

to get Irene’s eyes checked) and this is evident in his reply, stating the immediate 

action he is taking (“I’m booking for Irene...”).  The teacher’s appreciation of what 

the parent did completes the exchange in which both parent and teacher 

commonsensically and unproblematically orient to the world of my responsibility 

and your responsibility towards Irene.  

It is useful to consider the implication of the teacher’s message beyond that 

of merely requesting the parents to have Irene’s eyes checked.  The teacher is 

concerned that Irene has difficulty reading the whiteboard.  If the problem remains 

unaddressed, we can predict that it will affect Irene’s learning in class – a situation 

that the teacher has to account for.  Hence, the teacher has presented an inter-

institutional setting in which she explicates her role as ‘Teaching’ and the parents’ 

role as ‘Ensuring that Irene is fully equipped for learning’ when she comes to school 

(in this case, getting glasses).  Evidence for this orientation by the teacher can 

perhaps be detected in the subsequent entries after a note from the father stating that 

Irene will be getting glasses.  The teacher thanks him, reporting how excited Irene 

is, how “great” her glasses are and the “big difference” it makes.  We can read that 

the “big difference” is related to Irene’s seeing the whiteboard, and to her learning.  

By implication, it also means that it will make a difference to the teacher’s work and 

her accountability to Irene’s academic performance. 
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ENTRY I4.4 
22/4 
DeaR Miss CAROL 
How are you? … … Irene will have glasses next week. Thank you very much. Bye 
now 
from 
Phat 
 
ENTRY I4.5 
Thanks Phat …. Irene is excited about her new glasses. Thank you very much for 
doing that. 
Carol 
 
ENTRY I4.6 
7/5 
Hello Phat & Yen 
…. Irene’s glasses are great. She can see the whiteboard now. It should make a 
big difference for her. Thank you very much. When I see you, you can tell me how 
her eyes had changed. 
Thanks, Carol 
 
ENTRY I4.7 
Hello Phat & Yen     3/6 
… Also I meant to tell you that I think Irene’s new glasses have made a big 
difference. 
Thanks, Carol 
 

 

4.4.4.5 Excursions 

Unlike the communication books obtained from children attending special 

schools, reports about outings and excursions are less frequent in Irene’s 

communication book.  Where Irene’s teacher has written about excursions, they are 

also qualitatively different from, say, Becky’s or Mike’s books.  

 
 
ENTRY I5.1 
Dear Parents,  
Tomorrow is the big day for the children in 4D. Their penpals from Jenkins School are 
coming to our school and they will finally meet. They have painted their penpal from a 
description and they have autograph books ready. They will spend most of the day 
together and it should be exciting.  
The students from our school are providing morning tea and Irene and Ruby have been 
asked to bring a bottle of cordial [bold in original] as their contribution to the morning 
tea.  
They should have a lot to talk about when they come home tomorrow. 
Many thanks 
Carol 
25/3 
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ENTRY I5.2 
Dear Parents 
Our visit to Brisbane Forest Park today was a lovely experience for the children. They 
saw and handled a possum, a python, a blue tongue lizard and a turtle. A ranger 
explained many things about these animals to them. They walked through the Wildlife 
Centre and saw many other animals and birds. Unfortunately we did not spot any 
wallabies in the Wallaby enclosure. They were either asleep or avoiding the workmen in 
the area. I hope they have a lot to talk about tonight… 
 
Thanking you, Carol 
 
 

Child’s Program: Parents’ roles and responsibilities 

Such messages were in print (not hand-written) and did not address 

individual parents.  This suggests that the teacher has prepared the letter with all the 

parents of the children in mind.  In her letters, the teacher typically invites parents’ 

involvement, implying that they talk with the child at home about these events.  In 

addition, Irene’s teacher can be seen as inviting parents to re-construct the activity 

with the child at home through retellings (e.g. parents asking child, “what happened 

today?”).  The letters are designed so that the parent can scaffold the retelling (e.g. 

the details of the excursion to Brisbane Forest Park). 

 

Summary 

In the communication book, Irene is accomplished/oriented to as 

(1) Having a disability (hearing impairment; limited language skills) 

(2) Not responsible for practicalities of school (e.g. swimming form) 

(3) Having agency (e.g. ownership to things, wrote in the communication book); 

(4) Having capacity to retell events, understand problems and take action;  

(5) Physically robust, but Parent and Teacher are responsible for monitoring her 

health. 
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4.4.5 Discussion of communication book data 

 
Table 4.1 Summary of analyses of communication book 
 

  Mike Becky Roger Irene 
Orientation to 
particular 
disability 

ASD 
(eye contact; 
sign) 

Intellectual 
impairment; limited 
speech 

ASD 
(social difficulty) 

Hearing 
impairment 

Relevance for 
Home 

Made relevant by 
P (sleep & 
exercise)  

Declined by P 
(augmentative 
communication 
device) 

Made relevant by 
CM (homework; 
record books 
read)  

Made relevant 
by T (retell 
excursion) 

Child’s 
program 

Who is 
responsible? 

P & T T P & CM P & T 

School 
practicalities 

Who is 
responsible/ 
accountable? 

P & T - forms, 
money, togs & 
towel 

P & T - toiletries, 
missing shorts, 
money;  
Child - partly 
accountable for toy 
boat 

P & CM - 
library books; 
toiletries, form 

P & T - forms; 
money 

Child’s 
agency 

 P - baby-like 
agency (food 
preference); 
having will at 
medical check-
up; T - not 
independent  

P - sent in veg 
order; moral 
agency 
T - refused to ride 
horse; wilful 

P - shifting  
(library book; not 
library bag) 
CM – downplay 
agency 

T - ownership 
of things; took 
action to solve 
problem; wrote 
in book 

To remember Learned sign but 
not on the right 
track 

P - shifting; 
occasioned 
toiletries, missing 
shorts & boat, 
horse riding; learnt 
lesson 

CM - less 
academically 
competent; not 
remember 
P – shifting; 
occasioned 

T - to retell 
events (e.g. 
excursion) 

To provide 
account 

x T’s accounts taken 
up without question 

P - yes; but child 
choose not to 

? $2 fell out of 
folder 

Child’s 
capacity/ 
competence 

To 
understand 

Not understand 
explanation 
(plums) 

Understand 
significance of 
promise & 
consequence of 
breaking it; guilt 

CM - Not 
understand 
inappropriate 
behaviour & 
reason  

T - Understand 
problem ($) 

Child’s 
settledness 

 x Settled well Not settled well Settled well 

Described as Good-upset Happy-tantrums x T – pleased; 
enthusiastic 

Child’s mood 

Oriented to as Fragile & 
temporary 

Fragile & temporary x x 

Who explain? P P 
T – occasionally  

P & T did not 
account 

x Child’s 
behaviour 

Who is 
accountable 
take action? 

Nobody  P & child  P & CM  x 

Oriented to as Overweight x Physically fragile Physically 
robust 

Child’s health 

Who is 
responsible? 

P & T  x P & CM  P & T  

 
P – parent  T – teacher  CM – case manager   
ASD – Autism Spectrum Disorder    x – not available in data 
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This chapter is interested in the questions of (1) “What are parents’ and 

professionals’ views of the child?” and (2) “Are there similarities and/or differences 

between their views?”.  The analytical approach to these questions (in this Section 

4.4.5) is to explicate the category attributes assigned to the category Child-with-a-

disability during parent-professional interaction in the children’s communication 

book.  From a socio-constructivist perspective, one might say that the child 

accomplished in the communication book is a co-construction between parents and 

professionals.  Differences are, therefore, unlikely to be found because parents and 

professionals have jointly achieved the child when they ‘talk’ (write) to each other.   

However, close examination of the data reveals some intricate differences in their 

orientations to the child.  This analysis has led to further insights: how the 

institutional framing of Student, Parent and Teacher, and the moral work that Parent 

and Teacher do, constrain that construction of the Child.  

A summary of the analyses is presented in Table 4.1 above.  For the 

discussion here, I will only focus on (1) some common themes, (2) the child’s 

agency, (3) the child’s cognitive capacity or competence, and (4) the child’s mood 

and behaviour. 

 

4.4.5.1 Some common themes 

The analysis of the four communication books reveals the complex and 

occasioned ways that the category Child-with-a-disability is accomplished by 

parents and professionals.  However, there are some common themes:  

1. Culture is not explicitly oriented to by parents and professionals in the books.  

Markers of cultural differences between the interactants are typically in the form 

of Anglo and non-Anglo names (Mike’s, Roger’s, and Irene’s parents) or in the 

grammatical structure of the parents’ entries.  Only in Irene’s book does one see 

more cultural markers.  For example, language difference was made relevant 

when the teacher was organising an IEP meeting with the parents. 

2. The Child is accomplished as having a disability.  Often in the professionals’ 

description of the child’s program or activities at school, we see their strong 

orientation to the category Disability.  In addition, particular disability labels 
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assigned to the child can be inferred from what the parents and professionals 

wrote (e.g. Mike’s lack of eye-contact suggests ASD; Becky’s non-academic 

curriculum suggests intellectual impairment; recommendation to place Roger for 

Friday outings reveal his social difficulty (ASD); ear examination at Irene’s unit 

suggests that she has a hearing impairment).  Beyond these descriptors, many of 

the entries in the book are also indexed by Disability.  For example, the child’s 

cognitive capacity (to remember, reason, etc.) is often oriented to as limited; the 

child’s settledness warrants mention in the books; the child’s mood and/or 

behaviour is oriented to as fragile and unpredictable (e.g. Mike, Becky & 

Roger).  

3. Across the four books, the child is oriented to as not responsible for the 

practicalities of school.  This appears to be the case, regardless of the child’s age 

and level of ability/disability.  Parents and Professionals (teachers and case 

manager) appear to ‘automatically’ orient to each other as responsible and 

accountable for managing the mundane aspects of the child’s school 

practicalities (e.g. sending togs and towel, forms, money, toiletries).  As a result, 

the child (by implication) is accomplished as passive, non-agentic and lacking 

competence in remembering to deliver toiletries, library books, swimming form 

and so on.  Identifying the institutional framing of Parents’ and Professionals’ 

roles and responsibilities as a constraint in their co-construction of the child is 

important because it provides a warrantable explanation for parents’ seemingly 

shifting and contradictory orientation to the child’s agency and/or competence to 

remember (as exemplified by Becky’s case vis-à-vis ‘remembering’).   

 

4.4.5.2 Child’s (cognitive) capacity or competence  

In all the four books, an orientation to the child’s lower (cognitive) 

competence can be deciphered. The presentation of the communication book data 

was organised according to the child’s level of competence (based on the analyst’s 

judgement) so that, presumably, one might see the category Child-with-a-disability 

increasingly being oriented to as having (cognitive) competence as we move across 

the books.  This pre-emption is rather accurate in Mike’s and Irene’s case (the two 



 234

ends of the continuum set up by the analyst).  Evidence for the orientation to Mike’s 

limited cognitive capacity can be seen in one of the IEP goals proposed by his 

mother – Mike to be prompted to use the signs “he signed before” (Entry M4.1) – 

and in her explicit explanation to the teacher about Mike not eating too many plums 

(Entry M3.1).  These entries reveal the accomplishment of Mike as a child who has 

difficulty retaining what he has learned, and who is unable to understand reason.  In 

significant contrast, in Irene’s book, we see the teacher orienting to her as capable of 

academic tasks, such as asking the deputy principal questions and describing the 

deputy principal to a pen-pal (Entry I3.2).  Irene and the other children in her class 

were also oriented to as having the capacity to recall and retell events (e.g. visit by 

penpals in Entry I5.1 and excursion to Brisbane Forest Park in Entry I5.2) 

Between Becky’s and Roger’s books, the distinction in the ‘hierarchical’ orientation 

to the child’s (cognitive) capacity is not so obvious.  For example, analysis of 

Becky’s book reveals contradictory orientation (by the mother) to her capacity to 

remember.  If we attribute the orientation to Becky as incompetent to remember 

mundane aspects of daily life (e.g. delivery of toiletries) to the institutional framing 

of Parent’s and Teacher’s roles and responsibilities, we see in several episodes the 

mother’s orientation to Becky as competent in remembering (e.g. that there is horse-

riding on Friday; the lesson not to bring her toy to school; her promise not to throw 

tantrums; and to stop spitting).  Additionally, the child is accomplished as capable 

of understanding the significance of making a promise and the consequences of 

breaking it.  By contrast, we find no such orientation to Roger in his communication 

book even though Roger could possibly be perceived as having a higher cognitive 

competence than Becky (for we have read that he has to do homework, whereas 

Becky’s program appears to be largely non-academic).  We see in Roger’s book that 

the case manager orients to the child as not capable of remembering to return his 

library book (Entries R2.1 & R2.2), not competent to know what inappropriate 

behaviours are, and not capable of understanding the reasons for not behaving 

inappropriately (Entries R4.1 & R4.2). 
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4.4.5.3 Child’s agency 

One of the categories that is made salient in the analyses is the child’s 

agency28, that is, the child’s capacity to enact his/her will.  Advocacy for self-

determination in disability services and practices is a rather recent phenomenon.  Its 

mere existence suggests the tendency of people (service providers) to regard the 

person with a disability as lacking agency.  In the communication books, parents 

and professionals are found to be orienting to the child’s agency in varied and 

complex ways.   As stated above, the format of data presentation might lead one to 

speculate that the child would be increasingly oriented to as agentic.  This is evident 

in Irene’s case.  The teacher reveals her orientation to Irene as having agency in the 

way she describes Irene’s actions (“Irene chose her prize” in Entry I2.1) and 

ownership to things (“her money”, “her CD” in Entries I2.1 & I2.2); Irene’s agency 

is further achieved when she herself writes an entry to her parents in the 

communication book (Entry I2.3).  

The other three books, however, did not reveal a pattern of increasing 

assignment of agency to the child.  There also appear to be intricate differences in 

the parents’ and professionals’ orientation to the child’s agency.  In Mike’s case, his 

agency is alluded to by the mother in terms of his liking of certain food (Entry 

M3.3) and in the medical-appointment incident where he “cooperated” to have his 

weight measured but “refused” to have his height measured (Entry M3.4).  It is not 

so clear that the teachers assign Mike the same type, or level, of agency as the 

mother.  While the teachers may write that “Mike worked hard/well”, there is a 

taken-for-granted expectation that readers will always read it as ‘Mike acting under 

supervision’ (e.g. Entry M4.9).  

In Becky’s case, there was one entry where the mother wrote, “Becky sent in 

the market order” (Entry B2.3) which assigns agency to the child, but in other 

instances involving practicalities of school (e.g. Entries B1.2, B1.3, B2.1 – 2.3), 

Becky is frequently not named as an agent by both parent and teachers.  The 

assignment of moral agency and accountability to Becky appears to lie, however, in 

                                                 
28 I suggest that the orientation to agency may be a ’cultural bias’ in that other researchers orienting 
to a different world view might not make Agency a salient category as this study has done.  
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the ‘disruptions’ that occur at school.  In these moments (e.g. tantrums), Becky is a 

participant in hearing personal accusations, making promises, feeling guilt, and 

considering consequences (Entries B4.3, B4.5, B6.2, B8.2).  She is accomplished as 

a responsible and morally accountable person with capacity to self-regulate her 

behaviour and moods.  There is a delicacy in how Becky is oriented to in terms of 

the genesis of her moods and tantrums.  The teacher appears to orient to Becky as 

simply wilful (Entries B4.1 & B6.2), while the mother orients to her upset in terms 

of whether there was a legitimate reason for it.  

Roger’s case is interesting in that there is some ambiguity around his 

agency.  It appears that the case manager tends to downplay Roger’s agency in the 

way she writes about him in the book (e.g. not oriented to as capable of returning 

the library book in Entries R2.1 and R2.3; being brought to the Unit for the eating 

program in Entry R3.1; and having his clothes changed for him when he vomited 

over them in Entry R5.1), whereas his mother appears to assign him occasioned 

agency (e.g. supposing he returned the library book, but forgot to bring back the 

library bag in Entry R2.3). 

 

4.4.5.4 Child’s mood and behaviour 

In both Mike’s and Becky’s books, we see the accomplishment of the 

category Child-with-a-disability as having fragile and fluctuating moods.  Mike is 

described as “good/calm” or “upset”; Becky is oriented to as “good/happy” or 

“throwing tantrums”.  In contrast, we do not see such a binary orientation to Roger’s 

and Irene’s moods in their books.  Roger’s good and compliant behaviour is taken-

for-granted by the case manager (this is evident in the way the book was set up for 

discussing “issues”, and in the way homework was assigned to him with his 

compliance assumed); and the teacher reports no problematic moods or behaviours 

in Irene’s communication book.  She is routinely described in positive terms (e.g. 

“settled in really well” in Entry I1.1, “was happy to give us $2…” in Entry I1.3, 

“pleased to be back & enthusiastic about her work” in Entry I3.3).  In comparing 

just these few cases, it seems that the orientation to the category Child-with-a-

disability as regards problematic behaviour is related to the orientation to the child’s 
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degree of impairment.  That is, the child oriented to as more impaired is also 

oriented to as having more unpredictable and fluctuating moods and behaviours (or 

having fewer stable moods and less self-regulation in their own moods and 

behaviours).  

Whether or not parents and professionals attribute the child’s (problematic) 

behaviour to a ‘cause’ can be revealing of their orientation to the child’s agency.  

For example, when Mike’s mother attributes the child’s “upset” to her attempt at 

cutting his hair (Entry M2.2), she accomplishes Mike as a person who is able to 

express his dislike.  When the teacher (James) does not give any explanation for 

Mike’s upset29, the identity of an agent is not afforded Mike.  Additionally, such an 

orientation serves to absolve the teacher from the responsibility of taking further 

action to prevent Mike’s upset30.    

When Becky throws a tantrum or gets upset, her teachers look for a cause 

but do not appear to always know what caused it.  In one instance, both the teacher 

and parent identified the change of horse to be the trigger for her upset (Entry B6.1); 

in others, the teachers report that Becky had arrived at school cranky (e.g. Entries 

B4.1 & B7.1), which the mother then accounted for.  These accounts, be they 

common sense, everyday ones (e.g. “a bad dream” or “got out on the wrong side of 

bed” in Entry B4.3) or accounts that provide legitimate reasons for Becky to be 

upset, accomplish the child as agentic.  That is, Becky is achieved as a person who 

has her ups and downs, who gets upset by things that happen to her, just as we all do 

(in the common view of things).  These are experiences which we as members of the 

category Human Being can identify with. In Becky’s case, “being no trouble at all” 

isn’t necessarily desirable for we see that when she was assigned the attribute 

                                                 
29 See interview data for the teachers’ (James and Rosna) explanation for Mike’s upset. 
30 Following a series of entries where Mike’s teacher (James) reported on the child’s upset, he wrote 
about the reason the students were not taken for outings. A follow-on to Entry M2.5 reads, “As I 
mentioned this morning due to staffing numbers its [sic] unsafe to take my 4 students to venues 
outside the school so we will restrict ourselves to in school activities & trips on the school bus”. I 
suspect that Mike’s mother was orienting to the limited social outings as the ‘cause’ of his upsets at 
school. In her reply to the teacher, she writes, “It’s certainly not very good for the Mike & others. I 
will like to find out more details from you when I see you.” However, this data is insufficient 
evidence to justify my interpretation. From talking with the school principal and, later, a follow-up 
interview with the mother, I did learn that the mother wrote a letter to the district officer about the 
staff shortage such that the outings were soon reinstated. 
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“good”  (“otherwise very good – just watched the others” in Entry B6.1), she is 

accomplished by the teacher as passive (“just watched”), as a non-participant in her 

environment.  Hence, it appears that it is in the disruptions and the troubles that 

occur between the home and school that Becky is most afforded the identity of an 

agent. 

The contrast between the orientation to the category Child-with-a-disability 

in terms of “behaviour” in Becky’s and Roger’s books is quite interesting.  When 

Roger gets into trouble (displaying inappropriate behaviours, say), no account or 

explanation is provided by anyone in the book.  However, by failing to account for 

the child’s behaviour, the parent and case manager have jointly denied Roger the 

identity of an agent.  In this way, non-agency is most strongly assigned Roger 

during these problematic events. 

In sum, we see that the category Child-with-a-disability is accomplished in 

complex and occasioned ways by parents and professionals in the books.  Despite 

the co-constructed nature of the data, intricate differences in parents’ and 

professionals’ orientations to the child can be deciphered.  The child’s agency, 

his/her capacity to remember, and teachers’ and/or professionals’ accounts of upsets 

are a few of the spheres in which this can occur.  

Now that the communication book data has been interrogated, I proceed to 

describe how MCA is used to investigate parents’ and professionals’ views of the 

child in the interview data. 
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4.5 Approach to analysis: MCA of category Child-with-a-disability in the 

interview data 

 

In this section, I briefly describe how interview data is treated in the analysis, 

justify for the use of summarised interviews and selected parts of interviews as the 

data and account for its presentation in the report (Section 4.5.1).  Further, I describe 

how the category Child-with-a-disability is mutually accomplished in the data and 

address two concerns around the analysis. 

 

4.5.1 The interview data 

The analysis presented here treats the interview as an interactional event in 

which respondents “generate versions of social reality built around categories and 

activities” (Baker, 1997: 131).  Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) is a 

tool for understanding which categories are salient in the work of the participants 

and how these categories are deployed.  Hence, part of the analysis of the interview 

data is to examine the accounting work that parents and professionals accomplish in 

their descriptions of the child.  However, the main focus of Section 4.6 continues to 

be to examine the category attributes assigned to the category Child-with-a-

disability, and to determine whether there is a difference in the category attributes 

employed by parents and professionals when they were talking about the child31. 

The data presented in Section 4.6 consists of summarized versions and 

selected parts of the interview transcripts, rather than of complete transcripts of 

every interview.  There are several reasons for using summary interview reports 

rather than detailed transcripts. Firstly, while MCA and Conversation Analysis are 

inextricably linked in interaction – that is the way we organise features of 

interaction (e.g. turn taking) does categorial work – this study focuses on MCA of 

the ‘text’ of participants’ talk.  For the task-at-hand (i.e. investigating category 

attributes of the Child-with-a-disability), a full verbatim record of each interview is 

                                                 
31 This means that I will not detail how the participants and I, the interviewer, enact and recognise 
our membership of the categories Parent/Professional and Researcher (respectively) during the 
interview-interaction (whereas I have been more specific in explicating that kind of information in 
the MCA of communication books).  
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not necessary; a summary report (with the inclusion of some quotes) is adequate.  

Hence, transcribing all the interviews would be both unnecessary and time-

consuming on limited resources.  Secondly, with a summary report, an initial 

interpretation of the meanings of the data could be confirmed with the 

participants32.  This move was necessary to achieve the analysis reported in Section 

4.6.  Hence, it appears reasonable to use summary interview data for this analysis.  

As indicated in Section 2.4.2.1, some interviews with parents were carried 

out in Vietnamese or Chinese and the data used for analysis were the translated 

ones.  Dealing with the translated data is complicated by the reported speech used 

by the interpreter during interviews with some Vietnamese families.  For the sake of 

consistency in the presentation of the data (and to inject ‘life’ to the parents’ 

voices), the researcher took the liberty of reporting them here in direct speech.  This 

will be marked [translated] in the data below so that readers will be aware of it.  

There was also lack of fluency and continuity in some interviews with the 

Vietnamese parents due to the translation process, and also, perhaps as a result of 

more frequent probing by the researcher (as this group of participants were less 

forth-coming in their description of the child than were the professionals).  

Consequently, their quotes may have been spliced together from a series of closed 

questions and answers during the interview33 to form a seemingly coherent voice 

(Booth, 1996).  Materials from different parts of the same interview may also be 

interwoven to develop the theme (Booth, 1996).  This is demarcated by separate 

paragraphs in the extracts.  In instances where a quote may have been extracted 

from the interviews ‘out of context”, a footnote is inserted to provide the context in 

which the data was generated.  In Section 4.6, the data, or parents’ and 

professionals’ comments, are presented next to each other for comparison. 

 

 

 

                                                 
32 I note here that the confirmation process is not an ethnomethodological strategy. 
33 The first Vietnamese interpreter whom I worked with advised that I use more closed questions 
because, according to her, the Vietnamese participants might not be familiar with the subtle 
invitation to talk ‘freely’ and elaborate themselves in an open interview format.  
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4.5.2 The analysis of the category Child-with-a-disability 

The category Child-with-a-disability is accomplished in the interviewees’ 

talk in the context of an interview about the child.  In the interview, for example, the 

researcher explicitly invites the participant to talk about the child (e.g. “Tell me 

about Mike”), which requires participants to reproduce and recall attributes of their 

child/student.  The researcher may probe that ‘telling’ to include other attributes that 

might not otherwise be made relevant.  In this sense, then, the data are 

‘manufactured’ or, more precisely, are representations of how the participants 

describe the child when asked to do so34. 

The analysis of the category Child with a disability is carried out at two 

levels.  At one level, an in-context analysis is employed to find out how the category 

is deployed in the interview-talk.  At another level of analysis, a decontextualised 

approach is used.  The nouns and adjectives that parents and professionals used to 

describe the child are extracted and tabulated for comparison.  

In Section 4.6, the attributes of Child-with-a-disability generated by parents 

and professionals are organised in terms of topics, which highlights two concerns 

about the analysis.  These are:  

1. A focus on traits rather than selves.  Such a focus has been criticised as an 

objectification of the person with a disability (Sprague & Hayes, 2000).  It runs 

the danger of representing that person as an abstract – as just a list of attributes.  

A way out of this problem is for the author to be cautious in language use to 

avoid objectifying the children in the analytical text itself.  A further strategy is 

to not seek to describe the child per se, but to document only how participants 

themselves do that. 

2.  The post-colonial question of who has the right to speak for the Child-with-a-

disability (Wilson, 2000).  The present study obviously only allows parents and 

professionals to speak for the child.  Since, as explained earlier, this research does 

not aim or pretend to generate ‘truths’ about the Child-with-a-disability, but seeks 

only representations of the category Child-with-a-disability accomplished in talk, the 

                                                 
34 Compared with what might be considered spontaneous or ‘naturally occurring’, unprompted, 
descriptions of the child in another interactional context (e.g. descriptions of the child when telling 
the interviewer about home routines, or when chatting with a neighbour). 
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question of “who has the right to speak for …” is considered less important.  What is 

more relevant is the question of how these people speak of the child. 

 

With the type of data, its form of presentation and the concerns evoked by the analysis 

explicated, Section 4.6 now reports the analysis and its findings. 
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4.6 Findings: MCA of interview data 

 

Deriving from the interviews with parents and professionals, the category 

attributes of each of the 11 children in the study are grouped into topics and 

compared.  A total of 17 topics were developed.  The uniqueness of each child can 

be demonstrated by the way in which s/he was talked into being by parents and 

professionals within various topics (See Appendix 4I).  Some topics were raised by 

parents but not by the professionals (e.g. Interests, Home or family related topics).  

Parents might give more details on certain topics (e.g. Cognitive capacity), and 

teachers might elaborate on certain topics (e.g. Social-emotional, Disability traits).  

Nevertheless, the four most common topics that emerged across all parents’ and 

professionals’ category descriptors of child in this study are: Cognitive Capacity 

(capacity to learn and/or capacity to understand), Social-emotional capacity, 

capacity for Speech and Communication, and Disability labels and/or traits.  

Grouping the attributes under these topics is not clear-cut because Cognitive, Social-

emotional, and Speech and Communication capacities are often nestled within the 

topic Disability labels and/or traits.  In addition, the topic (Challenging) Behaviour, 

while not one of the most common, is included here as it is often implicated in the 

notion of childhood disability. 

Motivated by the literature (Gliedman & Roth, 1980; Harry 1992b; 

Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Rao, 2000) that reveals the different orientations to the 

child by parents and professionals, this analysis will also attempt to examine the 

extent of agreement (or disagreement) between parents’ and professionals’ 

descriptions of the category Child-with-disability within the five topics mentioned 

above (i.e. Cognitive capacity, Social-emotional, Speech and Communication, 

Disability traits and Behaviour).  The data is organised accordingly.  The sub-

headings indicate the extent of the alignment between parents’ and professionals’ 

views.  The selection of only five topics to highlight here and the focus on traits, 

however, mean that a holistic view of any one child is compromised. 
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4.6.1 Cognitive Capacity 

It is perhaps unsurprising that the category attributes most frequently talked 

about by parents and professionals revolve around the intellectual capacity of the 

child.  Parents and professionals both seem to orient to the reduced cognitive ability 

of the child as a ‘taken-for-granted’ in the data.  This raises an interesting question 

concerning the diagnosis.  It appears, at least in this study, that once a diagnosis (i.e. 

the verdict that the child is impaired) is made, parents and professionals orient to 

that diagnosis as a given, making it no longer open to question.  Professionals’ (in 

particular, teachers’) tendency to focus on the child’s capacity to learn within the 

school context is unremarkable since that would be immediately relevant to them 

due to the nature of their job and their relationship to the child (i.e. the standard 

relational pairing of Teacher-Student).  

In this section, the analysis finds, in summary, that (1) parents and 

professionals orient to similar category attributes; (2) there are subtle differences 

even as they employ similar category descriptors; (3) they orient to other factors that 

influence the child’s cognitive capacity; (4) they both orient to ‘bilingualism’ as 

evidence of the child’s cognitive capacity; (5) they orient to different attributions for 

the child’s cognitive capacity; (6) professionals may have different orientations and 

attributions amongst themselves; (7) parents and professionals may use different 

reference points when comparing the child to another child; (8) there are different 

inflections in the descriptions by parents and professionals and there are 

contradictions within their descriptions of the child.  Finally (9) parents and 

professionals may orient to different notions about learning. 

 

Orientation to similar category attributes  

For children like Roger and Audi, the category descriptors provided by 

parents and professionals on the child’s capacity to learn are remarkably similar, 

given that the interviews were carried out separately.  

Both Roger’s parents and his case manager orient to Roger’s good visual 

memory.  They give different descriptions of how he enacted that capacity: his 

parents described him as remembering travelling routes and reading signs and 
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symbols when he was about three or four years old; his case manager described his 

detailed drawings. 

 

Extract 4.1 

Roger’s parents: [Father] My feeling is that he’s bright, he’s intelligent. He has a very 
good memory but somehow doesn’t know how to apply it because I 
remember on one occasion, when he was about three or four, we had to 
drive to … the shopping centre. On the way home, he said “should turn 
this”, sort of, “you should take that turn” even though we used the turn 
once or twice before, and hadn’t used that road for six months or so. In 
that case, that information was retained in his memory. That’s why we 
know he has a lot of good memory… visual memory. 
 
[Mother] When he was a little bit more than three years old, he didn’t talk 
but he can read. When we went out, whenever he saw signs that he 
liked, like Department of Transport logo, he would ask “mm, mm” – 
what’s that? And then I tell him, ‘that reads transport’. He remembered it. 
He would read all the signs…  
[Father] It’s just his thinking… It’s visual. 
[Mother] It’s visual learning. 
 

Roger’s case 
manager: 

He has very good visual memory. He can read signs and recognize 
many words. 
 
He’s got a really detailed eye for drawing. If he draws a picture of a bath, 
there’s a pipe under the ground and other details. So there’s excellent 
comprehension in that regard. 

 

The father describes Roger as “bright” and “intelligent” and then both 

parents go on to provide evidence of his (hidden) intelligence.  The case manager 

appears to be in some agreement on that when she says that “there’s excellent 

comprehension” in terms of Roger’s detailed drawing.  

In Audi’s case, the mother and teacher both agree on the extra amount of 

time needed for him to learn to read a book (“takes a long time to absorb one book”; 

“if you don’t keep up, forget very quickly”). 
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Extract 4.2 

Audi’s mother: He can read it but takes a long time to absorb one book…He can read 
but I think… he remembers the picture. Once you cover the picture, he 
doesn’t know what is that. He can read all the story by his memory, he’s 
got a special way to reading that book… only in particular way, he can 
read it. 
 

Audi’s teacher: Audi’s reading skills are really basic35… 
 
I’ve taught another Down syndrome boy. If you don’t keep up with it, 
they just forget very quickly36. 

 

The description by the mother that Audi “remembers the picture” is actually 

not in too sharp contrast with the teacher’s description of Audi’s reading skills as 

“basic”.  What is perhaps slightly different in orientation between the two ‘voices’ is 

that the mother appears to orient more positively to Audi’s ability, “he can read the 

story by his memory” whereas the teacher’s comment “forget very quickly” orients 

to Audi’s potential for non-ability to read. 

 

Subtle differences in the similar category attributes 

As suggested in Audi’s case example above, subtle differences seem to 

appear upon closer examination of the data.  These differences in orientation are 

usually found in parents’ elaborations, when they provide episodic accounts that 

reveal moments of the child’s brilliance.  Audi’s mother describes creativity and 

imaginativeness in Audi’s play and considers his questions about things he saw 

around him to be those of a keen observer.  The teacher describes him differently. 

 

                                                 
35 This is an account the teacher gave when I asked if she was going to let the parent know about her 
plan to introduce phonics in her reading lessons. 
36 This was said when the teacher reported on the discrepancy in Audi’s IEP report and his actual 
performance. The example given in the interview was on counting. She was not sure if the goals had 
been written as ‘token’ (perfunctory) goals or if Audi had indeed learned to count to 20 but had 
forgotten it. 
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Extract 4.3 

Audi’s mother: He likes [to] design things… He made one long bar and one short 
bar, like a T [shaped structure]. Then he start fiddle with the joint, 
then he start pretend. Put the petrol, then he pull at least three or four 
times, then he [went], “ter-ter-ter-ter” and started trimming with it - 
wiper snipper...  
 
He always studies things [in the environment]37. 
 

Audi’s teacher: Audi is a child, like, he likes to play all day… He’s funny really. Well, 
he likes playing with Lego a lot but he’s sort of a bit obsessional. 
Like, he almost was autistically obsessional. He likes drains. He likes 
to see how water flows down the drain. He’ll just sit and look at the 
drain. An hour, if you let him, which is an autistic thing. But he’s not 
autistic. 

 

Audi’s mother describes his ‘designing’ and ‘studying’ and his teacher 

describes possibly very nearly the same behaviours as ‘play’ and ‘obsession’.  

Roger’s parents and case manager differ in their description of his comprehension of 

text. 

   

Extract 4.4 

Roger’s parents: [Mother] All these [toy] trains, he had them when he was younger. He 
looked at the instructions and pictures outside the box. He knew how to 
build the railway and he made it into a lot of different sizes, shapes and 
types.  
 
[Father] We bought him a computer game for his birthday and I installed 
it for him when we got home. He just took out the instruction manual, 
read it himself. We didn’t give him instructions at all. He just started to 
explore and read, try anything. A lot of games, he tried to learn about 
them… 
 

Roger’s case 
manager: 

He reads nicely and really well. But if you ask questions about it or why it 
happens, his comprehension of the story is a lot below his reading level. 
He tends not to read for enjoyment. He does it because it’s a job. His 
whole aim seems to be finishing the story. And if asked if he enjoyed the 
book, he’ll say yes and he can’t tell a lot about it. 

 

In the above extracts, Roger’s parents describe his capacity to comprehend 

‘enabling’ texts (i.e. instructions outside toy packaging and instruction manual) to 

construct the toy railway system and successfully interact with the new computer 

                                                 
37 The comment about Audi “studying things” was said in reference to an incident at the park. Audi 
noticed a structure blocking the flow of a stream into the pond and asked his mother what it was. 
This is actually in line with the teacher’s observation that Audi liked to see water flow. 
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software.  The case manager, on the other hand, reports that Roger does not 

demonstrate competence in the ‘reflective’ texts (Baker & Freebody, 1989) that 

school requires.  Later in the year, Roger’s case manager does report on his progress 

and observe that he is coming up with rather quirky comical sayings, like “This is 

tricky.  I must put my brains on” or “Tricky, Mrs Matthews. I must think for this 

one”.  The case manager reported that Roger was obviously picking up these 

sayings from the other children, the teachers, or other adults.  From her report, it can 

be read that the case manager interpreted Roger’s sayings as mimicry; she oriented 

to his sayings as evidence of him picking up on modelled behaviour rather than as 

evidence of reflective thinking.  This moment where Roger does something related 

to a higher cognitive level (i.e. a meta-cognitive moment where he could be 

perceived as becoming a reflective learner), was seen by his case manager as 

“quirky” and “comical”.  The comical aspect of Roger’s sayings is possibly 

heightened because it was coming from a Child-with-a-disability.  To say that a 

child is mimicking suggests that what the child said was inauthentic.  Roger’s 

sayings were deemed inauthentic because he was designated the category Disability 

by the case manager. 
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Orientation to factors influencing child’s cognitive capacity 

While talking about a child’s capacity to learn, parents and teachers also 

spoke about the child’s attitude and lack of motivation as getting in the way of their 

learning.  Again, parents and teachers may share very similar views. 

 

Extract 4.5 

Audi’s mother: He don’t like study. Oh, very, very hard. At night, when I bring one 
book, he start reading. Maybe around five or ten minutes, then he 
start yawning. Really, it really make him tired. Just reading a couple 
of words really takes the whole lot [of] his energy. He can play like 
that for three, four hours, running around the garden, not feel tired. 
Once he reads a book, he says “A – apple”, and then later “Tired, 
mummy, tired.” 
 

Audi’s teacher: I think he’s capable of more than what he does because he’s just so 
stubborn. Like in the morning, I get him to say “good morning” and 
he’ll just say everybody’s name. So I got some lollies. With the lollies, 
he’d say “good morning, Julian”. 
  
For Audi, he has to be continually prompted for any work that he’s 
doing38. Like for handwriting, he would just sit there for the whole 20 
minutes and not even, for once, try. 

 

The comparison of the effort Audi required to read and to play suggests that 

the mother orients to Audi as unmotivated in the reading task.  Lack of motivation 

was also one attribution the teacher gave for Audi ‘not trying’ (the other being 

stubbornness).  Roger’s parents appear to offer a similar attribution for Roger’s 

resistance to reading and homework39, for they had observed that Roger could easily 

spend several hours playing computer games.  Given that both Audi’s mother and 

Roger’s parents made similar comparison of the child on a school-related task and 

on a play activity, it appears that they orient to the child as not having concentration 

problems per se, but as unmotivated to study. 

 

 

 

                                                 
38 This was said when I attempted to play advocate for the parent, revealing that Audi’s mother had 
seemed rather keen about inclusive education for him.   
39 I must admit that I probed for this reply from Roger’s parents when they talked about Roger being 
easily distracted. The mother agreed with my suggestion that his distractibility occurs mainly in 
academic situations. 
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Extract 4.6 

Roger’s 
parents: 

[Mother] Sometimes when he doesn’t want to do something, he’ll say, 
“Oh, it’s too hard” or “I can’t do it. Too hard” so he gets away [with it]. 
Once he sits down and really concentrate, he can figure it out… 
 
[Mother] When he’s playing with computer games or games which 
teach children to add or subtract, he’s really focused. That’s what he 
likes.  
[Father] Whatever he likes, he can spend a lot of time concentrating 
… like for computer games, he can spend a day easily, 5, 6 hours 
straight, just playing the games, no problem at all. When we start to 
get him to sit down to do his homework, he’s going to do it for 5, 10 
minutes, then he start to wander, and then start to be distracted, and 
he couldn’t concentrate. 
 

Roger’s case 
manager: 
 

He doesn’t like to work a lot… You can’t sit him there and say, “Do 
this activity”. You’ll have to continually bring him back to task 
because his concentration isn’t there. 
Before, if I were to move away to help other children, Roger would 
just sit there even if he was quite capable of doing his work. Now he’ll 
go back to the sheet and ask, “Can you help me?” or “What do I do?” 
when he needed guidance. 

 

Roger’s case manager reported that Roger “doesn’t like to work a lot” and 

that “his concentration isn’t there”.  These comments do not clearly suggest whether 

she orients to motivation as a factor.  Her report on Roger’s gradual progress over 

time suggests that she orients to it as Roger getting used to a routine or his 

developing maturity.  Hence it is plausible that she orients to Roger’s lack of 

concentration to stay on task as inherent in Roger, rather than relating to an external 

factor (e.g. the work not interesting or motivating for him). 

 

Orientation to ‘bilingualism’ as evidence of cognitive capacity 

A way in which parents and professionals orient to the child’s cognitive 

capacity is when they talk about the child’s ability to understand instructions in two 

languages: English and the language used at home (e.g. Vietnamese, Mandarin).  

This is in spite of the fact that the child may have severe intellectual impairment.  

Mike’s mother described his ability to carry out instructions in Mandarin as 

evidence of his cognitive capacity.  In turn, she alluded to his potential for learning 

beyond his present ability.  

 

 



 251

Extract 4.7 

Mike’s mother: 
[translated] 

Sometimes I say “Mike, go and brush your teeth” or “Go and take your 
shower” [in Mandarin], he will do it. That means he can understand. 

 

Truong’s ability to understand two languages was also made relevant by his 

parents and teachers during the interviews, suggesting their orientation to his 

cognitive capacity. 

 

Extract 4.8 

Truong’s 
parents: 
[translated] 

Truong can understand English, can understand Vietnamese40… 
[you] can ask something, he always respond. 

Truong’s 
teacher 
(James): 

In some area, he’s very functional, like his verbal receptive skills. He 
understands an enormous amount. In fact, for a child who has 
English as a second language, and is severely autistic, his 
understanding of English is amazing. I can give him multiple 
commands and he will follow them. I’ll give you an example. “Truong, 
come here. Get your arm out”. All those kinds of commands he 
understands and he follows. In fact, I’m sure he understands the 
majority of what people say around him. Yet on the other hand, [in] 
another area, he’s very intellectually impaired. 
 

New teacher 
(Aaron): 

He’s bilingual… He listens to Vietnamese and English really well, 
very accurately. 

 

 When stating that Truong’s “understanding of English is amazing”, the 

teacher (James) is orienting to Truong’s cultural background (“child who has 

English as a second language”) and to the category Disability (“severely autistic”).  

There is the suggestion that a child from a non-English speaking background is not 

expected to have a good understanding of English; a child with a severe impairment 

is not really expected to understand and follow instructions.  Truong is, therefore, 

“amazing” because his comprehension of both English and Vietnamese languages is 

unexpected.  This analysis reveals the complexity and contradictions of the 

participant’s category work.  It is evident, here, that the categories generated do not 

work seamlessly. 

 

 

                                                 
40 This was said when the parents explained how it was that they managed to remain hopeful about 
Truong getting better later on in spite of their present difficult circumstances. 
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Orientation to different attributions for child’s cognitive capacity 

For Truong, the severity of his Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) necessarily 

makes it difficult for parents and teachers to provide evidence of his cognitive 

capacity in terms of academic ability.  However, both parties consider him 

intelligent.  Truong’s mother describes him as very smart because “he knows with 

one look, what you are doing”.  This behaviour was described by the mother as 

evidence of ‘knowledge’.  Truong’s teacher (James) had described him as a rat-bag, 

alluding to a sort of clever mischief.  The following extract reveals the almost 

identical descriptors used by Truong’s two teachers. 

 

Extract 4.9  

Truong’s 
teacher 
(James): 

He’s quite bright… In terms of manipulating people, he’s very bright. 
He’s very good at getting your attention. That’s why I decided not to fight 
that battle with him cause, again, he’s very skilful at it. 
 

New teacher 
(Aaron): 

He’s a crafty boy and he doesn’t want to let us know how clever he is. 
We’ve caught him out a few times... You can say to Truong, “go and get 
your hat out of your bag”. You can hide it in a part of his bag that he 
doesn’t normally go into and he’ll check every single part till he finds that 
hat. He’ll do the zippers up, put the bag away, put the hat on and bring it 
over... There’s a lot going on here. He’s a very smart boy in his own 
way. Certainly very disabled. But very, very  smart. 
 
An aide and I were throwing the ball to each other and then we include 
Truong as well. And he put up such a lot of resistance. Lots of arms and 
legs waving and yelling and screaming but … a little smile comes 
through in and out again. He doesn’t want you to know that he’s having 
fun because when he’s having fun, you’re in control … He doesn’t want 
you to know what’s good, and what he enjoys. He wants to be in control 
totally and the only way to do that is to keep you totally in the dark. Oh, 
he’s so clever. 

 

While both Truong’s teachers used “bright” and “smart” to describe Truong, 

the way they account for evidence of his cognitive capacity is interesting.  His new 

teacher (Aaron) considered Truong as wanting to be in control and so clever in 

disguising it. The former teacher (James), however, expressed Truong as having no 

idea what he wanted, and therefore, Truong wanted to be controlled, as the 

following extract further reveals. 
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Extract 4.10 

Truong’s 
teacher 
(James): 

I was like a sergeant, a major with him. Very strict. I give him his 
attention but he does what I say. And I make him do it. And he knows 
who’s boss... And that seems to work. I think that’s what he needs; that 
what he wants, [someone] really strict and firm, lots of boundaries… 
because I think, most of the time, Truong wants something but he 
doesn’t know what he wants. His previous teacher, Hans, said that 
several times. A lot of the time, Truong gets worked up, and then he 
wants something; he’s got no idea what he wants. You know, he just 
gets really upset and distressed. 

 

Truong’s teacher (James) justifies his claim that Truong has “no idea what 

he wants” by referring to a similar report by a previous teacher (Hans).  To obtain a 

clearer comparison of the category attributes generated by Truong’s parents and 

teachers, the tabulated data (Table 4.2) below may be helpful. 

 

Table 4.2 Category attributes generated by Truong’s parents and teachers 
Mother Teacher (James) New Teacher (Aaron) 

Knows with one look Bright (manipulating people) 
 
Skilful (getting attention) 
Wants something;  
doesn’t know what he wants 

So clever 
Manipulative 
Crafty 
In control 

 

Truong’s teachers differed in their interpretation of his desire for ‘control’ 

and, by implication, his intellect.  Truong’s new teacher (Aaron) attributes 

cleverness by accounting for his behaviours as a deliberate, thoughtful strategy.  By 

contrast, the previous teacher (James) attributes no cleverness; Truong’s behaviours 

were attention-seeking behaviours, without purpose or direction (“Truong doesn’t 

know what he wants”). 

 

Variations in professionals’ orientations and attributions 

Parents and professionals may orient differently to the child’s cognitive 

capacity, with one focusing on, say, the child’s strength while another emphasises 

the same child’s weakness.  They may also attribute it differently.  With Jessica, her 

parents’ and case manager’s descriptions of her learning and memory capacity were 

very similar when they were considering her memory system (“remembers in her 
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mind”; “takes it on board and remembers it”); whereas the new case manager 

oriented more to Jessica’s academic deficits. 

 

Extract 4.11 

Jessica’s 
parents: 
[translated] 

She knows all the words. When she picks up a book, she just reads it. 
She says exactly the word in the book...  
She writes words like “Happy Birthday” and “Xuan” (a Vietnamese 
newspaper) without looking at the words. She remembers in her mind.  
She can sing a whole song. She remembers all the songs. 
 

Case manager 
(Alison): 

Jessica picks up things quickly. If you show her what to do, she’ll go and 
do it. Reading-wise, she is quite high for her age, ahead of some of her 
peers. She is quite good with letters of the alphabet, letter sounds and 
initial sounds of words. If you tell her what the word is, she takes it on 
board and remembers it. So the next time she comes across it, she 
reads it. 
 

New case 
manager (Jane): 

Jessica is excellent with literacy but she’s got gaps with her science and 
mathematics knowledge base. 
I tried to ascertain her comprehension level [on the Neale Analysis of 
Reading Comprehension], starting at base level and working backwards. 
I realised that when I was speaking to her, she was not understanding. 

   

Jessica’s apparent lack of competence in answering comprehension 

questions, described by the new case manager Jane, is rather typical of children with 

autism who have been reported in the literature as most impaired at verbal tests that 

require comprehension and expression (Prior, 1979 cit. in Grandin, 1995).  

Nevertheless, different professionals may still explain the same ‘deficit’ differently, 

as evident here. Jessica’s former case manager (Alison) gave a different 

explanation: “If you ask her a question, she would just say back the question that 

you’ve asked.  Sometimes, she doesn’t comprehend the right thing to say.”  The two 

professionals had interpreted Jessica’s behaviour differently.  One case manager 

(Jane) uses Jessica’s behaviour as evidence of lack of comprehension and the other 

(Alison), as evidence of lack of facility with the interactive routine.   

In reporting another situation, the new case manager Jane, however, gave a 

contradictory account of Jessica’s capacity to understand.  
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Extract 4.12 

New case 
manager (Jane): 

I think she understands far more than a lot of people realise she does. 
That’s why I don’t like discussing her in front of her because I think she 
really does understand. 
 

 

This inconsistency in describing the child’s cognitive capacity – incompetent 

in her reading comprehension test yet competent in understanding what people have 

said about her – appears not to be an obvious contradiction to Jane.  She did not 

account for the contradictions during the interview; nor did the researcher have the 

occasion to point that out during the interview41.  

 

Different reference points for “clever/bright” 

Parents and professionals may use similar descriptors but different reference 

points to talk about the child.  Vanessa is described by both her mother and her 

teacher as “clever” and “bright”.  The teacher, however, commented further on the 

difficulties that Vanessa would have to overcome as a result of her hearing 

impairment. 

 

                                                 
41 Paoletti (1998:172) suggests that participants’ perception of incoherence seemed hard to detect, as 
they tended to collaborate in making the interaction run smoothly. That perhaps accounts for the lack 
of occasion to seek clarification, or to challenge the case manager for her incoherent descriptions. 
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Extract 4.13 

Vanessa’s 
mother: 
[translated]  

Vanessa is a very clever girl. That’s why she’s going into the 
integration [program] – Year Seven class [for] one hour every day.  
 
She went to exams with a few [hearing impaired] children but the 
other children fail the exam. She [was] the only one who pass the 
exam. Yeah, they can’t catch up. Just her.  
 

Vanessa’s 
teacher: 

Vanessa is so bright… she’s a little bit more mature and 
sophisticated than the other kids in the group… 
She reads a lot, which is why her language is good.  
Because of her disability, her language isn’t at the same level as a 
Year Seven child. Her knowledge of everything isn’t the same as a 
Year Seven child. 
She works hard to achieve whatever she gets.  
She’s got to concentrate, she’s got to work to her absolute capacity. 
And it’s exhausting. She does very well but she struggles a little bit… 
[For Math] She manages things that are procedural… but you give 
her problem-solving and she struggles with problem solving. 

 

Vanessa’s mother describes Vanessa’s achievement as the result of her 

cleverness in comparison with other children with hearing impairment.  The teacher 

uses “bright”, “more mature and sophisticated”, to describe Vanessa when 

comparing her to other children with hearing impairment in the group.  Later on, she 

uses a different reference point, comparing Vanessa to a “Year Seven” child.  Here, 

Vanessa is described as having to concentrate, working to her absolute capacity, and 

struggling.  Her achievements are reported as an outcome of her “hard work”; her 

good language skills; a result of her reading a lot.  Hence, Vanessa’s mother and 

teacher have employed different reference points to describe the child. 

 

Different inflections in descriptions; contradictions within descriptions 

Besides attributing to a child’s cognitive capacity differently and/or using 

different reference points to describe the child, parents’ and professionals’ 

descriptors may differ in the way they are inflected.  In Mike’s case, even though 

the descriptors provided by his mother and teacher were very similar, the mother’s 

statements appeared to be more hopeful in orientation (e.g. “may eventually 

understand”) compared to the relative ‘doom’ that his teacher seemed to project 
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with regard to Mike’s academic abilities42 (e.g. “not going to achieve anything 

academically”; “very limited”). 

 

Extract 4.14 

 Mike’s mother: 
[translated] 

Perhaps his absorption is not so fast. You have to tell him many times, 
then he will understand. He understands if I say, “give me bowl” or “give 
me cup”. But he does not understand new things, like if I say “that 
paper”, he doesn’t know what to get for me. So I have to tell him several 
times. 
He likes to look at books. Perhaps if you tell him what those things are, 
he will understand later. If I have time, I must really consider getting him 
to sit down and read those picture books, even if it doesn’t go in, even if 
he doesn’t listen, he may eventually understand what this is and what 
that is, if you tell him often enough. Of course, if you’re asking him to 
read, he can’t. Just recognise those pictures. 
 

Mike’s teacher 
(James): 

Mike’s quite severely autistic so there’s very little educationally that we 
can do with him. 
He’s fairly bright. He understands a lot of verbal instructions.  
 
I assume that Mike’s program has changed very little over the years43 
because I don’t think he can make much progress. I don’t think the Mike 
that we see now will be much different to the Mike in five years time. 
I assume her expectations are similar to mine, fairly low44... He’s not 
going to achieve anything academically. He’s going to be very limited in 
what he can do because of his disability, and that’s like his height, you 
just can’t do anything about it. 

 

There is an apparent contradiction in the way Mike’s teacher described Mike 

– as “very little educationally”, then “fairly bright”, and then “not going to achieve 

anything academically”.  How is one to make sense of these contradictions? It only 

makes sense if “bright” is understood as ‘bright-for-a-disabled-child’.  This is an 

example of how the child’s lack of cognitive capacity is taken-for-granted in the 

interview.  The highly contextualised nature of the interview-conversation is such 

that it is always embedded in the “Disability” context.  

                                                 
42 This applies to the way the teacher spoke about the child’s academic potential. In the interview 
itself, participants generally interwove negative comments amongst positive ones (e.g. child’s ability 
in other areas).  
43 The response was given when I asked if Mike’s mother had given her views on his program. 
44 This was said when James talked about his satisfaction with the level of communication with 
Mike’s mother. He reported that she had not said anything complimentary nor had she indicated that 
she wanted things done differently; so he assumed she was happy with the way things were being 
done at school. 
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Additionally, this context of talking about the child is a strange context of 

contradictions.  For example, when Mike’s teacher describes the ‘unchanging 

program’ and the ‘unchanging Mike’, one might ask which came first? Does the 

unchanging program first create the unchanging Mike?  Or does the unchanging 

Mike fit so well into the program that nothing needs to be changed?  Imagine how 

the teacher’s statements would sound in the context of a non-disabled classroom.  It 

would be quite bizarre!  For if a program is not working, the teacher is expected to 

change the program and not keep on doing the same thing!  But is it still a bizarre 

thing to say in a disabled classroom?  Is it said on the notion that Mike’s business in 

the special school is to be “looked after” (a term Mike’s mother had used herself 

during the interview) and not to learn and change?  Mike’s education, as talked-into-

being by his teacher, is a contradictory one.  Special education is part of an 

educational institution, yet there seems to be very little expectation of education 

going on.  If the teacher’s comments are analysed as the work of accounting, we 

might speculate that he is justifying for the program to remain as it is.  This is not a 

criticism of the teacher.  Rather, it is an attempt to find out what the world of 

disability consists of; the moral order people construct while making sense of the 

disability-world and while building up that world. 

Another example of contradictions within the descriptions of the child’s 

cognitive capacity is available in the extracts from interviews with Becky’s mother 

and teacher.   
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Extract 4.15 

Becky’s mother: She tries to read a lot more. She’s not really reading. She seems 
interested. And she’s trying to write a lot more …  
Becky can type letters of the alphabet that the teacher pointed with a 
pen. She can just match it and type it out … 
She doesn’t know how to count but they’re already letting her use 
money. Of course, she wouldn’t recognise money. They are teaching her 
20 cents, 50 cents but I think that’s a really tough one for her… I would 
be happy, the first milestone, ask her to give me one, she can give me 
exactly one. Now, she doesn’t really know. 
 

Co-teacher 1 
(Sophie): 

She can match lots of things. She’s good at matching actually and she’s 
good at jigsaw  
… absolutely no academic skills.  
She can recognise her name, I think, sometimes. Tricky.. you think “was 
it luck” or … 
A lot of things, [she] had no comprehension, I mean, spelling of a word 
means nothing to Becky. She has occasionally match some simple 
words with the pictures ... because we have read them a lot. But if you 
pulled a word out of context, I don’t think she’ll have a hope... It’s just all 
that matching, it’s not really comprehending…  
Numbers and money, she has no concept of money so she can’t 
recognise coins. 

 

A decontextualised analysis of the category descriptors by Becky’s mother 

and teacher, shown below, suggests that their descriptions of what counts as 

learning are not so different.  

 

Table 4.3 Category descriptors generated by Becky’s mother and teacher 

Becky’s mother Becky’s teacher 
Can match and type Good at matching and jigsaw 
Doesn’t know how to count Matching not comprehending 
Wouldn’t recognise money No concept of money; doesn’t recognise 

money 
Doesn’t really know No academic skills 
 

A closer in-context analysis reveals that Becky’s mother was also orienting 

to Becky’s learning in terms of her motivation (“seems interested”) and efforts in 

learning (“tries to read”, “trying to write”).  Her explanation for Becky’s inability to 

recognise 20 cents and 50 cents suggests her awareness that it is a higher 

developmental milestone than Becky’s current level (“She doesn’t know how to 

count … of course, she wouldn’t recognise money”).  When it comes to talking 

about Becky’s (lack of) cognitive capacity in terms of academic abilities, Becky’s 

mother would ‘normalise’ her condition.  In a follow-up interview, she said, “A lot 
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of children are not academic too, anyway, even though they attend regular schools. 

That’s why they’re behind in their reading and writing.” 

The search for evidence of cognitive capacity in the child is complicated and 

complex.  In an example of the complexity of evidence relevant to reports of 

cognitive capacity, Becky’s mother interwove accounts of practical intelligence with 

descriptors of practical ‘unintelligence’ – the latter is accounted for in terms of 

Becky’s cognitive limitations.  

 

Extract 4.16 

Becky’s mother: If I promise to take her bicycle riding, she remembers what you say. 
She has lots of patience. She waited and waited until I finished cleaning 
the house at 5 o’clock. Even though it was for half an hour, she was 
happy... 
She’s very alert. Sometimes, we conspire to leave her behind when we 
were going out. She can understand a lot. When I communicate with 
her sister by saying “T-R-I-C-K”, she really knows what’s going on. She 
picks up cues. She knows our body language. She knows what we 
were trying to do. 
She’s very independent. She can go and get things that she wants 
herself. If I wake up late in the morning, she’d go and warm up the 
bread in the microwave and she wouldn’t have an idea what she was 
doing. The bread was so hot. Luckily it didn’t burst. She has to learn to 
ask for help. She can’t really be on her own. It’s a bit scary. She can 
cause dangerous situations. 
She can ride her bike on the road and when a car is coming, she just 
assumes that people will give way to her. She has no sense of danger. 

 

How is one to make sense of the confluence and contradictions45 in the report by 

Becky’s mother?  Table 4.4 compares the descriptors generated. 

 

Table 4.4 Descriptors of Becky’s practical intelligence and unintelligence 

Descriptors of practical intelligence Descriptors of practical ‘unintelligence’ 
Remembers 
Has lots of patience 
Alert 
Knows what’s going on 
Picks up cues 
Knows our body language 
Independent 
Go and get things 

Wouldn’t have an idea what she was doing 
Has to learn to ask for help 
Can’t really be on her own 
Can cause dangerous situations 
No sense of danger 
 

 

                                                 
45 Of course, as humans, we are not always rational and consistent. 
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At one level, Becky’s mother gave a view of Becky as a child who “knows 

what’s going on” and at another level, she described quite specific instances where 

Becky “wouldn’t have an idea what she was doing”.  In a way, what Becky’s 

mother described is a real typical parent problem around children who are reaching 

a certain level of independence.  Beyond that level of independence, the child is out 

into the ‘dangerous world’.  For typical children, parents can give them rules and 

regulations on how to manage this independence (e.g. explaining to child to look 

left and right before crossing the road).  In Becky’s case, the disability creates a 

barrier or border in which Becky can (or is allowed to) go so far and no further46.  

Becky’s independence, therefore, creates for her the next problem of ‘how to 

manage the independence’.  Hence, the apparent contradictions make sense if the 

context is, again, a disabled world.  

 

Orientation to different notions about learning 

Parents may orient to the aspects of learning in a different way from 

teachers.  In Extract 4.17, we see that Irene’s parents use the term “slow learner” to 

account for Irene having to start early intervention program at one year old. The 

teacher orients to Irene’s learning attitude and describes the child as “bright”. 

 

Extract 4.17 

Irene’s parents: 
(translated) 

We understand that Irene had to start school at one year old because 
she was a slow learner. So at school, the teachers take the children 
through easy steps and they progress slowly, not like normal children. 
 

Irene’s teacher: Irene’s bright. You teach her and she improves. She’s got a wonderful 
attitude towards learning. 

 

Yet, in the following extract, where both parent and teacher talked about Irene 

learning Mathematics (in their separate interviews), the parents appear to understand 

learning in a different way from the teacher.   

 

                                                 
46 In their focus-group investigation of Latino parents of a youth or young adult with a disability, 
Blue-Banning, Turnbull & Pereira (2002) indicated that the parents were torn between wanting to 
provide for their child’s independence and desiring for their child’s health and safety. 
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Extract 4.18 

Irene’s parents: 
[translated] 

She receives a lot of awards from school. 
[Mother] At the meeting, the teacher asked why Irene does so well at 
Mathematics. I just said she practises on Math computer program, [it] 
helped her. 
 

Irene’s teacher: Irene’s dad is teaching her Math things at home that we are not doing at 
school yet … For example, we’re doing the beginning of multiplications, 
2 or 3 digits by 1 digit and he’s teaching her 3 digits by 2 digits. Now she 
can go through and do a sum but she wouldn’t know what she’s doing. 
That’s why I’m not doing that yet … Because for a lot of people, doing 
Math is just getting the answer right. It’s not understanding what it all 
means, especially older people, Math is just ... the harder the algorithm, 
the better you are at Math even if you don’t understand what you’re 
doing whereas I’m teaching Irene what it all means. 

 
The teacher’s account can be interpreted as coming from an educational 

standpoint of learning-as-understanding.  She sets up this educational concept of 

learning against what she supposed to be the parents’ notion of learning: “Math is 

just getting the answer right.  The harder the algorithm, the better you are at Math”.  

Parents’ and professionals’ different assumptions about what learning entails could 

possibly belie their evaluation of the child’s cognitive capacity.  Irene’s parents 

orient to the child’s Math ability while the teacher suspects that ability (“she 

probably does not know what it all means”).  

 

Summary 

The category attributes of the Child-with-a-disability generated by parents 

and professionals within the topic Cognitive capacity are rather similar, in that they 

oriented to homogenous attributes (e.g. good memory, can understand two 

languages) and even used identical descriptors (e.g. clever, bright, “wouldn’t 

recognise money”) to talk about the child.  However, a more in-depth analysis of the 

data does reveal some delicate or intricate differences.  Parents and professionals 

may have different accounts and attributions for the same attribute (e.g. Truong’s & 

Vanessa’s “cleverness”) or they may have slightly different inflections (e.g. parents’ 

reports appear more positive and hopeful than the professionals’).  This is not 

surprising given the institutional framing of the Child/Student at home and at 

school.  Parents probably have more opportunities to witness their child’s cognitive 

capacities beyond the educational arena (e.g. creative play, comprehending enabling 
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text, practical intelligence), whereas professionals’ relationship to and experience of 

the child is bounded within the institutional context of school.  For instance, 

professionals typically seek real comprehension in the child’s learning and subscribe 

to an institutional measurement of intelligence (e.g. reading comprehension test). 
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4.6.2 Disability labels and/or traits 

A common area where parents and professionals may disagree, as revealed 

in the literature, is the child’s disability label. As such, parents’ and professionals’ 

construction of the child’s identity may differ significantly.  In this section, the 

analysis finds, in summary, that (1) parents orient to lay diagnosis while 

professionals orient to scientific diagnosis; (2) parents employ lay terminology 

while professionals employ technical terminology; (3) parents orient to scientific 

knowledge; (4) there is common orientation to disability as a different world; (5) 

parents and professionals may orient to different notions of impairment; and (6) 

these same respective parties may orient to different disability labels.  

 

Orientation to lay and/or scientific diagnosis 

Parents are often regarded as having lay knowledge while professionals are 

perceived to possess expert knowledge on childhood disability.  In Vanessa’s case, 

the mother used lay knowledge to try to make sense of the diagnosis (deafness), 

when Vanessa was nine months old.  She did a social comparison.  

 

Extract 4.19 

Vanessa’s 
mother: 
[translated] 
 

When she was nine months old, they test the eyes and the ears and 
they find out…  
I didn’t think my daughter deaf… Yeah, very shocked, you know. Yeah 
because when I shake the key, ring something, she can hear, and she 
can say “mama”, “bapa”. 
 

 

By contrast, the teacher used a category system, along with its institutional 

language, to describe deafness. 

 

Extract 4.20 

Vanessa’s 
teacher: 

Vanessa is severely to profoundly deaf. She doesn’t appear to have any 
other learning difficulties. 
She is quite oral compared to the other kids here because she’s only 
severe to profound whereas most of the other kids are profound. 
 
Just because she’s got hearing aids on, it doesn’t mean that she can 
hear things the way you can see things with your glasses on.  Her 
auditory signal is still very degraded. It’s not clear hearing. So even 
though she hears things, she doesn’t hear things the way you and I do 
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In using lay diagnostic tools (e.g. shaking the keys) and observation of 

behaviour (“Vanessa could say mama and bapa”), Vanessa’s mother made a 

contradictory diagnosis to the teacher’s description of “severe to profound” deafness 

and degraded auditory signal.  From the logic of her argument, it is likely that 

Vanessa’s mother oriented to the term ‘deaf’ to mean absolutely unable to hear and, 

therefore, unable to speak. 

 

Orientation to lay and/or technical terminology 

In a majority of cases in the interview data, parents and professionals 

described similar disability traits, although, unsurprisingly, the professionals tended 

to use the technical terms to describe those traits. 

Roger’s parents reported typical characteristics of ASD using general 

terminology.  For example, they reported that Roger “didn’t talk when he should be 

talking”, “played all by himself and didn’t seem to be interested in other people 

around him” when he was younger, and that he tended to “say something 

inappropriately, that would turn heads”.  The case manager tended to use disability 

terms for Roger’s ASD characteristics, for example, his “ASD fixation”. 

 

Extract 4.21 

Roger’s parents: [Father] He’ll say something that wouldn’t make any sense because it 
was on TV… 
[Mother] He’s watching cartoon and sometimes he learns by heart some 
of the lines in there and he would speak out loud that phrase wherever 
he is, and whenever… 
 

Roger’s case 
manager: 

Roger has an ASD fixation. Sometimes, [his] teacher is reading 
something, he’ll pick up a word and come up with an unrelated sentence 
which has nothing to do with what they were learning.  
 
At the moment, Roger is really fixated on the weather because they 
have been doing weather patterns. So he comes in, he reads the 
newspaper weather report, “This morning, in South Australia, they’re 
going to have fine weather but in the Northern Territory…” He’s like a 
walking encyclopedia. 

 

From the extracts above, it is evident that both parents and case manager 

marked Roger’s irrelevant speeches to be a disability trait.  The case manager 

described him as a “walking encyclopaedia”, which could be read as her orientation 



 266

to Roger as very knowledgeable.  However, she is really linking Roger’s possession 

of knowledge to an “ASD fixation”.  Hence, it is more likely that the descriptor “a 

walking encyclopaedia” is used to accentuate Roger’s non-membership of the 

category Normal people who would talk relevantly to the context of the interaction, 

and not like a factual book.   

 

Orientation to scientific knowledge 

Unlike the popular notion that parents do not have much scientific 

knowledge about a child’s disability, several parents in this study actually 

demonstrated that they do possess some of the (so-called) scientific knowledge.  For 

example, Audi’s mother could talk knowledgably on several Down syndrome 

characteristics (e.g. poor muscle tone, heart condition, narrow nasal, poor tongue 

control, mimicking) and described how Audi’s own development compared to these 

characteristics.  Undoubtedly, many parents learn a lot about their children through 

their own experiences bringing them up.  However, in this study, parents do explain 

how they gained particular knowledge about a disability47: through interactions with 

various medical professionals and service providers over the years, reading books 

and watching television programs that feature disability. 

Sometimes, parents acquire knowledge about a disability from their non-

disabled child who has done some study on the topic.  Truong’s parents explained 

that the intervention they implemented at home was suggested by one of their 

daughters who was studying psychology at a local university. 

 

                                                 
47 These explanations came about through the parents’ description of what happened, what they did 
and the researcher’s inquiry about how they knew to intervene in that particular way. 
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Extract 4.22 

Truong’s 
parents: 
[translated]  

Our second daughter said that some people have that disease [autism] 
like to feel tight. That is why we got the blanket to tie him up. 

Truong’s 
teacher 
(James): 

He likes the pressure… During his bad phase, he would often want me 
to hold him like this (shows a tight bear-hug). That’s quite common in 
autistic people, to dislike superficial touching, like (shows light stroking 
on the back of Truong’s neck), but to like deep pressure. 
 

New teacher 
(Aaron): 

Part of his autism is that he has a disturbed system of understanding his 
senses and the feedback he gets through his body. He loves pressure 
on the hand and wrist, someone laying on him or cuddling him tightly. 
Just loves it. He finds it really comforting but it’s very inappropriate 

 

Both the parents and teachers account for Truong liking pressure (“like to 

feel tight”; “like deep pressure”) by assigning him membership to the respective 

categories People-who-have-that-disease [autism] and Autistic-People (“common in 

autistic people”; “part of his autism”).  The new teacher (Aaron) provides a bio-

medical explanation for the phenomenon (“a disturbed system of understanding his 

senses”). 

In terms of identifying characteristics of disability, Truong’s parents could 

name several ‘symptoms’ of autism (e.g. some do not have eye contact, some would 

sit very still and silent, some engage in hand-flapping behaviours), and could 

indicate how Truong is slightly different.  However, it appears that they had only 

described the observable physical behaviours – “He is always standing up, sitting 

down, going away, doing things, so busy and hyperactive”.  By contrast, the 

teachers added interpretations that described his inner world, and his emotional 

world.  Truong’s teacher also drew on ‘scientific’ discourses such as “dysfunction”, 

and “epileptic fit”. 
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Extract 4.23 

Truong’s 
teacher 
(James)48: 

It’s a spectrum disorder and in [the] extreme end of the spectrum, it’s is a 
kind of social and emotional dysfunction. I think it’s like a kind of epilepsy 
in a way, except that epilepsy is physical whereas this is more 
emotional… A lot of time, they don’t exist emotionally. They’re 
emotionally deadpan all the time. Then all of a sudden, they can get an 
explosion of uncontrolled emotion, like an emotional epileptic fit49. 
 

New teacher 
(Aaron): 

We think of people with autism as being very isolated people. They build 
their own little world. They like things to be just so. When they are not, 
they will really act up about it because it causes them a great deal of 
stress. They find it difficult to predict what’s going to happen, what new 
people were going to want from them, what new situation will require. So 
they are very nervous about that. 

 

Orientation to disability as a different world 

The description of ASD in terms of the child’s “own little world” is common 

among the parents whose child has ASD.  The extracts below are some of the ways 

in which Timothy’s parents and some of the therapists made reference to “his 

world”.  Timothy’s parents referred to it when they talked about preparing Timothy 

for inclusive education. 

 

Extract 4.24 

Timothy’s 
parents: 

[Father] School can be very cruel ... I have to prepare him well enough 
so that he can handle it. Otherwise, he may go back to his little world. He 
feels safer.  
 
[Mother] I guess he just needs to come out, even though they say that is 
something they are, not something they have. I still hope he can come 
out, probably not completely but …  
[Father] That’s why the intensive program is part of that too. To keep him 
in our world as long as we can, in the day, and you can go back to your 
little world when you’re asleep. 
 

Therapist 1: Previously, Timothy was a little more out with the fairies… 
Therapist 2: Timothy likes his world, his place. He likes to be ‘not-here’. He is quite 

happy to be in his head and looking at a book … He might enjoy flipping 
his fingers and looking at them. He will be quite happy to sit there for 
hours doing that. 

                                                 
48 James was the same teacher for Truong and Mike. This explanation was actually said when I was 
interviewing him about Mike and I asked for his understanding of autism.   
49 This regressive/epileptic type of ASD is one subtype of autism described in Grandin (1995). 
Children in this subgroup appear more likely to have seizures and sudden temper tantrums that come 
‘out of the blue’. However, it is important to note that the assumption that people with autism have 
no emotions is erroneous. 
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From the extract, both parents appear to orient to ASD as a place (“his little 

world”) where Timothy might “go back” if he feels unsafe in “our world”, and 

where he needs to “come out” of.  Likewise, the therapists used terms like “out with 

the fairies”, “his world”, “his place” and “not-here” to describe Timothy’s 

condition, suggesting their orientation to the ASD condition as a different world.  

With Timothy described as being in a different world, it is perhaps unsurprising that 

they also expressed their befuddlement with ASD. 

 

Extract 4.25 

Timothy’s 
parents: 

[Mother] Timothy represents some mystery. With his sister, everything 
you know because you’ve been through the same but Timothy is so 
different. You don’t know what he’s thinking about, why he does 
something. 
 

Therapist 1: I can’t even imagine living through Timothy’s eye. Life must be so 
complicated for him because he doesn’t have that automatic feeling or 
understanding of things that average people have 

 

In comparing Timothy to his (non-disabled) sister and to average people, it 

appears that Timothy’s parents and therapist are describing him as different.  We 

might speculate here that they have positioned Timothy as the ‘other’ (Kliewer & 

Biklen, 1996).  However, following this comment, Timothy’s parents also revealed 

that the experience had taught them “a lot about human being, different side of 

human being” (see Extract 5.29), suggesting that they had widened their 

understanding of what being human means rather than ‘othering’ the child as 

different or deviant.  They appear to orient to the concept of disability as situated in 

the external social world when they point out that Timothy “can be normal” if he 

“gets out of his autistic behaviours”.  That is, it is his autistic behaviours that made 

him not normal.  Various therapists had also employed the term “normal” to 

describe Timothy: He is “an over-exaggeration of a normal kid”; he is “a fairly 

average kid with quirks”.  One therapist even normalised Timothy’s “odd 

eccentricities” by comparing them to the behaviours of one of his university 

lecturers. 
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Orientation to different notions of impairment 

Billy was ascertained with speech and language impairment (SLI) at about 

10 years old.  In his case, it appears that parent and professionals orient to different 

notions of his impairment.  

 

Extract 4.26 

Billy’s mother: 
[translated] 

When he was in Year 4 or 5, the teacher informed me that Billy has 
some difficulty with his studies…  
Since he came to Year 4, he enjoyed more sports and was just a bit 
slack in his studies.  
Billy is quite intelligent. But he likes to play and enjoy himself all the 
time…  
Billy can speak English well as he is born and raised here. But his 
writing is not so good. [It is not an English-as-Second-Language 
disadvantage50]. He has been tested. That’s why they knew he has 
some difficulty. 
 

Primary School 
teacher 
(Yvonne): 

Billy spots things very quickly, I’ve noticed. If I lose anything, he can 
find it. So he’s very visual… but he’s also, I think mm… autistic, you 
know how some autistic people are very smart and they are very 
focused on one thing. I think he may have a bit of autism. 
He’s very interesting, Billy. I think he’s got a very clever brain in his 
head. He’s highly intelligent. A lot of times that has been missed 
because they put it down to speech language problems. But I think 
he is very clever. 
I think he has a thought processing problem where he can’t process 
information in his head quickly… So I know I have to wait a bit longer 
for Billy to put his hand up to answer a question. 

  

The extracts above show both the mother and teacher describing Billy as 

intelligent (“quite intelligent”; “got a very clever brain in his head”).  However, 

Billy had been ascertained to have a disability and it is in their explanation of his 

learning difficulty that we see a difference.  Billy’s mother attributed his learning 

difficulty to something external (e.g. too much enjoyment in sports and games) 

while the teacher described an internal cause – suspecting autism, and pointed out 

how the schooling system had failed to pick up on Billy’s intelligence.  From 

interviews with the teacher and other professionals, it seemed that they were 

doubtful that Billy’s mother understood what Speech and Language Impairment 

                                                 
50 This comment is a summary conclusion from a series of question-and-answer in which I had 
probed to find out if the mother thought it was a second language issue, as found in Harry’s (1992) 
study on the Puerto Rican families. 
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meant.  Below are excerpts that might reveal how impairment was communicated to 

the parent, from the parent’s and professionals’ perspectives. 

 

Extract 4.27 

Billy’s mother: 
[translated] 

Although the teacher says Billy has tried his best already, I think 
maybe he has not tried hard enough, not to his best ability. At that 
stage [Grade 4 or 5], the teacher advised that he should be OK 
because Billy was still young and he should be able to improve. They 
advised me not to worry and suggested that I encourage him to do 
more reading at home and do more work. 
 

Primary School 
Teacher: 

Mum’s got a funny opinion of Billy. She thinks he’s lazy. I don’t think 
she can understand that he’s got a learning difficulty, you know, that it 
is something innate and he can’t do anything about it.  
Billy is not lazy, I’ve told her that … I think Billy’s got thought-
processing problems, I told her that … but I don’t know whether she 
understood. 
 

Advisory Visiting 
Teacher: 

I don’t think Billy’s mum really understood what the problem was and 
how that would impact on Billy. 
I think she thought that because he had this ‘disability’, which we’re 
calling it … like he was intellectually impaired. I don’t think she 
understood what a Speech Language Impairment was all about.  
Billy’s mum had lots of good understanding [of English] but in the 
subtleties of things, like if I say to her ‘impairment’ or ‘disability’ … 
perhaps, she might think along the worst type of things whereas, as 
impairment goes, it meant Billy is disadvantaged by it and he was not 
going to overcome that. 

 

It is apparent that parents and the professionals report rather different views 

about whether Billy could do anything about his ‘learning difficulty’.  The report by 

Billy mother suggests that she orients to the view that more efforts at home could 

help Billy improve.  However, the primary school teacher orients to Billy’s 

‘learning difficulty’ as a condition that he “can’t do anything about”.  This view is 

similar to the Advisory Visiting Teacher’s comment, who also orients to Billy’s 

impairment as a disadvantage that he was “not going to overcome”.  From these 

comments, we get a sense that perhaps the differences in viewpoints were never 

made explicit during parent-professional interactions; or they had not actively 

pursued to clarify with each other what Billy’s impairment meant.  
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Orientation to different disability labels 

The extracts in the interviews with Becky’s mother and teachers below 

reveal their employment of different labels to describe Becky’s impairment.  This 

situation occurs not just between parent and teachers; but between the co-teachers as 

well.  

 

Extract 4.28  

Becky’s mother: She’s not autism at all. If [I] can put a word to it, she might be cerebral 
palsy. Because they can’t find anything from the CAT scan. There’s no 
brain damage. It’s just that she’s got low muscle tone and just delayed… 
The doctor said she had global developmental delay, about two years 
behind. [Diagnosed at about two years old] 
 

Co-teacher 1 
(Sophie): 

Becky finds it quite hard being in new situations, which is a characteristic 
of autism… I’m quite certain Becky has been labelled part autistic. But I 
haven’t done proper research on that. 
 

Co-teacher 2 
(Phyllis): 

Becky is intellectually impaired. Level Six. 
 

 

Becky’s mother attributed Becky’s condition to low muscle tone and global 

developmental delay and noted that the more appropriate disability label might be 

“cerebral palsy”; it was certainly not autism.  However, one teacher supposed Becky 

was labelled “part autistic” and the other teacher used an institutional category 

“Intellectual impairment – Level 6” (c.f. Appendix 3C).  From the entries in 

Becky’s communication book (Section 4.4.2), we know that there are considerable 

interactions between Becky’s mother and the teachers.  Yet, the fact that they appear 

to be unaware of their different orientation to Becky’s disability label suggests that 

they had unproblematically interacted with one another based on a common 

understanding.  That is, Becky is, undisputedly, a Child-with-a-disability. 

However, at the end of the year, follow-up interviews with Becky’s teacher 

and parents revealed some tension between home and school over the label of the 

child’s impairment.  Her mother was resistant to the disability label ‘mental 

disability’ when she tried to enrol Becky into another school that had a more 

intensive speech therapy program.  Her application was unsuccessful because it was 

a school that does not take in children with intellectual impairment.  
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Extract 4.29 

Becky’s mother: I’m not too sure whether she really has a mental disability because she 
seems to be … quite alert to certain things and she’s more receptive. 
She understands a lot except that she is not academically inclined or … 
so I don’t know whether it’s classified as mental disability. I don’t know 
how they classify mental disability  
I really do not know what is mental disability. (…) that’s why I thought 
she can sort of function daily. It’s just that maybe her speech is holding 
her up, if done more … that’s how I see, that’s what she needs more as 
far as her speech is concerned 

 

When asked to clarify if it meant that she did not accept the label of mental 

disability, Becky’s mother elaborated as follows.  

 

Extract 4.30 

Becky’s mother: I think she does have, she does because she’s not functioning as a 
normal person, I do think she has special needs but I don’t know what is 
mental disability, whether it is called ‘retarded’ – she can’t really think for 
herself at all or to what extent but all I know [is] that the criteria should be 
assessed based on the needs … Where her needs are concerned, it’s 
speech. So they should go according to the needs, not to put in the 
category and then just because she falls or doesn’t fall into that category, 
then she is entirely out of help. 

 

What this child’s mother has revealed here is a common argument in the 

literature concerning the use of disability labels. This is that meeting the child’s 

needs is more important than putting them into categories that are stigmatising and 

discriminatory.  In spite of this, allocation of funds and resources to these children, 

and the selection of student-clientele, are based on an institutional framework tied to 

the use of institutionalised categories.  

 

Summary 

From this analysis, there appears not to be a huge disparity between parents’ 

and professionals’ descriptions of the child’s disability traits except in one or two 

cases.  Unsurprisingly, the professionals tended to use technical terms and provided 

‘scientific’ explanations more frequently than the parents.  A diverse range of 

possibilities also emerges: one parent used lay knowledge and lay language to make 

sense of the impairment (e.g. Vanessa) while the teacher employed an institutional 

category; some parents described the disability characteristics in simple languages, 
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and in terms specific to their child, yet this differed not at all from the professionals’ 

technical descriptors (e.g. Roger and Truong); some parents are as proficient as the 

professionals in using professional terminology to talk about a disability (e.g. Audi); 

parents and therapists may orient in the same way towards the child’s disability 

and/or normality (e.g. Timothy); one parent seemed unclear about the implications 

of the child’s impairment but the professionals did not appear to have actively 

clarified it (Billy); one parent used different disability labels from the teachers yet 

evidently interacted with them soothly until a situation arose which did make the 

disparity a problem (Becky).  It might be argued then that no definite pattern 

emerged from the overall data. 
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4.6.3 Socio-emotional capacity 

An aspect of disability that is commonly considered in childhood disability 

texts is the child’s social-emotional development (e.g. in Lewis, 2003).  In the case 

of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), social dysfunction is a trademark of the 

disability.  Most of the data in this section thus involved children with ASD.  

Overall, parents’ and professionals’ views of the child’s social-emotional status or 

capacity appear to be quite similar (e.g. their orientation to the behaviours as 

maladaptive).  Yet in some cases, orientations differ as regards interpretations and 

reference points.  

In this section, the analysis finds, in summary, that (1) parents and 

professionals use similar descriptors but orient to different reference points; (2) they 

may orient to similar descriptors but have different interpretations; (3) they orient to 

similar descriptors; (4) they orient to the child as a younger typical child; (5) they 

orient to the child as a typical, same-aged child. 

 

Orientation to different reference points 

Parents and professionals may describe the child similarly, but orient to 

different reference points to talk about the child.  Leon is described by his father to 

be “a happy child”, like most children are; and his solitary play is “like normal 

children, but different personality”.  The teacher, by contrast, compared Leon to 

“most autistic kids”.  

 
Extract 4.31 

Leon’s father: Leon’s a happy child. Most children are happy. But you never know 
what he thinks... He likes to play by himself most of the time, but 
maybe he’s older now, a little bit change. He may play with a person 
he knows a little bit more… He doesn’t want people to disturb him… if 
you try to disturb him, he may refuse or is not very happy, very easy 
to be upset... I mean the autistic person is just like normal children but 
only [different] personality. And what he thinks [is] very hard to 
understand; what he think inside, in his world.  
 

Leon’s teacher: [Leon does things differently from what a normally autistic child would 
do51.] Probably the interaction with the other kids. Like most of the 
autistic kids live in their own little world. He does interact quite a lot 
with the other boys, especially Julian, competitive type of things 

                                                 
51 This statement is a summary of what the teacher had said prior to the tape recording. 
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In spite of the different reference points, their observation of Leon’s 

interaction with others are really alike: the father noted that Leon is playing with 

people he is familiar with; the teacher mentioned his interaction with a particular 

classmate. 

 

Orientation to similar descriptors but different interpretations 

Parents and professionals may employ similar descriptors but have different 

interpretations of those descriptors.  Jessica’s parents did not differ much from the 

professionals’ report on Jessica’s social behaviours.  However, in explaining the 

reason for Jessica’s solitary play, the parents and Jessica’s case manager reported 

slightly different interpretations: Jessica’s parents orient to the difficulty of effective 

communications with Jessica; the case manager orients to Jessica’s self-absorption. 

 

Extract 4.32 

Jessica’s 
parents: 
[translated] 

Jessica played mostly by herself and usually played with her brother. 
Sometimes they fought over toys but not often. Sometimes, she would 
play with her cousins when they came over. But they did not want to play 
with her because she did not talk and they did not know what she 
wanted. 
 

Case manager 
(Alison): 

She plays alongside other children. We’re teaching her about sharing 
and playing skills but she’s more – ‘the world revolves around Jessica’. 
She doesn’t respond to another child calling her because she’s too busy 
focusing on what she’s doing52. 
She knows the names of the people in the unit. She’ll come up and say 
hello. 

 

In addition, the case manager described Jessica’s social-emotional 

development over time.  The change in her social behaviours was also affirmed by 

the class teacher Pauline: “Jessica is starting to speak to the two students near her.  

She turned around and said ‘Hello, Clara’ so they were pleasantly surprised”. 

The category descriptors generated by Truong’s parents and teachers on his 

social-emotional capacity are very much in agreement, in that they appear to orient 

to it as maladaptive behaviours (“needy”, “sticky”, “unhealthy bond”, “obsessed”).   

                                                 
52 This explanation was given when I reported on my observation of Jessica’s play behaviour.  
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Extract 4.33 

Truong’s 
parents: 
[translated] 

Truong is very needy, always stick to you and take you all around the 
house. Wherever he goes, he’ll take people with him. Before, he may sit 
for 15 mins and lie down here (on the sofa) by himself for a few minutes 
but now he just sticks to people all the time. Very sticky. 
 

Truong’s 
teacher 
(James): 

He links to someone and wants that person’s undivided attention. He’s 
very jealous of anyone else getting my attention. He’d do something to 
hurt himself to guarantee, to get my attention… 
It is an unhealthy bond to a person. It was Hans before, it’s me now but I 
doubt it’s genuine affection, the way we understand it... I think it’s more 
routine, a sign that he is comfortable with the fact that I’m here… 
 

New teacher 
(Aaron): 

… All he’s interested in, at the moment, is his hugging, and getting that 
from us… when Truong wants to sit with you, he doesn’t sit like this. He 
wants to sit here (points to lap). 
He wants your arms around him, he wants arms over his shoulder. He 
physically takes you and puts you where he wants you to be.  
He’s obsessed about us. He wants to be with us. He wants one of us on 
either side, holding our hands, leaning against us, touching and 
cuddling. That’s what he wants. 

 

While they appear to agree on the extreme attachment Truong has towards 

people around him, to his teacher (James) it is a routine response.  He interprets 

Truong’s “fondness” as evidence of a routine-behaviour, not affection. For this 

teacher, Truong’s social-emotional capacity is suspect.  (The data does not provide 

sufficient evidence for finding out whether the parents and the new teacher Aaron 

interpret Truong’s behaviour as genuine or not-genuine affections). 

 

Orientation to similar descriptors 

Affection was a category attribute also oriented to by Timothy’s parents, 

although they reported to have read that children with autism are mostly withdrawn.  

They described their parenting style as more physically demonstrative of love (e.g. 

hugging) because of what they had read.  However, they did not attribute Timothy’s 

affectionate ways to their ‘early intervention’.  Rather, they considered it to be his 

unique individuality: the withdrawal characteristic was probably “not so strong” in 

Timothy.  From the therapists’ reports, it appears that they were in agreement with 

the parents on Timothy’s affectionate ways. 
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Extract 4.34 

Therapist 2: He’s noticing people a lot more, hugging them or grabbing their hand 
and pulling on it, the “I want attention. Give me attention” sort of 
behaviour.  
When his sister comes home from school, Timothy will give her a hug 
and she’ll say “Oh… Timothy”. She’s eight and it probably felt sort of 
funny being hugged by her five-and-a-half-year-old brother. 
 

Therapist 3: Timothy likes cuddles and jumping on you 
 

Another therapist provided further insights into Timothy’s social-emotional 

capacity, which appear to challenge the theory of mind – the proposition that people 

with ASD have social difficulties because they are unable to understand another 

person’s mental point of view (Lewis, 2003) – in some of the literature on ASD. 

 

Extract 4.35 

Therapist 1: Timothy is gorgeous. He knows when I come into the session physically 
tired and he will change his behaviour to accommodate that… The other 
day, I was really tired for the session and Tim just did everything I asked 
him to do. Timothy’s the perfect child. 
To a certain extent, he can understand how you’re feeling and also he 
understands emotions a lot better than when we first started with him … I 
frown at him now and he understands that and he will react to that ... if 
you just smile the corner of your mouth, he knows. He really picked [that] 
up. 

 

The therapist has interpreted Timothy’s compliant behaviours during a 

session as evidence of his empathy towards her tiredness.  However, there is a 

double reflex in her report.  By referring to those instances where Timothy was able 

to “understand how you are feeling”, the therapist is marking them as remarkable.  It 

suggests that her underlying hidden assumption is that the Child-with-ASD is not 

expected to comprehend emotions.  The phrase “to a certain extent, he can 

understand how you’re feeling” also evinces her original assumption of Timothy’s 

limited socio-emotional capacity. 
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Orientation to child as a younger typical child  

Parents’ and professionals’ orientation to the child as a younger typical child 

(e.g. babies, two- or three-year-old) occurs in Roger’s situation when they describe 

his play behaviour and relationship with his peers.  As explained in Section 2.2.1 on 

positioned categories within a Membership Categorisation Device, the comparison 

used by the participants is hearable as a complaint. 

 

Extract 4.36 

Roger’s 
parents: 

[Mother] He doesn’t seem to be able to make friends, doesn’t have any 
friends at all. Oh, he has some but he plays with them like babies, just 
play alongside instead of, say, come and talk, asking them questions … 
He can play with them – chase each other around the house, or go on a 
swing together – that’s about it. It’s not like what eight-year-old children 
can do. They have a friend; they talk about this and that. No, it doesn’t 
happen with him … yet. 
 

Roger’s case 
manager: 

At the moment, he has a little fixation with a little girl … It is more like the 
attraction that little people have when they make their first big friend. He 
is going through a two- or three-year-old’s play development stage when 
he wants to lift her dress, spit on her, behaviour that he doesn’t 
understand is inappropriate. 

 

Later, in a follow-up interview, the case manager reported on Roger’s progress but 

again referred to it as a delayed development. 

 

Extract 4.37 

Roger’s case 
manager: 

You know, he went through that stage of lifting up girls’ dresses. So he 
hasn’t had any of that inappropriate behaviour for a long time … it’s 
really stopped. Yes, it was like a complete phase that he went through, 
you know. So he went through a phase where he was annoying the 
children in school, learning a clever remark to say back but using it 
inappropriately. But that all seems to have petered out. So it just seems 
like a new development but he’s just more delayed than the other 
children, you know. Things that they would do at preschool and kindy, 
he’s probably doing now. 

 

Despite their common reference to Roger’s social-emotional development as that of 

a younger typical child, it is, however, unclear to what extent both parents and the 

case manager orient to his development as simply delayed, or that he will eventually 

reach a more ‘typical’ level of social development.  Roger’s mother, by adding a 

“yet” to her comparison of Roger’s social behaviours to typical eight-year-olds, 
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suggests a hopeful orientation that his social-emotional development may become 

more like that of a typical child as he grows older.  The case manager’s description 

of Roger completing a phase (“it was like a complete phase that he went through”) 

and comment that what he is doing now is preschool- and kindy-like suggests that 

her orientation to Roger’s delayed development is one in which he will always be a 

few stages behind a typical person.  

 

Orientation to child as a typical same-aged child 

In situations where the child’s impairment is mild, parents and professionals 

may be more likely to orient to the child as a typical child.  Billy was reported by 

his mother and the professionals to be unreceptive to individualised help in the 

classroom.  His mother oriented to the behaviour as being typical of Billy whereas 

the professionals interpreted it as common in members of the category Typical 

Adolescents (relying on a standard relational pairing of Typical/Normal with 

Disabled). 

 

Extract 4.38 

Billy’s mother: 
[translated] 

Billy feels safer and more enjoyable in a group.  
Better than being taken out of class and taught one-to-one. 
 

Advisory Visiting 
Teacher: 

Billy didn’t really accept help very well. He doesn’t like anybody else to 
know why you’re in the classroom.  
Billy was ascertained towards the end of his primary schooling. 
Sometimes children in that situation feel very self-conscious of extra 
help seemingly being directed at them.  
I’ve found that Billy didn’t like situations where he was one-on-one with 
an adult giving him extra help. In a high school setting where the 
students are adolescents, Billy fits in really well to that situation 
because none of the others want to look like they are being singled out 
for help either. 
 

Case manager: I don’t think that Billy, like most 13-year-olds, likes to be recognised as 
having needs. He’s more receptive to me and other help within he 
classroom now. I think he is slowly beginning to accept some of these 
support. 

 

Perhaps, because Billy’s speech and language impairment may be 

considered a milder impairment compared to what some other children in this study 

have, his social-emotional development is more readily compared with Typical 
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Adolescents whereas in cases of children with ASD, impairments in social 

behaviour is a characteristic of the disability (Lewis, 2003), and the Child-with-

ASD is more likely to be compared and contrasted to a Non-disabled Child or a 

younger Typical Child.  

 

Orientation to child as transient 

Parents and professionals may describe the child in such a way as to position 

him/her transient, not really fitting in with the ‘normal’ group or the ‘impaired’ 

group. Vanessa’s hearing impairment is described by both her mother and teacher as 

placing her in a difficult social position: She is like neither the Normal Child nor the 

Typical Deaf Child; she is different from most of the deaf children and she is really 

different from the hearing kids.  

 

Extract 4.39 

Vanessa’s 
mother: 
[translated]  

Vanessa adapts, you know, when she plays with the normal children … 
she can’t catch up with them because they talk very quick. But when 
[she is] with the deaf children, she said they are [like] babies, they [talk] 
baby language … Vanessa gets along with boys and girls. She likes boy-
friend better than the girls. But now she is a little bit shy when she plays 
with the boys because she turns to teenager. 
 

Vanessa’s 
teacher:  

She’s actually caught between two worlds... She finds it hard to have a 
conversation with the hearing kids because they talked in normal rate. 
She just finds it hard to keep up with them even though she’s at their 
level of intelligence and maturity. So she’s actually not one or the other. 
She’s in a bit of sad position. She knows that she’s different… She does 
fit with [the children in her group]… but she doesn’t really fit with them in 
the camaraderie they have together.  

 

Compared to the mother’s description, Vanessa’s teacher appears to be more 

articulate in describing Vanessa’s transient identity.  Additionally (below), she 

described Vanessa’s awkward social position in terms of her ethnicity or cultural 

background.   
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Extract 4.40 

Vanessa’s 
teacher:  

We’ve just been doing a communication [theme], just to show them there 
are different languages. We did “hello”, “thank you” and “please” in 
French, German, Russian and Greek ... I said to Vanessa “well, do you 
know any Vietnamese?”  And she said “No. When they talk in 
Vietnamese, it’s just funny sounds to me” … I think that she probably 
misses out a bit there because I should imagine [that] Vietnamese is an 
important part of their culture and their life.  And maybe that’s one 
reason why Vanessa is on the outer, a little bit culturally because she 
can’t communicate in their language. And I’m sure you must pick up a lot 
of abstract things about the culture, like ways of thinking and the things 
that would come through in the language. And Vanessa wouldn’t be part 
of that. 

 

The child (Vanessa) that is built up by the teacher is one who has difficulty finding 

membership as a Deaf Child, a Hearing Child, and as a Vietnamese Child. 

 

Summary 

Overall, parents and professionals in this study appear to have a high degree 

of agreement in their category descriptors of the Child-with-a-disability in terms of 

social-emotional development.  For example, parents and professionals orient to the 

same aspects of socio-emotional development such as play behaviour and display of 

affection. They also orient to similar comparison.  For instance, the child is 

compared to that of a younger Typical Child (Roger like two- or three-year-old) or 

to that of a Typical Child (Billy, like every 13-year-olds).  In Vanessa’s case, her 

social position was described as being neither like a Typical Deaf Child or a Typical 

Hearing Child.  Also, not knowing the Vietnamese language signified her non-

membership to the category of a Typical Vietnamese Child.   

Despite the strong resemblance in parents’ and professionals’ reports, there 

are some intricate differences.  For instance, the different interpretations for the 

behaviour (e.g. Jessica and Truong), different reference points (Leon) and different 

projections into the future (Roger).  
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4.6.4 Speech and Communication capacity 

Associated with many childhood disabilities (e.g. Autism Spectrum 

Disorder, Down syndrome, hearing impairment, intellectual impairment) are speech 

and communication difficulties.  Parents and professionals typically refer to 

receptive and expressive language skills when talking about the child’s speech and 

communication capacity.  

In this section, the analysis finds, in summary, that (1) parents orient to lay 

terminology while professionals orient to scientific terminology; (2) they may have 

different attributions for the child’s limited expressive language; (3) parents orient 

to a deeper understanding and interpretation of the child’s communicative acts. 

 

Orientation to lay and/or scientific terminology 

Sometimes, parents described their child’s speech and communication 

development in lay terms while the professionals ascribed to more ‘medical’ 

terms’53.  For example, Leon’s father alluded to intuition (“we know what he wants 

by feeling or by experience”) and the teacher referred to a characteristic of ASD – 

echolalia (Lewis, 2003) – when talking about Leon’s speech and communication 

capacity. 

 

Extract 4.41 

Leon’s father: Leon doesn’t like to talk much. Because we have lived with him for quite 
long, we know what he wants by feeling or by experience… He has 
improved a little in school. He speaks more now. 
 

Leon’s teacher: He was so quiet before. But he is not quiet any more… He’s very vocal. 
He is talking more (for instance, to Julian) and interacting more. His 
speech isn’t so echolalic. 

 

Leon’s father and teacher report the same behaviour, that is, Leon is speaking more.  

The teacher’s description suggests a departure from an ASD characteristic.   

 

 

                                                 
53 In Timothy’s case, this was not so. The parents described Timothy’s speech as echoing. They 
explained that whatever he was rattling on and on, was probably a recantation of some scripts he had 
heard on television programs. 
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Different attributions to child’s limited expressive language 

Like Leon’s father, Jessica’s parents also described the child’s limited 

speech in very general terms: “she knows all the words, and she can understand 

what you say but she does not speak much”; “she can sing out all the words but she 

doesn’t like to speak”; her cousins did not want to play with her because “she 

doesn’t talk”;  “she is in the special unit at school because she is five years old now 

but still does not speak much”.  They also expressed their hope for Jessica to be 

“like other children – can talk”.  The frequent reference to Jessica’s lack of 

expressive language suggests that the parents conceived “not-speaking-much” to be 

Jessica’s primary disability.  By contrast, Jessica’s new case manager talked about 

Jessica’s lack of expressive language in terms of the lack of English language 

stimulation at home.  

 

Extract 4.42 

New manager  
(Jane): 

Jessica’s lack of expressive language is causing her a lot of frustration.  
She actually hides behind that. She doesn’t try to express and articulate 
herself because she gets more reaction from people around her, going 
“err-err-err”. Jessica’s not silly …  
For a child to develop expressive language, develop mentally, they need 
to be saturated in a lot of English – questions, answers, speaking. They 
need to hear it modelled to them. So you got to know what you’re up 
against. 

 

The suggestion by Jessica’s new case manager that a child with a disability could 

easily get away with minimal expressive language is also revealed in the following 

account given by Mike’s mother.  

 

Extract 4.43 

Mike’s mother: 
[translated] 

Last time, his teacher said, “Did you give him a chance to communicate 
with you?” I said, “Yes.” She thought perhaps whatever that Mike 
wanted, I know it, I just give him. That is, I didn’t ask him to tell me. 

 

A common implication can be drawn from what Mike’s mother, Jessica’s 

new case manager and Leon’s father were saying about the child’s speech and 

communication.  That is, the lives of children-with-a-disability are often so well 
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managed by those around them that they seldom need to express themselves 

verbally or by gesture. 

 

Orientation to deeper understanding and interpretation of child’s communicative 

acts 

During the interview, Mike’s mother gave very specific descriptions of what 

each of Mike’s gesture or behaviour meant in communicative terms.  Her report that 

Mike needed prompting to sign/communicate is not unlike the teacher’s description.  

However, by comparison, Mike’s mother demonstrated a deeper interpretation into 

Mike’s daily (communicative) acts.  

 

Extract 4.44 

Mike’s mother: 
[translated] 

Sometimes he doesn’t want to communicate with you, He doesn’t even 
sign for you. You have to prompt him, then he will sign for you. 
Sometimes, he grabs your hand. That means he wants something. 
Sometimes, he will bring me the cookie jar. He’s saying he wants to eat.  
He pulls me over to the TV means he wants me to turn it on.  
He keeps running into the kitchen, that means he’s hungry. 
He cried and cried when we came back late, that means he was hungry 
… 

Mike’s teacher: 
(James) 

You can give him choices and he can show in a way what he wants. For 
example, if he’s eating food and he needs help, you can say to him, “if 
you want help, you sign help” and he would sign help.  
 
He can communicate but it’s at a very rudimentary, basic level. Mostly, 
it’s passive. They are not proactive about it…and it’s far inferior to their 
receptive skills like you can give them multiple instructions in quite 
complicated language, vocabulary and all kinds of things, they all 
understand straight away but they can’t communicate that kind of depth 
of communication back to anyone else … 

 

It appears that Mike’s mother has described mostly his expressive (body) language 

while the teacher has described more of Mike’s receptive language capacity.  

Through the mother’s elaboration her adeptness in understanding her child’s needs 

is revealed.  However, she reported in a later part of the interview that it was not 

always possible to know what Mike wanted.  

Another parent who gave much detail on her child’s communication skills 

was Becky’s mother.  One of Becky’s co-teachers (Phyllis) described Becky to be 

mainly using utterances and gestures to communicate; and they made guesses at 
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what she was saying.  According to this teacher, the classroom routine and their 

familiarity with her meant that her communication was more predictable and 

understandable.  This guessing occurred within the home as well.  Becky’s mother 

revealed: 

 

Extract 4.45 

Becky’s mother: Currently, the way she is communicating with us is hit and miss. I can 
understand habits that she wants everyday. She just points or she just 
winces. She tries to communicate. Like, she points there, I can always 
guess. That could be two things – the basketball court, or the park there. 

 

In addition, Becky’s mother provided further detail on what Becky could say and 

what, based on her observations, was Becky’s speech and communication difficulty 

– a problem with brain-to-mouth coordination. 

 

Extract 4.46 

Becky’s mother: She can say words that are motivating to her like ‘swimming’, ‘mummy’, 
‘bike’, ‘boat’. If I slow her down, she can say “b-oat”. She says “boa”. Just 
leave out the second part, or she gets the second part, she can’t get the 
first part. I find that with repetition she can say it properly ... it’s just that it 
always takes a lot time.  
You’ve to reinforce what you’ve taught her or she’d tend to forget. For 
example, Becky knows how to say “bus”, then she gets lazy and she just 
says “ba- ba”. 
When she talks, you can understand her but the words coming out is not 
right. The funny thing is that she knows it’s not coming out right. 
Because she wants to say a bike but she says “car”. Because she 
pronounces the ‘ker’ sound – car starts with “Ker”, so “Bi-ke”, she says 
“car”. You ask, “Oh? So you want a car?” She says “No”. She can 
differentiate. But it just did not come out of right. It’s just her coordination 
from the brain to the mouth, can’t come out correctly.  

 

Becky’s mother further elaborated that there was nothing wrong with Becky’s vocal 

cords; it was just low muscle tone around her lips, especially her upper lips.  

Previously, Becky could not blow out a candle.  They had tried starting from basics, 

doing baby talk, but she still could not pronounce certain words.  

 In sum, it appears that Mike’s and Becky’s mothers have a deeper 

understanding and interpretation of their child’s communication capacity. 
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Summary 

In this topic Speech and communication capacity, the differences between 

parents’ and professionals’ interpretations, attributions and understanding of the 

child’s capacity appear to be more apparent than in the previous topics presented. 

Parents’ orientation to lay knowledge/terminology and the professionals’ 

employment of technical terms is rather similar (Leon).  However, the employment 

of cultural and environmental factors to account for the child’s limited speech and 

communication is not necessarily oriented to as relevant by the parents (Jessica).  In 

addition, the parents’ accounts provided a deeper interpretation of the child’s 

behaviour (e.g. Mike and Becky).    
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4.6.5 (Challenging) Behaviour 

Maladaptive behaviour of the child with a disability is often a major concern 

of the carers and professionals working with the child and the families.  Although 

(Challenging) Behaviour is not among the topics most frequently spoken about by 

participants in the study (which suggests that it is not a pervasive trait of disability), 

it is included here because behavioural issue is a major component of special 

education knowledge and practice.  

In this section, the analysis finds that parents and teachers who brought up 

issues pertaining to the child’s challenging behaviours largely concurred in their 

category descriptors.  However, it appears that (1) parents orient to general 

descriptions while professionals orient to explanatory descriptions of the 

behaviours; (2) parent and professionals orient to different attributions for the 

child’s outbursts; (3) parents describe the behaviour in terms of the child’s likes and 

dislikes while the professionals orient to the behaviour as a problem; (4) parents and 

professionals orient to similar descriptions and attributions. 

 

Orientation to general versus explanatory descriptions 

A large amount of category descriptors related to Truong’s challenging 

behaviours was generated by his parents and teachers.  Both parties gave very 

detailed episodic accounts of Truong within the home and school contexts as the 

extract below reveals. 
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Extract 4.47 

Truong’s 
parents: 
[translated] 

Even he hitting himself, hitting his head on the wall54, he will let you 
know, let you see it. If he notices that you are looking, he would do it 
harder and more… the bumps, the bruises everywhere. Sometimes he 
uses his knee to hit his head. That’s why [we got] the safety helmet. He’d 
take off the helmet and then put it on again. He asked his mum to do it 
all the time. Put it on and take it off. Very distressing.  
And even sleep, he doesn’t sleep soundly. At night, he would wake up a 
few times. When he wakes up, he’ll hit his head and make noises. 
He goes to the freezer, eats [a bit] and throws away. Sometimes he eats 
newspapers. 
He bites his shirt, makes a hole and puts his finger through it, makes it 
bigger and then makes another hole. [Every] one or two days, [we] will 
[have to] throw [away] one shirt. 
He drinks a lot of water. Sometimes we have to close all the taps and 
turn off the main tap when he comes home from school. He drinks and 
drinks all the time. Sometimes, even damages the tap.  
 

Truong’s 
teacher 
(James): 

He’s so distressing to be around. For the first three weeks, it was just 
hell. I had to hang on to him to stop him from killing himself. We were 
really worried. We seriously thought he might kill himself because he can 
easily put his head through a pane-glass window.  
I used to have to physically restrain him. Like, when he starts walking [up 
here] again, this is what I’d do (hold Truong’s arms behind). I’d do this 
because he’d be trying to hit himself. I used to have to hang on to him 
like that all day because, you know, he’d just dump himself.  
Truong has also given up a lot of his odd behaviour. He used to tear his 
clothes to pieces, bind himself up in them. Just nasty habits that he has. 
And self-induced vomiting, he used to do it. And anal-picking, picking his 
bum. All things that were designed to get attention basically, I think. 
There has been no educational outcome for Truong. It’s just been 
impossible because of his self-injurious behaviours absolutely 
dominating everything else. He’s too disturbing to take to the 
community… He’s been good for five weeks, but you just don’t know 
when he’s going to start smacking his head on the floor and his blood 
going everywhere. 
 

New teacher 
(Aaron): 

It’s terrible to watch. It’s just terrible and when he’s hitting himself, you 
know, a hundred times on the face. And he split his lips, just a little tiny 
bit and there’s blood on the bottom of his teeth. And he’s crying and he’s 
hitting… A little bit of blood and your heart just goes “urh!” and you got to 
do something about it. And it’s so effective. He’s so clever. He knows 
that it’s effective too. 
The medication he’s on really affects his appetite badly. So what tends 
to happen is he doesn’t want to eat. You can’t force him to eat but he’ll 
eat like two or three bites of maybe ten things during the day. 

 

                                                 
54 After the interview, the parents showed us (interpreter and I) the cracks and dents on the cupboards 
and doors. They explained that Truong would not hit at the same spot. Instead, he would hit his head 
at different spots.  
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A tabulation of the category descriptors shows that Truong’s head-banging 

behaviour was the dominant trait parents and teachers oriented to.  That the self-

injurious behaviours were largely attention-seeking also seems agreed.   

 

Table 4.5 Category descriptors of Truong’s behaviours 

Parents Teacher New Teacher 
Hits his head on the wall, 
sofa & cupboards; bumps 
and bruises everywhere on 
his head; crack on 
cupboards & doors;  

Might kill himself; Could easily put 
his head through a pane-glass 
window; Would just dump himself; 
might smack his head on the floor 
and blood going everywhere 

Hit himself a 100 
times on the face; 
split his lips and 
blood on the bottom 
of his teeth 

Would do it harder if you are 
looking 

Odd behaviours designed to get 
attention basically 

You got to do 
something about it; 
he knows it’s 
effective 

Kept asking to put helmet on 
and off 

Complaining, crying & screaming  Crying 

Eat a bit and throws away Self-induced vomiting Eat 2 or 3 bites of 10 
things during the day 

Bites his shirt; makes a hole 
and puts his finger through & 
make hole bigger 

Tears his clothes to pieces; bind 
himself in them 

 

Doesn’t sleep soundly Anal-picking  
Climb into kitchen; Damages 
tap; drinks and drinks from 
tap 

  

 

The new teacher (Aaron) attributes cleverness to Truong’s attention-seeking 

behaviour. He is also more equipped with medical explanations for some of 

Truong’s behaviours.  For instance, Truong eating bits of everything in the parents’ 

account was understood by Aaron to be a consequence of his medication – the 

medication affected his appetite. 

Overall, the accounts provided by parents and teachers may give readers a 

sense of ‘horror’ at the lives of these people who struggle day-to-day to look after 

Truong and manage his behaviours.  However, in another sense, their accounts can 

also be seen as moral accounts of what a ‘good’ Parent is.  This speculation is 

confirmed in the teachers’ comments: (James) “they haven’t given up on him, which 

is pretty amazing. I think I would’ve” (c.f. Extract 5.6); (Aaron) “I don’t know how 

they get out of bed most days. If it was my life, I don’t know that I could get as far 

into it as they have”.  Hence, in Truong’s case, not only is the Child-with-a-
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disability built up through the utterances, the category Good Parent is also 

accomplished.  

 

Orientation to behaviour outbreak as communication breakdown and tantrums 

When Becky’s mother talks about Becky’s speech and communication 

difficulty, she identifies it as a cause of her behaviour problems at school.  

 

Extract 4.48 

Becky’s mother: They couldn’t really understand what she really was wanting and if no 
one understands, she can’t get her way, then she would throw her 
tantrums… 
She has a mind of her own…. If she doesn’t like it, she would say so, 
said “No”, and um if she doesn’t really get her way, she’ll throw tantrums, 
throw herself on the floor, hit herself, threw her glasses… 
A lot of the time, behaviour outbreak is really communication breakdown. 
I suppose that for normal people like us, if our wishes are not listened to, 
we feel frustrated too. What more for her. 

 

The teachers, however, appear to orient to Becky’s behaviour outbreak as tantrums.  

 

Extract 4.49 

Co-teacher 1 
(Sophie): 

She’s a child subject to tantrums but only when she wants to do some 
thing totally by herself and you step in into her personal space. When 
she’s sort of coping with something reasonably well and she’s working it 
out but you try to speed her up, “errr …”, it’s the grunt. She tends to look 
at you – “Ruff”. 
You can’t even pick up sometimes what causes her to fly into tantrums.  
 
She came in cranky that day, till about 11 o’clock and then she was 
perfect. All kids do that. She’s nine but I mean she’s a typical two-year-
old really. That’s what two-year-olds do, these terrible twos. They throw 
tantrums. But it’s just sad at her age. But she really has a mental age of 
two or three so that’s what you’ve got to expect. 
 

Co-teacher 2 
(Phyllis): 

Becky has a stubborn streak. She has quite a temper on her. She’s 
fiercely independent. She would persevere and not let others help her. 
She would screech and squeal at those who went to help her. She needs 
to learn a better way to indicate, “Go away, please.” 

 

The accounts provided by Becky’s mother for the child’s behavioural 

outbreak not only assign agency to the child, they appear to be attempts to 

empathise with the child.  The mother describes Becky as having “a mind of her 

own”.  She then invokes membership of the category Normal People to suggest that 
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it is natural to feel frustrated when “our wishes” are not acknowledged (i.e. Becky’s 

tantrums are provoked by external factors).  Becky, being a child with a disability, 

will be even more frustrated when she could not communicate her wishes.  

From the teachers’ reports, they seemed to also agree that Becky’s tantrums 

was related to communication difficulty (“you try to speed her up, “err..” it’s the 

grunt”; “screech and squeal at those who want to help her).  The teachers orient to 

Becky’s tantrums as innate to the child (“ a child subject to tantrums”; “has quite a 

temper on her”), ascribing them to a lower mental age (“she’s a typical two year old 

really. That’s what two-year-olds do, these terrible-twos”) and her fiercely 

independent character.  The latter attribution resembled the mother’s description of 

Becky having a mind of her own.  The contrasts between parent’s and teachers’ 

reports are perhaps in their emphasis: the teachers appear to suggest Becky’s 

tantrums as unreasonable, while the mother seems more empathetic.  

 

Orientation to a behaviour as a child’s likes and as a problem 

Not all children with disabilities demonstrate Truong’s degree of challenging 

behaviours.  Sometimes, parents and professionals have different orientation and 

attributions for the child’s behaviours.  In Jessica’s case, the parents evidently did 

not refer to some of her non-compliant behaviours as problematic, as revealed in the 

excerpts below.  They reported it in terms of her preference to do things a certain 

way (“she wants to read by herself”) and to her mood (in “playing mood”).  In their 

accounts, they also alluded to their ‘softer’ parenting style (“you have to be mean to 

get her to sit”).  
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Extract 4.50 

Jessica’s 
parents: 
[translated] 

We try to help her do the homework but she will not sit for a long 
time. She does not like to sit. She will run around. But she likes 
reading. So she probably will sit still for that. But every time, we try to 
show her how to read, she runs away. She wants to read by 
herself… You have to be mean to her to get her to sit and do her 
homework. Sometimes she doesn’t sit down to do her work until the 
teacher raised her voice. Sometimes, she is in a playing mood. 
 

Case manager 
(Alison): 

Jessica tends to not work in class in the sense that she focuses on 
what’s important to her. If you put a task in front of her, she would do 
it. It has to be teacher-directed because once she finished her work, 
she’ll just wander off, perhaps to find a book… there are times when 
she’ll follow through part of a task and then she’ll go and draw things 
or colour things which she’s not supposed to.  
If she doesn’t want to do a task, she’ll slap on the table and say, 
“Jessica is angry” and rush off in an angry way. 
 

Class teacher 
(Pauline): 

Jessica has a short attention span. She’ll stay on task for handwriting 
with an aide, a short independent reading activity. Some days, she’s 
less likely to stay on-task. She can follow instructions up to a point 
until she gets way-laid. If she stays on in class by herself, that can be 
difficult… For the afternoon sessions, she may wander or muck 
around. I don’t get too strict about what she does in the afternoon. 
 

New manager 
(Jane): 

Jessica often does not understand the consequences of her action. 
Often, she gets stubborn and refuses to modify her behaviour.  
 
Will resort to immature behaviour to gain her own way55. 

 

The somewhat varied category descriptors by Jessica’s parents, case 

managers and class teacher could be traced to their roles in relation to Jessica.  

Parents generally did not require their child to sit and read at home.  However, the 

category attribute of ‘sitting and staying on task’ is very relevant at school.  It was, 

particularly, relevant to the class teacher (Pauline) whose main concern was keeping 

Jessica in line with the rest of her classmates, and in flow with her lesson plans.  

The new case manager’s (Jane) category descriptors appear to focus on Jessica’s 

deficits, perhaps because the interview was carried out at a time when she was 

making a case for Jessica to repeat Year One.  

 

                                                 
55 This sentence is taken from the case manager’s report submitted to the unit. 
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Orientation to similar descriptions and attributions 

Sometimes the temperament and behaviour of a child was noted by parents 

and professionals to change over time.  Mike’s mother and teacher gave rather 

similar descriptions of the child’s upset behaviours becoming more prominent in 

recent months.  They provided similar attribution for the change in temperament – 

onset of puberty.  

 

Extract 4.51 

Mike’s mother: 
[translated] 

All along, he has been very happy. It’s just this year. Perhaps, it’s also 
he’s growing. Hormones change or too many changes. 
 

Mike’s teacher 
(James): 

Up until recently, like the last six months, he’s been a very placid, good-
natured kid. With the onset of puberty, it appears to me, he’s got more 
upset and more upset-able …  
I suspect that it’ll disappear once again when he becomes a young adult. 
I think … it’s not unusual ‘cause the hormones stress him out. 
 

New teacher 
(Rosna): 

It’s part of the autistic nature ... to get stressed. It’s not an outside thing. 
It could be but sometimes it’s from within themselves, because they 
don’t know how to communicate. They’re lacking in that … It’s hard to 
say what causes Mike stress. It could be anything. It could be tiredness. 
It could be inconsistency in routine. Sometimes, kids like routine and 
anything could disrupt routine. I don’t know and I don’t think Mike’s 
mother knows. I don’t know if she realises that he’s stressed. She’ll say 
he’s noisy; he’s wetting a lot more than normal but she does not realise 
that it could be stress … she won’t use ‘stress’ [to describe]. She 
probably thinks something happened or he’s being a little bit naughty. 

 

The new teacher (Rosna) who was interviewed the following year gave 

several variables for Mike’s upset behaviours (part of the autistic nature; within 

child; communication difficulty; stress; tiredness, inconsistency in routine), but 

acknowledged that she did not really know.  At the same time, she supposed that 

Mike’s mother would not orient to a technical term (“She won’t use ‘stress’ to 

describe”) but to an unscientific, folksy type of explanation for Mike’s upset (“she 

probably thinks something happened or he’s being a little bit naughty”). 

Another commonality in the mother’s and teacher’s description of Mike’s 

behaviour is their reference to his physical build as threatening to others. 
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Extract 4.52 

Mike’s mother: 
[translated] 

Sometimes Mike wants something, he can’t say it, he will grab his sister. 
She’s very small-build. When he grabs her, she cries … 
I saw Mike that day [at school]. He lost his temper and went to grab 
others …  
Because Mike is very big, so perhaps he needs a male to control him … 
perhaps they are afraid females can’t control/manage him, he’s so big-
size. 
 

Mike’s teacher 
(James): 

It’s not so much aggressive to people but getting upset and coming at 
people, his arms flapping. It doesn’t look like he’s trying to hurt anyone 
but in his distress and with his size, he may well easily do so.  
It’s actually mainly noise … If he’s got strength, he doesn’t put much 
behind it. So he actually looks a lot worse than he really is. 

 

From the mother’s report, it appears that she orients to Mike’s behaviour as 

problematic when he tries to grab at people (e.g. his sister; others at school).  These 

situations may occur when he wants something (communication) or when he loses 

his temper.  The teacher appears to orient to the threat of Mike’s upset behaviours, 

rather than the behaviour itself.  Indeed, from the extract below, one gets a sense 

that Mike’s behaviour is not so challenging: his mother reports instances where 

Mike had been “well-behaved”; his teacher describes some inappropriate behaviours 

that are discouraged; and his new teacher considers him “not a problem child”.  

 

Extract 4.53 

Mike’s mother: 
[translated] 

When he is well-behaved, it is very easy to look after him. When he’s 
well-behaved, he’s very well-behaved… Once I asked a friend from 
church to look after him for a few hours. He was rather well-behaved. He 
went to his room to look at his things. 
 

Mike’s teacher 
(James): 

He’s very fond of people… but he likes doing reasonably inappropriate 
things like putting his feet over you, putting his hands up to your face, 
you know, that kind of stuff. So… we’re constantly trying to discourage 
that kind of behaviour. 
 

New teacher 
(Rosna): 

Mike is not a problem child, really. These are just little hitches, small little 
things you can easily overcome, not major problems… 
When we go on the bus… sometimes, he would get up and just scream 
and shout about, maybe try and reach out to other passengers which 
people don’t like. So he’s got to learn not to do that.  

 

As in the argument made for Jessica’s case, it is likely that with Mike, the 

institutional framing of Student increases the likelihood of professionals reporting 
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on ‘problem’ behaviours (e.g. child travelling in public bus as part of the school 

program). 

 

Summary 

In this section, it was found that parents and teachers largely orient to similar 

behavioural traits in the child (e.g. Truong’s self-injurious behaviour) and may even 

orient to similar attributions (e.g. Truong’s behaviour as attention-seeking; Mike’s 

upset triggered by hormonal changes).  Nevertheless, there are some intricate 

differences in their orientation.  For example, Truong’s eating bits of food and 

throwing them away is reframed by the new teacher as a result of his medication; 

Becky’s mother attributes the child’s behavioural outbreak to communication 

breakdown while the teachers attribute it to the child’s mental age or stubborn 

streak; Jessica’s non-compliant behaviour is not oriented to as problematic at home, 

whereas it is the case at school.  From this analysis of the challenging behaviour of 

the Child-with-a-disability, the institutional framing of Good Parent and Student is 

revealed. 
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4.6.6 Discussion of interview data 

 The focus of this chapter is on (1) parents’ and professionals’ views of the 

child, and (2) the extent to which their views agree.  For Section 4.6 in which 

interview data is the source of data analysis, the research questions will be 

examined within the boundaries of the topics presented in Sections 4.6.1 to 4.6.5 

(and not all the interviews collected in the study).  

 Positive attributes of the Child-with-a-disability are summarised and 

grouped as Generated by parents or Generated by professionals in Table 4.6. Table 

4.7 compares the negative attributes generated by the parents and professionals56.  

Although there is a risk that the table presentation decontextualises and bifurcates 

the data, it allows one to visually compare the extent to which parents and 

professionals oriented to the child’s strengths or deficits when talking within the 

five topics in the interviews.  To compare the extent to which parents and 

professionals agree in their views, I refer to Table 4.8 to summarise the similar 

attributes they ascribe to the child and the differences57 in their views. Finally, the 

implications of the findings will be discussed. 

 

4.6.6.1 Attributes of the Child-with-a-disability 

 In seeking to find out parents’ and professionals’ views of the Child-with-a-

disability, an implicit question might be: “Who is the Child-with-a-disability?” and 

“What are the attributes of the Child-with-a-disability?”  Such an orientation in 

research may be interpreted as focusing the analysis back to within the child.  

However, this study investigates how people in their day-to-day interaction or 

interview-talk with a researcher make sense of disability and what attributes they 

assign the category Child-with-a-disability.  It is found that each child is built up in 

different ways and from different topics that parents and professionals orient to (see 

Appendix 4I).  This is consistent with arguments by some scholars (e.g. Davis and  

 
                                                 
56 Attributes that do not fit neatly into either the positive or negative categories are omitted. 
57 In the data presented in Sections 4.6.1 to 4.6.5, I included discussion of the differences between 
professionals themselves (e.g. Jessica and Truong) and the contradictions within the participant’s 
reports (e.g. Becky’s mother and Mike’s teacher). Here, I will only focus on comparing the reports 
by parents and professionals.  
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Watson, 2002) that these children do not form a homogenous group. As revealed in 

this study, there is a wide array of ways in which participants talk about the child 

within each topic. For example, in the topic Cognitive capacity, parents and 

professionals may orient to the child’s good memory (Extract 4.1), or ability to 

understand two languages (Extracts 4.7 & 4.8), or practical intelligence (Extract 

4.16) as evidence of cognitive competence. However, this is complicated because 

the Disability context appears to underlie most of what the participants reported in 

these topics58. That is, participants seemed not to expect the Child-with-a-disability 

to perform competently regardless of the attributes they stated. 

  

A comparison of positive attributes assigned to Child-with-a-disability by parents 

and professionals 

 Table 4.6 compares the positive attributes of the child generated by the 

parents and by the professionals.  The order in which the children are placed is 

based on the child’s school placement and an estimate of their degree of 

impairment.  Vanessa is least impaired and Truong, most impaired. 

 

                                                 
58 It is perhaps only in the topic Child’s interests and hobbies (see Appendix 4J) that the Disability 
context is less pervasive. 
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Table 4.6  Positive attributes ascribed to child by parents and professionals 
  Generated by parents Generated by professionals 
Vanessa HI Clever, pass exam; Can hear & say 

“mama” 
Bright, mature, sophisticated, works 
hard; quite oral 

Billy SLI Quite intelligent, can speak English 
well 

Spots things quickly, very visual, 
highly intelligent, clever 

Irene HI Does well in Math Bright, teach her & she improves, 
wonderful attitude to learning 

Roger ASD Bright, intelligent; remembers; reads 
instruction and explores 

Excellent comprehension in drawing 
of bath 

Jessica ASD Remembers in her mind; will sit still 
for reading, in a playing mood 

Picks up things quickly & remembers; 
understands far more than people 
realize; knows the names of people in 
unit, comes up & say hello 

Timothy ASD  Noticing people, likes cuddles & 
hugs; perfect child; gorgeous   

Leon ASD Happy, speaks more now Interacts quite a lot; speech isn’t so 
echolalic 

Audi DS Can read by memory; Designs & 
studies things in environment 

 

Becky II Tries, seems interested in book, can 
match & type; remembers, alert, 
picks up cues, knows body 
language, independent; no brain 
damage; quite alert, more receptive; 
tries to communicate; can say words 
motivating to her; with repetition, can 
say properly; knows word is not 
coming out right, can differentiate; 
feel frustrated because wishes not 
acknowledged 

Good at jigsaw & matching 

Mike ASD Can understand English & Chinese; 
may eventually understand with 
repetition; some communicative 
behaviours; has been very happy; 
when well-behaved, good, easy to 
look after, went to room to look at his 
things 

Fairly bright, understands a lot of 
verbal instructions; can give him 
choice, tell him to sign; until recently, 
placid good natured; not a problem 
child, just little hitches that can easily 
be overcome 

Truong ASD Responds to English & Vietnamese, 
knows with one look 

understanding of English amazing; 
bright, skilful, crafty, wants to be in 
control, so clever 

 

HI – Hearing Impairment    SLI – Speech Language Impairment   ASD – Autism Spectrum Disorder    

DS – Down syndrome        II – Intellectual Impairment 

 

 In the column Generated by parents in Table 4.6, we see that parents’ 

specific use of descriptors like “intelligent” and “clever” appears only in the top few 

rows.  As we move down the column, the competence of the Child-with-a-disability 

changes from attributes associated with academic tasks (e.g. pass exam) and 

memory, to attributes associated with awareness of the environment (e.g. Becky’s 

alertness), and responding to instructions (e.g. Mike’s and Truong’s ability to 

respond to instruction in English and Chinese/Vietnamese).  This reveals that the 
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parents of children positioned at the lower part of the table were orienting to the 

lower mental-functioning of the child in their reports.  We can also see from these 

parents’ reports of favourable attributes of the child that they are aptitudes 

associated with more mundane tasks.  Overall, it appears that parents orient to 

positive traits of the child’s competence, regardless of the child’s degree of 

impairment.  They also provide accounts that illustrate those competences. 

 The positive attributes shown in the column Generated by professionals are 

largely descriptors associated with the child’s cognitive capacity. Unlike the 

observation made by the parents (those who assign the child the attributes, 

“intelligent” and “clever” are in the top few rows), we see that the professionals 

have used the terms bright and clever to describe the child at various sections down 

the column. Looking at the (decontextualised) attributes assigned to Truong (at the 

bottom row), it would appear that Troung’s degree of impairment is 

indistinguishable from Vanessa’s (at the top row). However, the comment that 

Truong’s “understanding of English is amazing” (Extract 4.8) when considered in 

context reveals that it was made remarkable by the teacher (James) because he had 

not expected Truong to respond to his instructions in English. 

 One also notes that the attribute “bright” assigned by the professionals to the 

child is by no means an evaluation of the child’s cognitive/academic brilliance. For 

example, in Vanessa’s (hearing impairment) case, she is described as bright, and her 

language as good. However, the teacher explained that it was a result of Vanessa 

“reading a lot” and her hard work (Extract 4.13).  Irene’s “bright”-ness and 

improvements were attributed to her wonderful learning attitude (Extract 4.17); 

Mike’s “bright”-ness in understanding of verbal instructions (Extract 4.14) is 

hearable as a lower mode of communication. 

 It is difficult to tell from glancing at Table 4.6 whether parents or 

professionals produce more positive descriptors of the child. For example, Jessica’s 

case managers generated more attributes than the parents, whereas the positive 

attributes produced by Becky’s mother far exceeded those generated by the 

teachers.  
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 However, in terms of descriptors associated with the child’s (Challenging) 

Behaviour, parents of three children provided constructive accounts [e.g. Becky – 

“if our wishes not listened, feel frustrated too” (Extract 4.48); Jessica – “in a playing 

mood” (Extract 4.50); Mike – “when well-behaved, good and easy to look after” 

(Extract 4.53)] whereas only Mike’s new teacher, Rosna, made light of the child’s 

challenging behaviour (Extract 4.53).  

 The finding that parents and professionals produce comparable positive 

attributes of the Child-with-a-disability is quite contrary to the literature where it is 

often reported that professionals emphasised on the child’s deficits.  One important 

reason may be that the professionals in this study are mostly teachers, case 

managers and therapists who have close day-to-day contact with the child.  Another 

reason is undoubtedly that the context of the research interview allows for a more 

balanced description of the child as opposed to the context of, say, a referral 

meeting, where the teacher may have to formulate an extreme version of the child 

so as to warrant assistance from educational psychologist (Hester, 1998). 

 Also, I wish to refer to a study by Pollner and McDonald-Wikler (1985) here 

to illustrate how ascription of competence to the Child-with-a-disability may occur.  

Pollner and McDonald-Wikler examined the interaction between family members 

and a child diagnosed with severe intellectual impairment and found the family 

members to be employing subtle, almost artful practices that could function to 

create the image of the child as intelligent and responsive.  That is, family members 

pre-structured the child’s environment such that the likelihood that whatever the 

child did could be seen as meaningful, intentional activity was maximised.  For 

example, when family members discerned a pattern, or a developmental possibility 

in the child’s behaviour, they would integrate their actions with the child’s so as to 

achieve the appearance of coordinated interactional activity.  The researchers 

further suggested that these practices were similar to those which many parents 

employ with their preverbal children.  In many parent-infant interactions59, adults 

typically treat the child’s babbling as intelligent and complex utterance, or will 

                                                 
59 Many dog-owners have told me stories about their dogs in which they attributed intention to the 
animals’ behaviours. 
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describe whatever the child was doing at a particular moment as though it had been 

an intentional project of the child.  The researchers suggested that the higher level 

of competence assigned to the Child-with-a-disability by parents may be a 

perseveration of such practices (parent-infant interaction) at home.  

 Similarly, I would suggest that in the cases of children whose intellectual 

and/or communication capacities are more severely affected, parents and the 

professionals who are in day-to-day interactions with the child typically make 

attempts to discern the inner child and his/her agency60.  In the words of Leon’s 

father, “we know what he wants by feeling or by experience” (Extract 4.41).  

Sometimes, professionals try to infer hidden cognitive ability as well.  For example, 

Billy’s primary school teacher suggested that Billy’s “clever brain” was not 

detected because it had been put down to speech language problems (Extract 4.26). 

Sometimes, the professionals appear to infer hidden agency (purposive actions) in 

the child’s behaviour. For example, when describing Truong as “crafty” and 

“manipulative”, the new teacher, Aaron, implied that Truong’s cleverness had been 

hidden by his disability61 (Extract 4.9). 

Given that it is quite indistinguishable who (parents or professionals) 

generate more positive attributes of the child, it is useful to now compare the 

negative attributes produced by the parents and professionals in Table 4.7  

 

                                                 
60 In using MCA and CA to examine one interaction-episode of a child with severe intellectual 
impairment and a teacher, Czislowski-McKenna (2001) reveals how the sociality of the child is 
affirmed when the teacher interacts with the child in ways that acknowledged his agency.  
61 While there is no clear evidence in the data, one might speculate that parents’ and professionals’ 
attempts to discern the inner child may be influenced by popular media portrayal of people-with-a-
disability. For example, when Billy’s teacher said, “you know how some autistic people are very 
smart and they are very focused on one thing. I think he may have a bit of autism”, it seemed that she 
might have drawn upon the model of the idiot-savant in Rainman.  
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Table 4.7 Negative attributes ascribed to child by parents and professionals 

  Generated by parents Generated by professionals 
Vanessa HI  Manages procedural; struggles; auditory signal 

very degraded; has difficulty conversing with 
hearing kids, does not fit in with deaf kids 

Billy SLI Not try to his best ability Can’t quickly process information in head; didn’t 
accept help well 

Irene HI   
Roger ASD Doesn’t know how to apply; doesn’t 

like to work; says something that 
doesn’t make sense; Doesn’t have 
any friends; plays with them like 
babies 

Does not comprehend story; mimics sayings, 
lacks concentration; picks up a word & say 
something unrelated; fixated on weather * with 
a girl; lifts her dress, spits on her 

Jessica ASD  Does not understand (comprehension test); 
lacks expressive language, doesn’t try to 
articulate; wanders off, draws or colours things 
she’s not supposed to, slaps on table & rushes 
off in an angry way; short attention span, muck 
around; not understand consequences, 
stubborn, refuses to modify behaviour, resorts 
to immature  behaviour to gain her way 

Timothy ASD  Out with the fairies; likes to be ‘not-here’ no 
automatic feeling or understanding of things 

Leon ASD Play by himself, easy to be upset if 
you disturb him 

  

Audi DS Takes long time to absorb; doesn’t 
like to read 

Forgets easily; obsessional play 

Becky II No idea what she’s doing, can’t be 
on her own, no sense of danger; 
communication is hit and miss 
(guesses from her habits, winces & 
pointing); tends to forget, gets lazy 

Absolutely no academic skills, spelling of a 
word means nothing to her; subject to fly into 
tantrums, grunts, cranky, terrible twos; stubborn 
streak, quite a temper, fiercely independent, 
perseveres & not accept help, screeches & 
squeals 

Mike ASD Not absorb fast or understand new 
things; If he doesn’t want to 
communicate, won’t sign; wants 
something or lost temper, will grab 
sister or others 

Very little academically, will not make much 
progress; limited in what he can do; basic, 
passive, not proactive communication skills; 
expressive language far inferior to receptive 
skills; getting upset  & coming at people, arms 
flapping, mainly noise; looks lots worse than he 
really is; shouts; reaches out to other 
passengers 

Truong ASD Needy & sticky; hits head, hits 
harder if people looking; put on & 
takes off helmet; eats a bit & throw 
away, bites shirt; not sleep soundly; 
damages tap 

Manipulative, wants something but no idea what 
he wants; wants to be in control totally; 
emotionally deadpan; likes people to lay on him 
or cuddle tightly; inappropriate; isolated; likes 
things to be just so; nervous; jealous of those 
who gets teacher’s attention; unhealthy bond, 
not genuine affection; interested in hugging, 
arms around him; obsessed about us; dumps 
himself; complains; screams, cries, self-induced 
vomiting, tears clothes, anal picking; hits 
himself a 100 times, split his lips, eat 2 or 3 
bites of 10 things during the day 

 

HI – Hearing Impairment    SLI – Speech Language Impairment   ASD – Autism Spectrum Disorder    

DS – Down syndrome        II – Intellectual Impairment 
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A comparison of negative attributes assigned to Child-with-a-disability by parents 

and professionals 

It is easy to tell from a quick glance at Table 4.7 that parents generated 

fewer negative descriptors than the professionals.  In examining the attributes 

produced by parents in this table, one may recall the contexts in which those 

attributes were constructed: 

(a) In stating that Roger did not know how to apply his intelligence in certain 

situations, his parents were accounting for Roger’s good memory (Extract 4.1); 

(b) In describing Audi’s limited competence in reading, his mother emphasised “his 

special way” of reading (Extract 4.2) and explained the seeming incompetence 

to his lack of motivation (Extract 4.5). 

(c) In listing accounts of Becky’s practical unintelligence, her mother had 

interwove them with accounts of her practical intelligence (Extract 4.16), which 

were hearable as her concern around Becky’s increasing level of independence 

and her safety. 

(d) In describing Mike’s slower absorption of new concepts, his mother suggested 

that repetition could, eventually, lead to understanding (Extract 4.14).   

Hence, it appears that parents’ references to unfavourable attributes are really works 

of accounting (rationalising, justifying) for the child’s failure to display cognitive 

competence. 

 The negative ‘cognitive’ attributes assigned to the Child-with-a-disability by 

professionals, by contrast, appear to be less the work of accounting. They oriented 

more significantly to the institutional demands and expectations of School. Vanessa 

was described as struggling with academic work that demands more than procedural 

problem-solving (Extract 4.13); Irene was described as not truly comprehending the 

steps she went through in her multiplication operation (Extract 4.18); Roger’s and 

Jessica’s respective lack of capacity in comprehending story book contents (Extract 

4.4) and in the Neale Analysis of Reading and Comprehension (Extract 4.11) were 

emphasised by their case managers. Further, Roger’s “quirky sayings” (e.g. “Tricky, 

Mrs Matthews, I must think for this one”) were interpreted as modelled behaviours 

rather than as evidence of a higher meta-cognitive thinking process. Lower down 
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the column, Audi’s play was oriented to as “obsessional” rather than creative 

(Extract 4.3); Becky was described as having “absolutely no academic skills” 

(Extract 4.15); and Mike was reported as “very little educationally” and “not going 

to make much progress” (Extract 4.14). Hence, in the professionals’ ascription of 

negative attributes to the Child-with-a-disability, we see their strong orientation to 

the fundamental work that School does (i.e. academic education) and to the 

dominant mode of evaluation that School adopts (e.g. true understanding of the 

procedures taken in Mathematical sums, performance in Reading and 

Comprehension tests). 

In addition, the negative attributes ascribed to the child by the professionals 

appear to be mainly descriptions of the child’s challenging behaviour. (They also 

appear to cluster around children ascertained with ASD.) Our membership of 

educational institutions could perhaps help us understand that this phenomenon 

(teachers describing at length the problem behaviours) is related to the context and 

practical requirements of teachers in dealing with the children: Jessica’s class 

teacher needs Jessica to attend to the lessons and conform to classroom norms 

(Extract 4.49); Becky’s “fierce independence” and tantrums (Extract 4.49) interfere 

with the assistance that teachers, sometimes, need to give her; Mike’s “coming at 

people, arms flapping” (Extract 4.52) can endanger other children’s safety as well as 

the teacher’s safety; Truong’s self-injurious behaviours (Extract 4.47) add 

tremendous strain on the teachers’ responsibility to keep the child safe while under 

their care at school. The teachers’ extreme formulations of the child’s challenging 

behaviours allude to the demands of their profession, and could be heard to be 

invoking compassion and admiration for the Special Education Teacher.  
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4.6.6.2 Extent of agreement in parents’ and professionals’ views  

Table 4.8 presents the common attributes ascribed by parents and 

professionals to the child and also the differences in their descriptions. 

 

Table 4.8 A comparison of agreement and differences in parents’ and 
professionals’ views of child 

 
  Similar attributes Differences  
Vanessa HI 1) Clever; 2) Caught between two worlds ) Comparing child to deaf vs hearing 

children; 2) Lay vs scientific diagnosis 
Billy SLI 1) Intelligent; smart; 2) Not receptive to 

help aimed at him 
1) Problem caused by sports enjoyment vs 
suspecting autism; 2) Not try hard vs can’t 
overcome disability; 3) Resistance to 
individualised help as a feature of Billy vs 
as a feature of Adolescent 

Irene HI  1) Does well in Math vs goes through steps 
without understanding 

Roger ASD 1) Good visual memory; 2) Doesn’t like 
to work; 3) Irrelevant speech; 4) Plays 
like a younger child 

1) Can understand enabling vs can’t 
understand reflective text; 2) Lay vs 
technical description of characteristics 

Jessica ASD 1) Remembers; 2) Plays mostly by 
herself; 3) Non-compliant 

1) Playing by herself explained as 
ineffective communication vs self- 
absorption; 
2) Limited speech is primary disability vs 
home language is a factor of limited 
speech; 3) nonconforming behaviour 
explained as a preferred way of doing 
things vs as a problem 

Timothy ASD 1) ‘his own world’; mystery;  
2) Affectionate 

 

Leon ASD 1) More interactive; 2) Speaks more 1) Comparing child to normal vs autistic 
child; 2) Lay vs technical description of 
child’s speech 

Audi DS 1) Basic reading skills; 2) Motivation 1) Creative play vs obsessive play 
Becky II 1) Limited learning capacity; 2) Makes 

guesses at her winces; 3) Tantrums a 
result of communication breakdown and 
child’s fierce independence 

1) Child tries vs child has absolutely no 
academic skills; 2) Labels cerebral palsy vs 
autism vs intellectual impairment;  
3) Deeper interpretation of child’s 
communicative acts by mother 

Mike ASD 1) Limited learning capacity, 2) 
Rudimentary signing; 3) Tantrums 
triggered by hormones;  
4) Physical build threatening; 5) Well 
behaved, not problem child 

1) Hopeful vs doom orientation to the 
child’s future; 2) Deeper interpretation of 
child’s communicative acts by mother; 3) 
orientation to child’s ‘expressive’ 
communication vs receptive language 

Truong ASD 1) ‘Bilingual’; 2) Likes pressure;  
3) Extreme attachment to people; 4) Hits 
head, cries, tears clothes 

1) Parents reporting vs teachers 
interpreting 
 

 

HI – Hearing Impairment    SLI – Speech Language Impairment   ASD – Autism Spectrum Disorder    

DS – Down syndrome        II – Intellectual Impairment 
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From the column Similar attributes, we can see that the parents and 

professionals of every child (except Irene) have a high degree of agreement in their 

descriptions of the child. For some of the children (e.g. Roger, Jessica, Becky, Mike 

and Truong), the attributes occur across various topics. For example, Roger’s 

parents and case manger are aligned in their reports that Roger has good visual 

memory (Extract 4.1) and does not like to work; they orient to his irrelevant speech 

as a disability trait (Extract 4.21); and they both compare Roger’s play behaviour to 

that of a younger child, such as “baby” and “two- or three-year-olds” (Extract 4.36).  

Although the number of entries in the column Differences suggests that 

disagreements between parents’ and professionals’ views of the child are also rather 

extensive, I would suggest that most of these discrepancies are trivial upon close 

examination and are potentially inconsequential in parent-professional interaction or 

collaboration. These differences are:  

 

1) In terms of point of reference.  

Billy’s non-receptiveness to help was described as a characteristic of Billy by 

his mother but was described as a characteristic of adolescents by professionals 

(Extract 4.38); Leon’s interaction with others was being compared to normal 

children’s by his father but was compared to autistic children’s by his teacher 

(Extract 4.31). Vanessa was described as “clever” when her mother compared her to 

other deaf children and, while her teacher agreed that Vanessa was more mature and 

sophisticated than the deaf children, her evaluation of Vanessa’s ability differed 

when she compared Vanessa to hearing children (Extract 4.13). We can speculate 

that if Vanessa’s parents and professionals were to discuss Vanessa’s integration 

into a regular classroom, they would be more likely to orient to the same reference 

point and agree on Vanessa’s need for academic support.   

 

2) In terms of lay or technical vocabularies.  

Roger’s parents described Roger’s irrelevant speech in lay terms but the case 

manager used the term ASD fixation (Extract 4.21); Leon’s father reported the child 

to be speaking more and the teacher described Leon’s speech as less echolalic 
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(Extract 4.41). The parents and professionals were basically reporting similar 

attributes using different vocabulary. In the context of a formal parent-professional 

meeting, the use of lay and technical vocabularies can embody definite claims to 

specialized knowledge and institutional identities (Drew & Heritage, 1992: 29) and, 

produce a hierarchical relation of the respective reports. However, since the 

attributes assigned to the child by parents and professionals are essentially alike, the 

difference of vocabularies becomes immaterial.  

 

3) In terms of interpretation.  

When making sense of autism, Truong’s parents merely described Truong’s 

autistic symptoms while his teachers added interpretations that drew on scientific 

discourses (Extract 4.23); Mike’s mother offered more examples of the child’s 

communicative acts but these expressive language skills revolved around food and 

basic needs which are not unlike the teacher’s description of the child’s 

communication as “rudimentary” and “basic” (Extract 4.44); Audi’s play was 

interpreted as creative by his mother but as obsessive by his teacher (Extract 4.3).  

The parents’ interpretation that Jessica played mostly by herself because of 

difficulty with effective communication with her cousins are not mutually exclusive 

from the case manager’s explanation that Jessica was more “the world revolves 

around Jessica” (Extract 4.32).  Such differences in interpretation appear not to be 

so disparate as to lead to any misunderstandings or conflicts between parents and 

professionals.  Even in cases where parents may provide different accounts for a 

child’s (challenging) behaviour (e.g. Jessica wanting to read by herself, or in a 

playing mood in Extract 4.50), they are unlikely to dispute the fact that, in the 

classroom setting, teachers typically require the child to conform. Billy’s learning 

difficulty was interpreted by his mother to be caused by excessive play and lack of 

effort (Extract 4.26), but was explained by the professionals to be an innate 

condition that Billy was not going to overcome (Extract 4.27).  However, the two 

parties appear not to have explicitly clarified their views and had, 

unproblematically, carried on with their provision of support to Billy. 
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4) In terms of orientation.  

Parents provided more positive accounts for the child’s cognitive competence. 

Irene’s parents reported the child to be doing well in Mathematics but the teacher 

was more concerned about true understanding in learning (Extract 4.18); Roger’s 

parents reported his competence in reading toy train instructions and computer 

software manuals but his case manager oriented to his limited comprehension of 

story books (Extract 4.4); Becky’s mother oriented to Becky’s efforts and interest, 

while the teacher evaluated her to have absolutely no academic skills (Extract 4.15); 

Mike’s mother remained hopeful that Mike would eventually grasp concepts if 

given reinforcement whereas his teacher, James, concluded that he was “not going 

to make much progress” (Extract 4.14). Yet, there is little evidence in the data to 

suggest that open conflicts may result from these different orientations of parents 

and professionals.  For example, a follow-up interview with Irene’s parents revealed 

that the father had stopped teaching her Mathematics at home. According to the 

father, Irene was getting confused with the mathematical approaches he was 

teaching her and those taught at school62.  Based on Maynard’s (1991, 1992) 

findings, we could further speculate that the professionals are likely to design their 

talk to parents so as to co-implicate parents’ agreement when conveying their 

perspectives.  We can commonsensically speculate that the chances of a 

professional bluntly saying to the parents, “Becky has absolutely no academic 

skills” or “Mike is not going to achieve anything academically”, to be very unlikely.  

The interview context, with confidentiality assured the participants, may have led 

professionals to be more direct in stating their views. 

A difference in the parents’ and professionals’ views of the child that 

showed the greatest potential of triggering parent-professional conflict was related 

to the disability label assigned to the child when that label becomes a barrier to 

resource access.  As suggested earlier, Becky’s parent and teachers had 

unproblematically interacted with each other without apparent awareness of their 

different orientation to Becky’s disability labels (“cerebral palsy”, “autism”, 

                                                 
62 The example he showed me was of long division in which he carried on with the division up to 
decimal places. At school, the child stops dividing once the quotient and remainder are obtained. 
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“intellectual impairment” in Extract 4.28) until an occasion arose in which the label 

“mental disability” prevented the child’s application to another school (Extracts 

4.29 & 4.30).  As Becky’s case illustrates, it is the institutional meaning and 

gatekeeper function of the specific label, and not agreement or disagreement 

between parents’ and professionals’ views of the child per se, that may prompt a 

conflict. 

Overall, this study reveals that there is a high degree of agreement in 

parents’ and professionals’ views of the Child-with-a-disability, with only intricate 

differences that appear not to be consequential to parent-professional collaboration. 

 

4.6.6.3 Implications of findings 

Parents and professionals in this study produced quite a number of positive 

attributes of the Child-with-a-disability and they have been found to share many 

similar views. This is quite contrary to many cross-cultural studies in the literature 

which report professionals to emphasise deficits, and different perspectives to be 

extensive. Professionals do appear to report more negative attributes than the 

parents. However, it does not seem to be due to a strong cultural or educational 

difference between parents and professionals. Rather, the difference appears to be 

based on the practicalities of dealing with the children in the contexts of home and 

school: In the context of home, parents are able to interact intimately with the child 

and get a sense of the child’s whole person, aptitudes, interests and motivations. In 

the educational context, professionals (particularly teachers) have to deal with other 

children and are constrained by the educational work demanded within the 

institution. 

 Here, I wish to comment on two particular findings:  

1. From extracts of interviews with Leon’s father (Extract 5.40), Jessica’s mother 

(Extract 5.41), and Mike’s mother (Extract 5.42), we could infer that the lives of 

these children are sometimes so well-managed that they hardly need to express 

themselves. The disadvantage of such a situation is that the Child-with-a-

disability is robbed of the opportunity to display their agency.  
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2. Two contradictory interpretations of a child’s behaviour – one hopeful and the 

other, unromantic – are sometimes found (e.g. Extracts 5.9 & 5.10 involving 

Truong; Extract 5.14 involving Mike). We can speculate that the hopeful 

version of the Child-with-a-disability provides the motivation to do something 

more in the caring and education of the child, while the unromantic version (e.g. 

“Mike going to be very limited in what he can do because of his disability” in 

Extract 4.14) potentially leads to reduced efforts in the ‘teaching’ of the child63 

and no implementation of change to his/her program.  

                                                 
63 I heard several special education teacher-colleagues of mine (in Singapore) commenting that 
parents, who might be very motivated in providing the child therapy during his/her early years, 
tended to ‘slow down’ and gave up trying when their child reached adulthood. 
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4.7 Discussion 

 

Earlier in Section 4.2.1, I noted that a bulk of the studies reported parents 

and professionals to have contrastive views about the child: parents oriented to a 

more optimistic view of the child while professionals tended to emphasise the 

child’s deficits (Anzul et al., 2001; Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999; Rao, 2000); the 

parents oriented to wider parameters of normalcy and were more accepting of 

difference (Bevan-Brown, 2001; Harry, 1992b), whereas professionals oriented to a 

medical model of disability and perceived disability as a fixed attribute and a central 

identity of the child.  Mehan’s (1993; Mehan et al., 1986) study supported this 

perspective, revealing that the parent, teacher and psychologist produced different 

versions of the child at an Evaluation and Placement meeting: the parent and teacher 

constructed an ecological and historical view of the child while the psychologist 

gave a scientific and technical representation of the child.  However, Maynard’s 

studies (1991; 1992) that were also in the context of parent-professional meeting 

(diagnosis delivery) found clinicians to organise the talk such that parents were 

more likely to agree with their version of the child, hence, co-implicated the parents 

in accomplishing the child as having problems. 

The findings from the two data sets (communication book and interviews) in 

the present study differed somewhat from the literature.  Firstly, it is not distinctly 

clear that parents oriented to positive attributes of the child while professionals 

oriented to negative attributes of the child.  Secondly, parents’ and professionals’ 

views of the child were rather similar.  The discussion here employs a meta-

theoretical and meta-methodological framework to compare the immediate study to 

others in the literature.  In Section 4.7.1, I compare the Child-with-a-disability 

accomplished by parents and professionals in the thesis to other representations of 

the Child-with-a-disability in the literature.  In Section 4.7.2, I accounted for the 

high degree of agreement between parents’ and professionals’ views of the child in 

comparison to other studies.  The politics of categorisation (i.e. how and why the 

issue of parents’ and professionals’ views of the child is significant) is discussed in 

Section 4.7.3.   
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4.7.1 Comparing attributes of the Child-with-a-disability generated in the two 

data sets with the literature 

 

The impact of methods on findings 

Different conceptual approaches and methods employed in research studies 

can result in different ‘findings’.  For example, Skinner, Bailey, Correa and 

Rodriguez (1999) argue that when scales measuring depression, stress or coping 

were used to study parental response to a child with a disability, researchers were 

more likely to ‘find’ increased psychological stress, depression and burden in 

parents’ lives.  Skinner et al employed narrative analysis of open-ended interview 

data and found parents to provide more positive ways of talking about their child 

and his/her disability.  Similarly, the theoretical basis and methods employed by the 

researcher to investigate parents’ and professionals’ views of the child will impact 

on the research outcomes.  

It is important to note that the source of data – communication book and 

interviews – and the types of interpretation used in this study were embedded in 

slightly different methodologies even though MCA was the analytical tool 

employed.  Below, I discuss how this difference impacts on the findings related to 

the disability identity of the child. 

 

Orientation to the category Disability 

A taken-for-granted attribute linked to the category Disability is limited 

competence in one or more of the following domains of functioning: cognitive, 

socio-emotional, speech and communication, physical capacities.  Earlier in Section 

4.2.5, I had pointed out that Disability tended to become the central identity of the 

person with a disability.  However, the ‘Life as a disabled child’ project by Watson 

and colleagues (1999) found that the disability identity of the children to be in-flux, 

constantly modified in moment-to-moment situations and differed according to the 

child’s role within the local structural order. 

The findings related to the child’s disability identity in the present study 

differed slightly in the communication book data and interview data.  In the 
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communication book data, moment-by-moment, day-by-day, incident-by-incident 

accomplishment of the child is examined.  Using this form of interrogation, we see 

how the child is constructed over specific incidents in detailed and situated events 

across time.  It is in the communication book that we see a slightly different Mike 

(“good” Mike, “upset” Mike, Mike engaging in school activities; Mike sleeping or 

not sleeping well) or a different Becky (“happy” Becky, “tantrum” Becky, “spitting” 

Becky, moral-agent Becky) being co-constructed in the day-to-day entries. In this 

sense, the category Disability may or may not be foregrounded at various moments.  

It can, thus, be interpreted that the child’s disability identity, consistent with the 

findings in the ‘Life as a disabled child’ project (Watson et al., 1999), is shifting and 

occasioned in moment-to-moment situations.  For example, the way in which the 

child’s mood and behaviour were oriented to – from fragile and fluctuating (Mike, 

Becky, Roger) to consistently good (Irene) – varied across the books.  The child’s 

cognitive competence was accomplished as limited or lower than his/her peers but 

this orientation varied individually across the books.  Yet the analysis also showed 

that the contents in the books only made sense within a disability context.  

Disability is implied in what parents and professionals wrote about the child’s 

programs, activities and in their description of child’s behaviours that warranted 

intervention (e.g. Becky’s tantrums and spitting; Roger’s inappropriate behaviour 

and spitting).  However, the analysis also revealed that the representation of the 

Child-with-a-disability as incompetent to remember, for example, to deliver 

toiletries, money, raffle tickets and so on, is the effect of parents and professionals 

orienting to themselves as responsible and accountable for the practicalities of 

school and the child as not accountable for the practicalities of school.  That is, the 

institutional framing of Parents’ and Professionals’ role and responsibilities 

constrained the accomplishment of the Child-with-a-disability as having the 

capacity to manage the practicalities of school. 

The form of interrogation used with the interview data looks at parents’ and 

professionals’ descriptions of the child when they were asked to talk about the child.  

The accounts that are generated in this context tended to be removed from the 

moment-by-moment, situated nature of events that was found in the communication 
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book.  Even though parents and professionals did report on the child’s progress over 

time, there appears to be a more coherent and consistent view of the child created in 

this set of data than that of the communication books.  While complexity and 

contradictions in participants’ category work may be found (e.g. Jessica’s new case 

manager in Extracts 4.11 and 4.12; Mike’s teacher in Extract 4.14; and Becky’s 

mother in Extracts 4.15 & 4.16), the descriptions of the child in the interviews are 

generally freer of the ‘influx’ character found in the communication book.  

In terms of the disability identity in the accomplishment of the Child-with-a-

disability in the interview data, the analyses showed that the parents and 

professionals both generated positive attributes of the child, unlike studies that 

revealed professionals to emphasise the child’s deficits or describe the child in 

pathological terms.  One possible explanation for the professionals generating 

almost the same number of positive attributes as the parents in this thesis is related 

to the participants’ moral work of presenting themselves as positive and not over-

emphasising the child’s limitations (since what participants say about the child tells 

as much about the child as it does about them).  The other reason is possibly 

because the interview context does not require professionals to formulate the child 

as an extreme problem which a referral talk (Hester, 1998) or Evaluation and 

Placement meeting (Mehan, 1986, 1991, 1993) would institutionally require the 

professionals to do.  However, it is noted that the positive attributes (e.g. 

“intelligent”, “clever” and “bright”) ascribed to many of the children were said 

within a Disability context and really meant, for example, “the child is bright for a 

Child-with-a-disability”.  Hence, it can be said that the category Disability was 

implicitly salient in the participants’ reports.  As in the communication book, a 

Disability context was necessary for interactants to make sense of what the 

participants stated in the interviews.  When examining the negative attributes of the 

child generated, professionals were found to generate more negative attributes than 

the parents, especially when it pertained to the child’s behaviour.  However, as I 

have argued in Section 4.6.6, the institutional framing of School increases the 

likelihood that Teacher/Professional would bring up the child’s challenging 

behaviour as remarkable in interviews.  
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The finding that Disability is always implicit in the background of the 

text/talk from the two data sources suggests that disability identity is very salient in 

participants’ accomplishment of the child in both the communication book and the 

interview data.  One interpretation is that the participants treated disability as an 

inherent trait that the children carried around with them.  Yet it is not that 

participants orient to disability as a central attribute in and of itself.  Rather, as I 

argued above, it is the institutional context that pulls forward the salience of the 

category Disability.  The next question is then: What non-institutional context can 

we find Disability not implicitly lying in the background?  That possibility is 

perhaps in the participants’ description of the child’s interest/hobby in the 

interview-talk although for some of the children, it is not an entirely disability-free 

context (e.g. Mike in Appendix 4J; Audi’s play described as “obsessional” by his 

teacher in Extract 4.3 carried a connotation of deviance).  

 

Orientation to child’s agency 

An attribute that is often implicated within the category Disability is the 

child’s agency.  The literature has been critiqued for portraying the person with a 

disability as acted upon and lacking agency.  Shakespeare (2000) reported from the 

‘Life as a disabled child’ study that the children’s expression of choice or agency 

often went unrecognised.  This study finds that, contrary to the literature, most 

participants assigned agency to the Child-with-a-disability.  The analysis of the 

communication books revealed that the ways in which the child was assigned 

agency varied across the book: from baby-like agency (Mike’s mother) to shifting 

and occasioned agency (Becky’s & Roger’s mothers) to full agency (Irene’s 

teacher)64.  However, it was noted that by not orienting to the child as accountable 

for the practicalities of school (and themselves as accountable), the parents and 

professionals constructed the Child-with-a-disability as passive and non-agentic.   

                                                 
64 On the basis that only four communication books were examined, it appeared that the parents were 
more likely to ascribe agency to their child than the professionals, except in Irene’s case and the 
following reasons may account for that: Irene’s impairment is milder compared to Mike, Becky and 
Roger; the limited English proficiency of Irene’s parents might account for their fewer, and shorter 
entries. 
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Ironically, for Mike and Becky, it was in the disruptions of routine (child getting 

“upset” or throwing tantrums) that the child was most afforded agency.  For 

example, when Mike’s mother explained that Mike got upset because she tried to 

cut his hair, she alluded to his ability to express his dislike.  When the mother made 

Becky promise not to throw tantrums at school, the child was assigned moral 

agency.  

The analyses of the interview data revealed two types of orientation towards 

the child’s agency.  One orientation suggests that even the most severely impaired 

child was imbued with agency.  For example, Truong’s new teacher, Aaron, 

interpreted Truong’s behaviours as wanting to be “in control”.  The other orientation 

suggests that the lives of these children were sometimes so well-managed that they 

were denied opportunities to express their agency (Extract 4.42 pertaining to Jessica 

and Extract 4.43 pertaining to Mike).   

 

4.7.2 Plausible reasons for the high degree of agreement between parents’ 

and professionals’ views of the child 

 

A difference in task-at-hand at research setting 

Unlike many studies in the literature, the overall findings of this study 

revealed that parents and professionals were often in agreement with each other and 

shared overlaps in their views of the child; the differences found were intricate and 

subtle.  To explore one explanation for the extent of agreement found in parents’ 

and professionals’ views of the child of this study, it is necessary to consider the 

question (as I have suggested in Section 4.2.7), “what is the task-at-hand for the 

participants at the research site?” From the reports of the Puerto Rican parents in 

Harry’s (1992b) study, it appeared that the parents were accounting for their 

disagreement with the ‘retardation’ label that had been assigned to their child by the 

educational system.  It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that contrastive representations 

of the child became prominent at this research site.  As already presented in Section 

4.2.7, Mehan’s (1986; 1993) study revealed the task-at-hand of participants at 

Evaluation and Placement meeting to be categorising the child for an educational 
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placement that was available.  The standard procedure of such placement meeting 

began with members providing information about the child which required them to 

draw on their institutionally-relevant resources: the psychologist employed 

diagnostic assessments; the teacher and mother based their accounts on their 

observations of the child.  In this sense, the different versions of the child generated 

by psychologist, teacher and parent at this research site were not unexpected.  In 

Maynard’s (1991; 1992) study, the tasks-at-hand of the clinicians were to deliver 

diagnosis of the child to the parent-recipients in a way that disagreement – a socially 

disruptive and unpleasant activity – could be avoided, and to advise on services.  By 

eliciting parents’ complaints about specific problem of the child, the clinicians set 

the stage for parents to agree with their diagnostic version of the child.   

In this study, the sites and the task-at-hand participants oriented to in the two 

data sets (communication books and interviews) were different from those in the 

literature and also differed from each other.  The task-at-hand for the professionals 

and parents in writing in the communication book was to report and account for the 

child’s activities, moods, behaviours at school and at home (and managing school 

practicalities).  The turn-sequence of the entries can be interpreted as the 

interactants’ moment-by-moment alignment with each other’s views of the child 

when they wrote about the child.  That is, the Child-with-a-disability in the 

communication book was a joint accomplishment between the parent and 

professional.  Hence, it was only through finer analysis of individual entries that 

intricate differences in the ways that parent and professionals oriented to the child 

were found.   

The task-at-hand that participants oriented to at the interview site was to 

describe the child for a research report. The analyses of the interview data revealed 

parents and professionals to orient to similar topics and similar descriptors when 

talking about the child.  As I have already discussed in Section 4.6.6.2, most of the 

differences found in parents’ and professionals’ views of the child were ‘trivial’; the 

contents were similar and differed in terms of point of reference and participants’ 

use of lay or technical vocabularies.  Additionally, that the Child-with-a-disability 

was co-accomplished by the participants and researcher suggest that the researcher’s 
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questions and probing might have contributed to the extensive agreement between 

the parents’ and professionals’ reports.   

 

A difference in sample of participants 

The high degree of agreement between parents’ and professionals’ views 

found in this study could also be explained in terms of the sample of participants.  

The children selected for this study were those ascertained with an impairment in 

which the disability characteristics were less ambiguous (except in Billy’s case who 

was ascertained with speech and language impairment) whereas those children 

involved in the American studies were more likely to have been assigned 

contestable disability labels (e.g. mental retardation or learning difficulties65).  The 

professionals involved in this study were also different from the professional-

participants in other studies (Harry, 1992b; Mehan et al., 1986; Kalyanpur & Rao, 

1999) in that the latter typically referred to psychologists, social workers, and/or 

placement committee members who had limited opportunities to interact with the 

child on a more intimate day-to-day basis.  Studies by Park and Turnbull (2001), 

and Valle and Aponte (2002) have reported parents and teachers to be rather aligned 

in their knowledge of the child.  The professionals who participated in this study 

were teachers, therapists and case managers who saw the child on a regular basis.  

Hence, the findings here can be interpreted to be consistent with studies where 

teachers were the key participants.  In this respect, the question of who constitutes 

as the ‘professional’ (category) impacted on the findings. 

 

4.7.3 The politics of categorisation 

I have suggested in Section 4.1 that the rationale for exploring parents’ and 

professionals’ views of the Child-with-a-disability was related to the issue of parent-

professional collaboration.  In Section 4.2.6, I further suggested that the issue of 

whether parents and professionals agreed or disagreed in their views of the child  

                                                 
65 More than half of the special education population in the U.S. are children identified with 
emotional disabilities and learning disabilities (Gindis, 1999). The criteria for identifying a child as 
emotionally disabled or learning disabled are probably more ambiguous. 
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was most significant in the context of parent-professional meeting.  Here, I shall 

consider the findings of this study and that of the literature in terms of theoretical 

orientation of the studies.  

Several American researchers and scholars take on a social justice position 

in pointing out the discrepancy between practice and the ‘spirit’ of collaboration 

espoused in the U.S. Public Law 94-142 which mandated parents’ rights to make 

decision on their child’s educational placement.  Both Harry (1992b) and Ware 

(1994) advocated genuine parental influence in the decision-making process of the 

child’s educational placement. They cited Mehan et al.’s (1986) study to emphasise 

the different status of parents’ and professionals’ views of the child: the 

professionals’ version of the child was privileged while the parents’ version was 

delegitimated.  Their argument was that the privileging of the professionals’ 

representation of the child over the parents’ demonstrated that the actual practice 

within most conference meetings were but mere procedural compliance with the law 

and defied the essential partnership requirement of the law.  These authors 

recognised that the context of school organisation, the standardised routines and the 

patterns of discourse in parent-professional meetings made meaningful dialogue 

quite impossible. They called for a change in the organisational configuration – one 

that moves away from the ‘trappings of the machine bureaucracy’ (centralised 

power, tight control of personnel, standardised work processes, formalisation, 

regulated reporting, rational planning) (Harry, 1992c: 492) – and a restructuring of 

communication practices so that the setting is conducive for negotiation between 

parents and professionals.   

In the research settings of Mehan et al’s (1986) study and Harry’s (1992b) 

study, the work to be done at the parent-professionals meetings is connected to 

institutional categorisation and service provisions.  Here, the views of the child 

presented were primarily directed to committee members who had to make a 

decision on the child’s placement (which implied funding allocation).  In these 

settings, whose view of the child becomes privileged has significant consequence 

for the child’s future educational career and life opportunities.     
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In the communication book setting, the voice that was privileged shifted 

moment-to-moment.  A parent might take up on the teacher’s descriptor of the child 

and topic, suggesting that the teacher’s ‘voice’ was privileged; or the parent might 

resist the attribute assigned to the child by the teacher, suggesting that the teacher’s 

voice was not privileged.  In most situations, the privileging of voice or view of the 

child in the communication book held little consequence for the child, parent or 

professional.  However, there was an entry in Becky’s communication book when 

the mother announced without any prior warning66, “Please be informed that I have 

registered Becky to be assessed by Greendale School”.  The teacher took up this 

topic and asked, “Is Becky just being assessed, or, will she be involved in an 

external, extensive or full-time program? Please let us know how [the school] can 

assist in anyway.”  In this instance, the parent’s voice was privileged and her 

decision held significant consequences for the child, the teacher and the school.  The 

child would potentially enter into a new program; the teacher would have one fewer 

students in her class; the school would lose a student and receive lesser funding (as 

the amount of funding special schools received is based on the number of students 

enrolled at the schools).   

In the research-interview setting, it appears quite irrelevant to ask whose 

view (parents’ or professionals’) is privileged.  The views of the child obtained were 

theoretically of equal value to the researcher.  At the interview site, the views of the 

child presented have little consequence for the child’s educational career.   

Hence, the crux of the issue is “What is the consequence for the child?”  Part of the 

politics of categories is the limits to available funding.  Indeed, Mehan et al’s study 

showed that the placement decision was not based on a comprehensive rationality 

model that first considered the child’s educational goals and then searched for a 

program (service) that matched those goals.  Rather, placement was selected in the 

context of available services (or available categories). The practice of 

predetermining the availability of an educational program (without reference to the 

goals and objectives for the child) forecloses discussion of educational alternatives 

                                                 
66 These entries showed that parents’ thoughts were not always shared with the professionals in the 
books. 
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(Mehan et al., 1986: 120).  In the arena of a conference or placement meeting where 

the child has to be fitted to a disability category, the members are not afforded the 

opportunity to play the game of political correctness.  In the contexts of 

communication books and research interviews, professionals are afforded the space 

(in fact, they are morally required) to produce politically correct views of the child 

for the respective audience of the child’s parents and readers of this research study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CULTURE IN SPECIAL EDUCATION 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 

The focus of this chapter is on culture in the context of special education.   

Within the field of educational research, culture has been regarded as a background 

variable, as a source of individual variability rather than as the focus of the research 

per se.  Theorised as a background variable, culture has been indexed in research 

studies as a relatively stable set of group traits, values and customs that was 

conserved across time and contexts (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003).   

Recently, culture has emerged from the background to centre-stage in 

theorising.  As Vygotsky (1929) pointed out, research on human development 

should focus on the historical and cultural person in context.  In line with this shift 

in focus, culture is being theorised as a shared way of living that is continuously 

being re-constituted through the use (and invention) of cultural tools, technologies, 

artefacts and concepts.   

The recent change in the way that culture is approached in research studies 

poses a challenge when writing up the literature review.  How can a review of 

studies that predominantly report cultural variations in terms of participants’ cultural 

backgrounds be (seamlessly) connected to the analytical approach employed in this 

study?  To that task, I begin the literature with a brief description of the concept of 

culture from a sociocultural perspective and Ratner’s model for conceptualising 

culture.  I then review the literature (studies which revealed cultural factors as 

contributing to parent-professional misunderstandings, and texts that explain the 

characteristics of cultural groups), framing the studies within Ratner’s model.  The 

dominant approach of investigating culture and its resulting outcome – the 

production of dichotomous categories – is critiqued.  I then consider the suggestions 

by several authors on how to treat these dichotomous categories.  Next, I describe an 

alternative approach to analysing culture by explaining the concept of culture from 

an ethnomethodological perspective and by reviewing two ethnomethodological 



 324
 

 
studies on culture and/or ethnicity.  In the final section of the literature review, I 

demonstrate how the shift in recent sociocultural research on culture shares 

commonality with the ethnomethodological approach.  In Section 5.3, I explicate 

how Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) is applied to the data. 

Since this investigation on culture is situated in interview talk, the aspect of 

culture within Ratner’s model that is foregrounded is necessarily cultural concepts 

objectified in language.  Section 5.4 presents the findings and analyses in two parts: 

professionals’ deployment of cultural categories, and parents’ deployment of 

cultural categories.  The findings are then discussed in Section 5.5.  

 

5.2  Literature 
 

The literature of this chapter is made up of five main sections: (1) the 

concept of culture from a sociocultural perspective; (2) literature review on culture 

and disability/special education; (3) dealing with dichotomous cultural categories; 

(4) the concept of culture from an ethnomethodological perspective; and (5) 

commonalities in the investigation of culture in sociocultural and 

ethnomethodological research.  

 

5.2.1 The concept of culture from a sociocultural perspective 

In presenting the sociocultural concept of culture, I first provide an early 

conception of culture in sociocultural research, followed by a description of 

Ratner’s (2002) model for conceptualising culture.  

 

The early conception of culture 

Vygotsky emphasised the importance of knowing the history of human 

mental processes and sought to understand variations in human culture to account 

for its impact on the human mind.  To that aim, he compared the psychology of (1) 

animals and human beings, (2) ‘primitive’ man and Western man, (3) children and 

adults (4) pathological and healthy subjects (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991).  

Hence, one of the early conceptions of culture in sociocultural theory was in terms 



 325
 

 
of the contrast between nature versus human culture: in developmental terms, 

natural line of development and the cultural line of development.  The natural line 

of development accounted for change and variation in terms of maturational and 

biological processes whereas the cultural line of development accounted for change 

and variation in terms of different forms of social organisation, different means of 

production and different conceptual frameworks.  Vygotsky argued that it was 

impossible to unravel the influences of the natural and cultural lines of 

development. 

The (popular) speculation during Vygotsky’s era was that human culture 

developed through a series of phases, from primitive culture to ‘superior’ European 

culture.  Although Vygotsky adopted this general approach, he rejected the notion 

that people from different cultures have different mental capacities.  Rather, he 

attributed the differences in mental functioning to the invention and accumulation of 

cultural means and processes within each culture (van der Veer & Valsiner, 1991). 

Here, we can see that the meaning of culture is framed in general terms (“What is 

human culture?”) as well as in specific terms (e.g. “What is Chinese culture?”).  

  

Ratner’s model of culture 

According to Ratner (2002: 10), Vygotsky enumerated three cultural factors 

that organise people’s subjectivity (i.e. consciousness, emotions, dispositions): 

1. Activities such as producing goods, raising children, educating the populace, 

devising and implementing laws, treating disease, playing and producing art.  

2. Artefacts1 including tools, books, paper, pottery, weapons, utensils, clocks, 

clothing, buildings, furniture, toys and technology.  Ratner suggests that 

artefacts affect subjectiviy through their physical characteristics as well as 

through the content that is inscribed on/in them (e.g. paper affects people’s 

subjectivity through the content of what is written on it). An example of how 

                                                 
1 Cole (1995; 1996) adopts Marx Wartofsky’s (1979) three-level hierarchy of artefacts to 
differentiate artefacts into (1) primary artefacts: those used directly in production, e.g. axes, needles, 
computers, telecommunication networks; (2) secondary artefacts: representations of primary artefacts 
and modes of action/ cultural models e.g. social interaction, discourse, word meaning which play an 
important role in preserving and transmitting modes of action; and (3) tertiary artefacts: imaginative 
artefacts. 
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physical characteristics of artefacts impact on people’s subjectivity is the 

architecture of houses.  Bond (1991) suggests that the small size of most 

Chinese homes (implying shared bedrooms) and the circular tables 

objectified interconnectedness of people and promoted a sense of 

interdependence. 

3. Concepts about things and people.  Cultural concepts about the nature of 

things and people objectified in language are considered to be major cultural 

organisers of subjectivity (e.g. in terms of emotions, perception, memory, 

logical reasoning, childrearing, and acquisition of language). Cultural 

concepts are collective products; they are formed in and reflect the social 

organisation of activities2. 

Culture is defined as the system of cultural activities, artefacts, concepts and 

subjectivity, interacting in complex, dynamic ways with each other and having 

reciprocal influences on each other.  There is an internal, intrinsic interdependence 

among the factors (e.g. concepts are always part of activities and activities never 

pre-exist concepts).  In addition, agency is also dialectically related to the cultural 

factors and their interrelationships. Agency is the animating force that constructs, 

maintains and transforms cultural activities, concepts, artefacts and subjectivity.  It 

forms culture and is formed by culture (Ratner, 2002). 

 
 

 
2 This is in contrast to idealist perspectives that regard concepts as originating in the mind apart from 
social relationships (Ratner, 2002: 35). 
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Figure 5.1  Culture as a system of cultural activities, artefacts, concepts and 

subjectivity 
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According to Vygotsky, social activities exert more influence on the system 

than the others do3.  Hence, I have chosen to elaborate the influence of cultural 

activities on subjectivities below.  Distinguishing cultural activities from cultural 

artefacts and concepts here is only for analytical purpose. 

 

Influence of cultural activities on subjectivity 

By cultural activities, Ratner (2002: 12) refers to the widely shared, socially 

organised actions which address fundamental needs of existence, and not to 

mundane personal acts.  Examples of cultural activities include politics, law, 

religion, medicine, childrearing, education, entertainment, publishing, news 

reporting, and the manner in which goods are produced, distributed, marketed and 

consumed (Ratner, 1997: 211).  Their general forms are universal4 but they are 

carried out in specific ways by different societies in particular historical periods.  
                                                 
3 In response to his critics who appear to orient to an egalitarian bilateral relationship between social 
activities and subjectivity, Ratner (1997: 215) argues that Marx and Vygotsky espoused a heavily 
asymmetrical dialectical relationship between social activities and subjectivity. However, in his 
actual analyses of mental functioning, Vygotsky failed to examine socially organised practical 
activity. 
4 We can, therefore, consider cultural activities a feature of human culture. 
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Cultural activities are socially organised, requiring a division of labour or 

differentiation of roles.  Each role entails distinctive rights, responsibilities, norms, 

opportunities, limitations, rewards, and qualifications (Ratner, 2002: 15).  When 

people participate in a cultural activity, they are acting in a particular role, and 

interacting in specific and distinctive ways with other roles within the activity.  The 

emphasis on roles in cultural activities is consistent with the key concept of 

members (people of a population/collection) in Membership Categorisation Analysis 

(MCA).  Further, the notion of role set is similar to Membership Categorisation 

Device (MCD) whereby MCD indicates the collection to which categories are heard 

to ‘go together’.  Finally, the ascription of rights, responsibilities, and qualifications 

to roles is comparable to the notion of members’ category predicates in MCA. 

Category predicates are category-bound activities, knowledge, rights and obligations 

that are hearably associated to a category. 

Cultural activities (along with cultural artefacts and concepts) organise a 

person’s subjectivity in two broad ways: (1) cultural activities directly cast patterns 

of behaving and thinking by treating individuals in particular ways; (2) cultural 

activities act indirectly as models which people draw on to construct their 

subjectivity (or to imitate a behaviour or way of thinking).  It is important to note 

here, the affordances and constraints of cultural activities.  Since each of us 

occupies different roles in different activities, we may incorporate features of an 

activity (e.g. teaching) in another activity (e.g. parenting).  In other words, people 

have some choices (i.e. agency) in the models they adopt.  However, their choices 

are limited by the pervasiveness of the model, its congruence with the person’s role 

in the activities, and factors that promote uniformity.  

 Ratner’s model of culture is useful for describing cultural differences 

between different societies and, in the case of this study, the contrasting 

perspectives of professionals and parents of culturally diverse backgrounds on 

disability issues. 
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5.2.2  Literature review on culture (and disability/special education) 

Certain researchers have argued that the values underpinning special 

education and disability practices are not universal or culture-free (Chan, 1986; 

Harry & Kalyanpur, 1994).  As an illustration, consider how taken for granted we 

regard the following propositions: 

1. Early intervention is essential for young children diagnosed with 

language delay;  

2. The child with a disabling condition has a right to treatment; 

3. The person with a disability should be financially and 

geographically/physically independent when transiting into adulthood. 

For the literature review in this section (5.2.2), I draw upon two types of studies, 

namely (i) cross-cultural studies that reveal conflicting assumptions and beliefs 

between professionals and families of culturally diverse backgrounds, and (ii) texts 

that describe a specific cultural group’s dominant values, family structure, parenting 

style, beliefs about causes and treatment of disability.  The diverse paradigms from 

which cross-cultural studies carried out their investigation and the varying 

assumptions these studies held about culture provide a challenge in organising the 

literature review.  For example, studies that examined cultural variations in terms of 

personhood (Ingstad & Whyte, 1995; Holroyd, 2003) focused on the different ways 

in which impairment affected one’s value as a human being in different societies; 

studies on parent-held values on child’s behaviour (Arcia, Reyes-Blanes, Vazquez-

Montilla, 2000), beliefs about disability, or communication styles tended to focus on 

contrastive traits in terms of cultural/ethnic group memberships.  

In order that the literature review can be made most relevant for this study, I 

will focus on the following issues: individualism and collectivism; studies that 

attributed cultural differences to professionals’ and parents’ dissimilar notions about 

the etiology of disability; attitudes towards disability services; beliefs about child 

development, discipline, communication and interaction.  To each of these sections, 

studies that describe aspects of Chinese and Vietnamese cultural concepts are 

emphasised for their relevance to the families included in this study.  Additionally, I 

employ Ratner’s model as a tool to structure the literature review within a 
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sociocultural framework.  Reviewing the studies in terms of Ratner’s model will 

make clear which cultural factor (cultural activities, artefacts or concepts) is being 

foregrounded in the studies. 

 

5.2.2.1 Individualistic cultures and collectivistic cultures 

One of the major dimensions of cultural variability used to explain 

similarities and differences in behaviour and communication is the notion of 

‘individualistic cultures’ and ‘collectivistic cultures’.  According to Gudykunst 

(1998), individualism and collectivism exist in all cultures but one tends to 

predominate (p. 111). Cultures where individualism tends to predominate include, 

but are not limited to, Australia, Great Britain, Canada, and the United States (or the 

so-called “Western” countries). Generally, most Arab, African, Asian (e.g. China, 

India, Japan, Korea, Malaysia, Thailand, Vietnam), Latin (e.g. Mexico) and 

southern European countries are collectivistic (Gudykunst, 1998).  While many 

authors have cautioned against over-generalising and stereotyping (e.g. Gao & Ting-

Toomey, 1998; Goh, 1996; Harry et al., 1999; Magaña, 2000), they typically assign 

dichotomous features to individualistic cultures and collectivistic cultures5.  Some 

of the broad cultural variability between individualistic cultures and collectivistic 

cultures (Chan, 1986, 1998; Goh, 1996; Gudykunst, 1998; Saenz et al., 2001; 

Westby. 1995) are summarised below.  

 

 
5 In Section 5.2.3, I will report what, according to some authors, are the ways in which we can 
approach this problem. Limitations in the present literature include (a) the assumption of 
homogeneity of cultural/ethnic group, (b) the prevailing concepts that focus on the modal culture 
with little understanding of variability in minorities, (c) the emphasis on a deficit model of family 
functions that overlooks strengths (Rogers-Dulan & Blacher, 1995). 
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Figure 5.2 Continuum of cultural variability 
 

 

 
Individualistic cultures

  
Collectivistic cultures

A person is a unique, autonomous self  A person is interconnected with others 
Individual is the basic unit of society  Family is the basic unit of society 
Independence, self-reliance, autonomy  Interdependence, reciprocity, harmony 
Individual rights  Social obligations 
Low power distance 
Egalitarian relationship 

 High power distance  
Hierarchical relationship 

Low context communication 
Transactional/instrumental communication 

 High-context communication 
Relational/affective communication 

Rationalistic in decision-making  Benevolent in decision-making 
Future orientation  Past Orientation 
Mastery over nature  Harmony/subjugation with nature 

 

 

Of relevance to this study are Chinese/Vietnamese and Australian (Western) 

cultures, which are typically associated with collectivistic and individualistic 

cultures respectively.  Many authors have traced the Chinese worldview, values, 

norms and ways of behaving to Confucianism, or to the three philosophical 

orientations, namely Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism, that together have 

evolved into a complementary system of blended ideas (e.g. Chan, 1998).  Such 

accounts can be rather puzzling if we consider that the majority of Chinese or 

Vietnamese people (past and present) probably had not read the philosophies of 

Confucianism6 (Bond, 1991).  These explanations are also problematic because they 

denied agency to the people.  One way out of this causal explanation is to treat these 

philosophies as not created in a cultural vacuum but based on prevailing ideas, 

values and beliefs of the time (Wee, 1977).  Indeed, it was written that Confucius 

often referred to himself as a transmitter of tradition although he gave new 

interpretations and meanings to ancient teachings (Tu, 1984).  Hence, it may be 

more apt to say that the Chinese people appropriated concepts from these three 

philosophical orientations because they found them useful in constructing social 

order and social meanings in their lives.  

                                                 
6 Further, as Holroyd’s (2003) study in contemporary Hong Kong shows, many of the Confucian 
constructs operate more at an ideational than at an everyday level. 
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In popular discourse, Chinese/Vietnamese cultural characteristics are often 

set against Western cultural characteristics.  Within the topic on parent-professional 

collaboration, these contrasting cultural concepts/features (e.g. interconnected self 

vs autonomous self; interdependence vs independence; obligations vs rights) have 

often been reported to be the underlying cause of misunderstanding between 

professionals and culturally diverse families.  Yet these features are sometimes 

described as stereotypes by other researchers who provided alternative accounts.  It 

appears that, within the literature, there are two contradictory positions taken 

towards cultural concepts.  On the one hand, there is a body of literature that 

deploys these cultural concepts to account for the discordant approaches between 

Western-trained professionals and parents of culturally diverse backgrounds (e.g. in 

their treatment of the child’s disability or orientation towards certain disability 

services).  On the other hand, there are writers warning against the danger of 

stereotyping (e.g. Ali et al., 2001). The different orientations of these authors will be 

revealed in the following sections. 

 

5.2.2.2 Etiology of disability 

An area in which professionals and parents from culturally diverse 

backgrounds may likely disagree is with regard to the question – What is the best 

intervention or treatment for the child with a disability?  The literature is replete 

with studies reporting such a finding (Chan, 1986, 1998; Danesco, 1997; Fadiman, 

1997; Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999).  The tension of such a nature has been explained 

in terms of professionals’ and parents’ respective orientation to biomedical 

explanations and folk beliefs about disability (Danesco, 1997).  In terms of Ratner’s 

model, it can be said that these studies foregrounded the differing cultural concepts 

of disability.  Yet cultural treatments that are available within the society, and 

employed by some of these parents, are reflexively the outcomes of the prevalent 

cultural concepts of disability and of the cultural activities that impart to people 

particular cultural concepts of disability. 

A review of studies on the cultural beliefs and cultural treatments of 

disability is tabulated below. 
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Table 5.1 A summary review of studies on etiology of disability 

Cultural 
group 

Author, 
year 

Parents’ beliefs about causes of 
disability 

Cultural responses to/ 
treatment for disability 

Jewish-
Oriental 
mothers in 
Israel  

Stahl, 1991  More educated parents gave “rational” 
biomedical explanations; other parents 
reported religious or magical causes; fate; 
punishment for sins, the “Evil eye”; peculiar 
prenatal events (e.g. meeting a bad or 
misshapen person or unclean animal) 

Drive evil spirits away by 
putting an iron object under the 
child’s mattress or burning the 
child with hot iron; wear 
amulet; magic formula; burn 
some piece of cloth belonging 
to person who cast the Evil 
eye; changing child’s name, 
pilgrimage to Holy Tomb 

African- 
Songye 

Devlieger, 
1995 

Not observing food or sex taboos; sorcery 
(envy, disharmony in the relationships 
among family members); ancestors not 
properly buried; ancestral rules not well-
respected; bridewealth not well distributed 
and caused grievance; God  

Not of paramount interest; 
person is integrated into 
normal life in an indifferent 
way, without ceremonial, 
without a lot of medical 
attention but without being 
hidden. Redistribute goods, 
donate other gifts 

Mexican-
American 
parents 
 

Smart & 
Smart, 1991 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Skinner et 
al., 1999 

Chronic health problems during pregnancy, 
negative health habits like insufficient rest 
and exercise; environmental factors (e.g. 
food preservatives, toxic waste, pollution), 
accidents; medical interventions (e.g., 
medication, anaesthesia); marital difficulties; 
divine punishment for parental 
transgressions, wife abuse; fate or 
predestination 
 
God’s endorsement of them as special 
parents  

Home remedies, “curanderos” 
to remove the hex of a 
“brujera”, prayer, pilgrimages, 
fulfilment of vows 

Southeast 
Asian  

Raghavan, 
Weisner & 
Patel, 1999 

Not rely on traditional beliefs to explain 
disabilities 

 

Asians Chan, 1986 Retribution for the sin of parents or 
ancestors 
Possession by evil spirits 
Result of specific behaviours of the mother 
during pregnancy 
Imbalance of physiological functions 
Child’s “laziness” 

Parents are resigned and may 
consider intervention services 
to be of little consequence 

Korean-
American 
(Christians) 

Cho et al., 
2000 

A divine plan that would ultimately benefit 
the child and family 

 

Korean  Cho, et al., 
2000 

Mistakes in early parenting (e.g. left child at 
home a lot, child lacked social and 
educational stimuli); poorly provided Tae 
Gyo (prenatal practices and attitudes 
believed important to the health and 
intelligence of their babies, e.g. 
psychological instability, worried a lot for 
nothing); misfortune or punishment for 
parental sins. 
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Hmong  
 

Kalyanpur & 
Harry, 1999 
 
 
 
 
Fadiman, 
1997 

Child’s clubfoot – ancestor not being well 
buried (e.g. coffin too small, causing the feet 
to be pressed); a warrior ancestor whose 
own feet were wounded in battle could be 
released from a sort of spiritual entrapment 
 
epilepsy – soul loss caused by fright or a 
sign that the person has been chosen to be 
the host of a healing spirit 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Soul-calling ceremony by a 
shaman 

Vietnamese 
 

Saenz et al., 
2001 

Eastern medical belief systems (e.g. 
disharmony of yin and yang);  
Harmful spirits or spirits of ancestors that 
had been neglected 

Thuoc Bac (Chinese 
medicine); Remedies using 
plants and animals native to 
Vietnam; Home remedies or 
combined with cosmopolitan 
(Western) medical practices; 
Spiritual healing; Western 
medical tradition introduced by 
the French 

Chinese-
American 

Ryan and 
Smith, 1989 

Physical causes (e.g., effect of oral 
contraceptives, long labour); fate; 
punishment for a violation of a religious, 
ethical, or cultural code; colds or high fevers, 
presumably a disharmony between the yin 
and yang forces in Chinese cosmology 

Mediums to drive evil spirit 
away; acupuncture; wearing of 
silver bangles 

 

As can be seen in the column Cultural responses to/treatment for disability, 

some cultural treatment of disability may be so detrimental to the child’s well-being 

(e.g. burning child with hot iron) that they border dangerously on what professionals 

would consider to be child abuse.  Another parental response to disability that could 

baffle professionals is parents’ resigned attitude and view of special intervention 

strategies as hopeless7 (e.g. Chan, 1986, 1998).  Chan (1986) suggests that Chinese 

parents may orient to a fatalistic view that human suffering is part of the natural 

order and respond to their child with a disability with stoicism and resignation.  

However, I hasten to add that the Chinese may not always be as fatalistic as some 

authors suggest.  The concept of fate in Chinese is made up of two characters 命运 

ming yun. 命 Ming is the component that means predestiny and 运 yun refers to 

luck.  The yun component suggests that one does have some control in improving 

one’s luck or alleviating one’s difficult situation (e.g. by prayer or ritual).  However, 

                                                 
7 There may be some justification for this for, as Stahl (1991: 366) points out, the treatment offered 
by special education, psychology and modern medicine is in many cases ineffective or brings about 
improvements which parents are unable to evaluate or deemed unimportant. 
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the actions taken will not exceed the parameters of one’s predestined fate (Wee, 

1977: 348-9).   

A situation in which professionals may, again, clash with parents is when 

parents of culturally diverse backgrounds fail to comply with medical prescriptions 

(Choi & Wynne, 2000).  Sanez et al (2001) indicate that the Vietnamese are 

accustomed to selecting health care providers from a variety of medical traditions 

and use medications or practices from different medical traditions simultaneously.  

They suggest that it is not unusual for a Vietnamese person to continue using 

Southern medicinal remedies while following the recommendations of a Western-

trained doctor.  Citing Holloman (1991), Saenz et al further suggest that some 

Vietnamese-Americans dilute, decrease or increase the dosage of Western 

medicines or do not finish the full course of an antibiotic.  In the case of the Hmong 

child with epilepsy in Fadiman’s study (1997), such a practice resulted in court 

orders being obtained to remove the child from the care of the parents.  The doctor 

justified his actions, “I felt it was important for these Hmongs to understand that 

there were certain elements of medicine that we understood better than they did and 

there were certain rules they had to follow with their kids’ lives. I wanted the word 

to get out in the community that if they deviated from that, it was not acceptable 

behaviour” (p. 97).  

From Table 5.1, it appears that the literature on disability and cultural 

diversity has largely focused on cultural beliefs and treatments that deviate from 

biomedical ones.  It is argued that learning about parental beliefs on disability can 

sensitise professionals to areas of human belief and behaviour not previously 

considered (Stahl, 1991) so that they can identify the differences in perspectives and 

begin to negotiate or work towards a “fusion of horizons” (Serpell, 1994) with the 

parents. While this body of literature can help professionals to be aware of 

alternative perspectives of disability and to be tolerant of harmless supernatural 

treatments (e.g. soul-calling ritual, amulet), the tendency to ascribe non-biomedical 

explanations of disability to culturally diverse groups may create a ‘fallacy’.  For 

example, Stahl presented the desired information (p. 362) on magical and religious 

explanations of disability in his article even though such beliefs might not have been 
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strongly oriented to by the participants.  Stahl accounted for the difficulty in 

obtaining traditional beliefs from the mothers’ reports to their awareness that 

traditional beliefs are frowned upon by modern professionals.  The findings that 

Chinese-Americans (Ryan & Smith, 1989) and Southeast Asians (Raghavan, et al., 

1999) were less likely to consider supernatural and traditional explanations of 

disability suggest the influence of the appropriation of scientific explanations over 

time (possibly through mass media or through the institutions of schooling and 

medicine).   

 

5.2.2.3 Disability services 

Cultural dissonance in disability services has been pointed out by some 

researchers as appearing in the form of culturally inappropriate programs, respite 

services and residential options.  Kalyanpur (1998) described the case of a Native 

American woman, Rani, with moderate developmental delay whose parents enrolled 

her in a course at the local community college upon the recommendation of a 

professor.  Kalyanpur argues that the professor was operating on the mainstream 

tenets of self-determination and autonomy when he advised her to take a course on 

self-advocacy called The New You.  However, at the end of the semester, the parents 

withdrew Rani from the program because they interpreted her assertiveness as 

rebelliousness (p. 321). Kalyanpur illustrates with this example that some traits 

valued in American mainstream culture and promoted in programs for people with 

disability may be undesirable in some cultures.   

Economic productivity and financial independence are often used to mark 

one’s transition into adulthood.  In disability services, it is desirable that the person 

with a disability has a job placement, either in open employment or in sheltered 

workshop.  This ‘vision’ is reportedly based on a particular society’s social 

philosophy by which the value of a person, including those with disabilities, is 

determined (Blue-Banning et al., 2002; Ingstad & Whyte, 1995). Where people are 

primarily considered in terms of relationships to others, economic productivity may 

not be a relevant indicator of the person’s human worth.  Thus, in some cultures, 
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employment for the person with a disability is neither expected nor encouraged 

(Blue-Banning et al., 2002).   

It has also been argued that independent living outside the family home – 

one of several goals used in post-school assessments as a desirable outcome – is 

incongruent with the cultural practices of many culturally diverse families 

(Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999; Blue-Banning et al., 2002).  For example, young 

Vietnamese women and men reportedly do not leave the parental home at the age of 

majority but when marriage is considered (Davis, 2000).  Hence, the concept of 

independent living as a residential option for the person with a disability may be 

alien to families of Vietnamese (and Chinese) backgrounds.  Further, the concept of 

residential care may be perceived as a failure on the part of the parent (Llewellyn et 

al., 1996). 

The incongruence between the values of the families and the embedded 

values of these services has been reported as the reason families of culturally 

diverse backgrounds under-utilise disability services (Smith & Ryan, 1987; 

Llewellyn et al., 1996).  One group of scholars would point to features ascribed to 

collectivistic cultures, such as interdependence among members, strong 

intergenerational ties, a sense of duty-bound obligations towards other members of 

the family (Chan, 1986; Choi & Wynne, 2000; Saenz et al., 2001) to account for the 

under-utilisation of social services by these families.  Indeed, Choi and Wynne 

(2000) found that mainstream service providers in America perceived Asian 

families as choosing to assume responsibilities for the family member with a 

developmental disability.  Saenz and colleagues (2001) also reinforce that notion by 

suggesting that Vietnamese family members are expected to turn to the family for 

help with physical needs, emotional problems, and other crises. 

Associated with the proposition that Asian communities prefer to care for 

the disabled person within the family is the notion that they regard disability as a 

stigma and consider sharing information about the family’s problems to strangers a 

loss of face (Ali et al., 2001; Holroyd, 2003; Llewellyn et al., 1996; Saenz et al., 

2001).  Choi and Wynne (2000) refer to this as the cultural importance of privacy in 

family life.  As a result, families may be reluctant to initiate contact with service 
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providers.  However, the assumption that families from collectivistic cultures prefer 

to rely on kinship networks than on formal service provisions is refuted at another 

level.  It was argued that these families under-utilise the disability services, not 

because they “prefer to look after their own”, but because of lack of awareness and 

availability (Ali et al., 2001; Smith & Ryan, 1987).  For example, Llewellyn et al 

(1996) argue that migrant families who had little in the way of such services in their 

countries of origin do not expect welfare services.  They further argued that the 

pertinent issue is to provide culturally acceptable services.  For example, Muslim 

parents may have concerns about male staff looking after their daughters, or 

daughters having to mix with the opposite sex, or issues pertaining to the 

availability of halal food at the day centres or respite care (Shah, 1999 cit. in Ali et 

al., 2001).  In terms of Ratner’s model, these studies have foregrounded cultural 

concepts.  The literature reveals that some scholars employ cultural concepts to 

account for the low utilisation rates for disability services among culturally diverse 

families while others refute the relevance of these cultural concepts. 

 

5.2.2.4 Child development 

An area where researchers have noted cultural dissonance pertains to 

parents’ and professionals’ differing beliefs about child development vis-à-vis 

parent-child interaction (Garcia, Perez & Ortiz, 2000; Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999; 

Marshall, 2000).  It was pointed out that most professionals hold the view that the 

caregiver’s input is paramount to a child’s development and that interacting with the 

child as a conversational partner early in their lives enhances their language 

development (Marshall, 2000).  However, such perspectives may not be aligned 

with other cultural beliefs and assumptions about child development. For example, 

the Mayans believe that a child’s development is mainly automatic, influenced by 

innate forces and independent of caregiver input (Gaskins, 1996); Navajo mothers 

expect children to use minimal speech and be “quiet observers” (Harris, 1996 cit. in 

Marshall, 2000).  In Chinese traditional patterns of childrearing, young children are 

not treated as separate thinking beings but as physical extensions of the parents or 

caregivers (Bond, 1991).  Parents tend not to speak to them as much as, say, Anglo-
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Americans parents do to their own children.  It has been suggested that this non-

verbal pattern of relating sets the stage for subsequent verbal inhibition of the 

Chinese outside their family circle (Bond, 1991).  

Within the literature, Kalyanpur (1998) has reported such a cultural 

dissonance.  She described how a child psychologist, who was providing 

developmental screening and diagnostic evaluation services to Native American 

preschool children, defined the problem of language delay as a cultural deficit: 

children in Native American culture were not encouraged to talk very much and, as 

a result, their expressive language suffered.  Park et al (2001) gave the example of a 

Korean-American mother whose limited interaction with her child was interpreted 

as problematic by the professionals during a home-visit. The mother’s account was 

that she had been taught not to express parental affection to children in front of 

others8.  Further, Garcia et al (2000) reported that Mexican American parents were 

not concerned about their children’s communication difficulties because they held 

that children are not expected to comprehend and speak until age three.  Hence, 

there exists a body of literature in which researchers argue that the parameters for 

typical development in some cultures may be broader than those used by Western-

trained professionals (Harry, 1992b, 1992c; Garcia et al., 2000; Llewellyn et al., 

1996).  Further, these researchers refer to cultural differences in the content and 

style of parent-child interactions when accounting for the seemingly deficient 

(expressive) language development of children from culturally diverse backgrounds.   

  

5.2.2.5 Discipline 

Cultural concepts may differ in the area of child discipline.  Kalyanpur and 

Rao (1991) described the unfortunate consequence when a social worker reported an 

African-American mother to child protection for spanking her children.  The mother 

became bitter and distrustful of professionals because she perceived what the social 

worker did as a betrayal of trust.  Kalyanpur and Harry (1999) point out that the 

 
8 From Chan’s (1986) description of Chinese’s value for restraint, it appears that this may be the case 
for Chinese families as well. Chan cited Leung (1988) in stating that, within family interaction, 
deeply felt affection is demonstrated more frequently by acts of caring and providing for loved ones 
than by words or physical acts of endearment. 



 340
 

 
social standards for the treatment of children are biased in favour of selected 

segments of society, specifically, the white middle income and those in positions of 

social and professional power.  In professional practice, verbal forms of disciplining 

are preferred over physical disciplinary practices; spanking and other types of 

corporal punishments are perceived as physical abuse (Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999).  

This view on child discipline is contrary to what some cultures orient to. For 

example, the African-American mother in Kalyanpur and Rao’s (1991) study 

explained that spanking is a sign of good parenting: spanking when the occasion 

demands it will help children to grow up responsibly.   

Davis’ (2000) interview with 15 Vietnamese women (on health, illness and 

family issues) produces similar views that physical discipline is not considered an 

abusive act in traditional Vietnamese culture.  Discipline is seen as a major 

responsibility of parents and no other people become involved (e.g. the law) when 

parents apply physical discipline (Davis, 2000).  Likewise, Chan (1986) reports that 

Chinese parents may employ disciplinary methods such as caning or smacking (or 

the threat of these corporal punishment) more readily than verbal reprimands to 

instil in the child that his/her behaviour was improper and inappropriate.  For these 

parents, it is pertinent that children learn what are proper and improper behaviours 

because their every act will contribute either to the pride or shame of the family.  

The issue of corporal punishment in disciplining children is a difficult one.  

Spanking that is delivered more as an indication of danger or gesturing to 

communicate displeasure about a child’s behaviour may be acceptable.  

Nonetheless, because spanking damages children physically in many instances and 

can be regarded as an infringement of basic human rights, we cannot assume that 

every cultural practice is sacrosanct.  Every culture needs to be open to re-

evaluating its traditions and customs. 

 

5.2.2.6 Communication and interaction 

This section reviewing the literature on cross-cultural communication and 

interaction between parents and professionals is presented in terms of various 

aspects of communication that are inter-related, namely, low-context and high-
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context communication, power distance, concept of face and concept of yuan (缘). 

In terms of Ratner’s model, cultural concepts are foregrounded in these studies.  

 

Low- and high-context communication 

‘Individualism’ and ‘collectivism’ are terms which have been used widely to 

explain cultural differences in communication (Gudykunst, 1998).  It is, therefore, 

unsurprising to find that many studies in the literature also employ two related 

concepts, low- and high-context communication (which are compatible with 

individualism and collectivism respectively) to account for interactional problems 

between parents and professionals.  Hall (1976: 70) described a low-context 

communication or message as one in which “the mass of information is vested in the 

explicit code” whereas a high-context communication or message is one in which 

“most of the information is either in the physical context or internalised in the 

person while very little is in the coded, explicit, transmitted part of the message” (p. 

79).  Low-context communication is characterised as being direct, explicit, open, 

precise and consistent with one’s feelings; high-context communication is 

characterised as being indirect, ambiguous and understated with speakers being 

reserved and sensitive to listeners (Gudykunst, 1998: 117).  Harry (1992c) 

employed the concept of high-context/low-context patterns of communication to 

argue that Puerto Rican parents whose styles of interaction are more personal and 

reliant on highly contextualised communication are often affected by the nature of 

parent-professional interaction that is impersonal and decontextualised.  

 

Power distance and communication 

Another aspect of communication and interaction relates to power distance9 

between interactants.  It is suggested that collectivistic cultures such as traditional  

 

 

                                                 
9 Hofstede (1991 cit. in Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998) defines power distance as the extent to which 
the less powerful members of institutions expect and accept that power is distributed unequally. For 
the purpose of this study, I am using power distance to suggest hierarchical social relation.  
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Chinese (and Vietnamese10) tend to orient to hierarchical status in social relations 

(Hwang, 1987).  This hierarchical form of social relationship extends from within 

the family to relations with all authority figures (Chan, 1998).  The interpersonal 

propriety of deference to someone senior or with authority in Chinese culture is 

typically linked to Confucian emphasis on harmonious interaction11 (Chan, 1998).  

Such a cultural orientation, however, is interpreted by researchers to be problematic 

in the context of parent-professional interaction because of the mismatch to 

professionals’ expectation of direct, open and honest communication from parents.  

It has often been suggested that parents from collectivistic cultures are reluctant to 

seek clarifications, or to question the expertise of professionals, or to disagree 

openly with them (Garcia et al., 2000; Park & Turnbull, 2001; Saenz et al., 2001). 

 

Concept of face12 in communication 

One notable aspect of communication in collectivist cultures is the 

preservation of face in communicative interactions with important others.  In any 

communicative interaction, interactants may be concerned with self-face (concern 

for one’s own image), other-face (concern for another’s image) and/or mutual face 

(concern for both parties’ image and/or the image of the relationship) (Ting-Toomey 

& Kurogi, 1998).  It is suggested that members of collectivist cultures are socialised 

to be concerned about mutual-face and will often attempt to ensure that all  

 

 

 

 
                                                 
10 Citing Nha-Trang (1973), Thomas (1998) indicates that spatial distance was formally kept between 
individuals of different status in historical Vietnam. Within the traditional Vietnamese family, one 
might observe that the women walked behind their husbands and children sat away from the adult 
family members. 
11 Reflecting more deeply on this statement, I came up with countless examples of familial conflicts 
in my own experiences and observations of Chinese interactions. Hwang’s (1987) elaborate 
explanation on ‘rules’ of relating provides some insights. However, it is my interpretation of Zeldin’s 
(1995) account that I found more appealing. That is, Confucius laid out rules of propriety to prevent 
interpersonal disputes from breaking apart families and communities. 
12 Face refers to a claimed sense of favourable social self-worth that a person wants others to have of 
him or her. It is a vulnerable identity-based resource because it can be enhanced or threatened in any 
uncertain social situation (Ting-Toomey & Cocroft, 1994; Ting-Toomey & Kurogi, 1998). 
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participants in the interaction do not lose face or feel embarrassed13 (Gao & Ting-

Toomey, 1998).  As part of the cultural emphasis to preserve face, members of 

collectivist cultures may deploy indirect messages or silence to signify their 

disagreement or refusals (Gudykunst, 1998).  However, professionals may 

misunderstand parental silence to mean agreement and understanding (Garcia et al., 

2000; Harry et al., 1995). 

In describing Vietnamese communication style, Nguyen (1994) suggests that 

Vietnamese have a high tolerance level for ambiguity (high-context communication) 

in which one tries to read between the lines and interpret another person’s sayings as 

best as one can rather than request direct clarification from that person, especially if 

that person is senior.  Nguyen further suggests that when a Vietnamese says “Yes”, 

it does not necessarily mean “I agree”; it may be a polite way of saying no because 

s/he does not want to anger or disappoint the other person; or s/he has too much 

regard for the other party to openly disagree. In a conflict situation, Vietnamese 

would prefer withdrawal to conflict resolution (Nguyen, 1994). 

 

Concept of 缘 yuan  

In looking at social interaction between parents and professionals, the 

Chinese concept of 缘 yuan may also be useful for understanding cross-cultural 

communication, particularly conflict situations.  It was argued that communication 

scholars in the West (especially North Americans) tend to hold the belief that 

relationships can be ‘worked on’ through training in communication competence 

(Chang & Holt, 1991). That is, problems encountered in interpersonal relationships 

are typically seen as communication problems.  Indeed, the call for professionals to 

develop cultural competence (Lynch & Hanson, 1998) and dialogue skills (Fadiman, 

1997; Harry et al., 1999; Kalyanpur & Harry, 1997, 1999; Lynch & Hanson, 1998) 

                                                 
13 Cross-cultural studies that found individualistic cultures to orient to self-face concerns and 
collectivistic cultures to orient to mutual-face concerns have mostly been done in the form of 
questionnaires completed by university students (e.g. Ting-Toomey et al., 1991). I suspect that 
ethnomethodological analysis of interaction (as revealed in Maynard’s study, 1991, 1992) holds 
promise of revealing intricate ways in which interactants display mutual-face concerns.  
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appears to be of this orientation.  However, there may actually be cultural 

differences in how Westerners and Chinese conceptualise interpersonal 

communication and patterns of relationship.  Citing Kincaid, Chang and Holt (1991) 

suggest that the Chinese have appropriated the idea of 缘 yuan from Buddhism to 

conceptualise and describe relationships.  The meaning of yuan relates to a 

facilitative condition14 in which two seemingly unrelated people are brought 

together.  However, if conditions are not satisfactory, no amount of effort will 

ensure one having a relationship with the other.  While the concept of yuan is more 

relevant to personal relationships than to a professional relationship, it nevertheless 

cautions us to the possibility of cultural bias in our conceptualisation of 

communication and of building rapport/relationship. 

The literature I have reviewed above awakens sensitivity to cultural blind 

spots in mainstream special education and disability services.  However, the 

dominant form of analysis of culture in these studies appears not to have moved 

away from a dichotomous presentation of the cultural activities, artefacts and 

concepts of the cultural groups under investigation. Several writers have commented 

on this issue, and in the next section, I present their views. 

 

5.2.3 Dealing with dichotomous cultural categories 

When doing cross-cultural studies, researchers tend to fall into the trap of 

gazing rapaciously at the social scenes for signs of activities that appear to be new 

and different from the mainstream (Silverman 2001: 8).  The focus on cultural and 

subcultural differences is likely to lead researchers to then structure their reports in  

 

 

 
14 To illustrate what is meant by facilitative condition, consider the process of condensation. We can 
say that the primary cause of dew is because there is always vapour in the air. However, if the vapour 
does not come into contact with the ground or the leaves of a plant (secondary cause), it does not 
become dew. Hence, the phenomenon (effect) of dew or condensation is produced only when a 
primary cause meets with a secondary cause (Chang & Holt, 1991: 33). 
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terms of binary contrasts15.  This can create the impression that cultural groups are  

homogeneous even while the researchers warned against stereotyping and 

overgeneralising.  Here, I present three perspectives on dichotomous cultural 

categories: 

 

• Dichotomous cultural activities, artefacts and concepts exist 

Chan (1986) maintains that the cultural characteristics of each cultural group 

are unique.  With reference to Chinese culture, he argues that traditional cultural 

orientation and values of the Chinese people are rooted in civilisations that have 

endured for over 5000 years.  Despite considerable variations among the generations 

of Chinese in various countries, selected traditional values and corresponding family 

socialisation practices have persisted.  Chinese immigrants’ establishment of 

residence in ethnic communities also contributed to the maintenance of language 

and cultural styles (Chan, 1986: 38).  Based on this perspective, it would appear that 

presenting characteristics of cultural groups in terms of contrasts still hold some 

‘truths’.   

 

• A continuum of cultural binary 

Kalyanpur and Harry (1999) are aware that a dichotomous comparison of 

cultural groups (e.g. categorising the participants’ cultural group as ‘individualistic/ 

egocentric’ or ‘collectivistic/sociocentric’) only exacerbates difference.  Their 

recommendation is to view these social orientations or differences as being 

opposing ends of a continuum along which individual families might range.  They 

further suggest that learning about culture is a permanent journey of discovery, to be 

learned from first-hand contacts with people from different places. 

 

 
15 This is based on my experience of writing the initial draft of this chapter. At the beginning, I 
modelled this chapter after the orientation and structure of other studies in the literature (i.e. I 
attempted to compare the cultural characteristics of Chinese/Vietnamese and Australian as generated 
in the data). I tried to avoid building binary contrasts and ended up with case examples that fell along 
different points on the continuum. “So what’s new?” I asked myself. Discussion with my supervisor 
about this problem led us to re-examine the transcripts and it was then that we were struck by how 
participants deploy cultural categories to do various works. 
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• Variability within cultural group 

Bond (1991) employs a normal curve to explain the variability of a trait 

within a particular cultural group.  In comparing the measurement of ‘formality’ 

among, say, Anglo-American and Chinese, the distribution of the trait amongst the 

Anglo-American and Chinese population can be represented by two overlapping 

curves (see Figure 5.3).  The normal curve representing the Chinese population 

(Country 2; Mean 2) lies to the right of the curve representing the Anglo-American 

population (Country 1; Mean 1), revealing that the Chinese generally behave with 

greater ‘formality’ than the Anglo-Americans.  Each normal curve has two deviates.  

The point of overlap shows that a small distribution of the Chinese will be at the 

lower ‘formality’ end; and a small distribution of people of Anglo-American culture 

will be at the higher ‘formality’ end.  This representation can account for the 

variability of a trait one might find within a cultural group. 

 

Figure 5.3 The distribution of ‘formality’ in two countries (Bond, 1991: 3) 
 

 

 

 



 347
 

 
Unfortunately, the above recommendations on how to treat dichotomous 

cultural categories still reinforce the notion of culture as stable, isolatable and 

categorisable (Bell, 1998) rather than the notion of culture as complex and dynamic. 

Similarly, textbooks that attempt to teach cross-cultural competence or cultural 

sensitivity also tend to simplify, commodify and reify what are dynamic social 

processes.  With no wish to contribute to the production of stereotypes and/or binary 

contrast of cultural traits, I turn to an ethnomethodological analysis (in particular, 

MCA) of culture.  In the following sections, I present the concept of culture from an 

ethnomethodological perspective and review two ethnomethodological studies that 

have investigated culture/ethnicity.  

 

5.2.4 The concept of culture from an ethnomethodological perspective 

Unlike the studies reviewed in the earlier section (in which culture is 

typically conceived as preconstituted and stable), ethnomethodological studies look 

for culture in different ways and in different places because their interest does not 

lie in discovering causal factors to a phenomenon.  Their emphasis is on the 

enactment of, or achievement of, culture in the moment-to-moment interaction 

(Baker, 1999). 

In order to derive a conception of culture from an ethnomethodological 

perspective, I turn to a quote by Silverman (1993: 114) in which he states: “In 

studying accounts, we are studying displays of cultural particulars as well as 

displays of members’ artful practices in assembling those particulars”. From this 

perspective then, there are at least two facets of culture: (1) cultural particulars, and 

(2) artful practices (in assembling cultural particulars).    

 

5.2.4.1 Cultural particulars 

The term ‘cultural particulars’ refers to the what (content) of people’s 

descriptions or accounts.  When people are making descriptions of a particular 

ethnic group, they are displaying their cultural knowledge of the characteristics of 

this group.  To categorise a person as a member of an ethnic group is to say that s/he 

shares in some action or attribute with other members of that group, and that there is 
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some particular institutionalised collection of ‘owned’ characteristics such as shared 

history or common language which follows from this (Day, 1998: 155).  In 

analysing an interaction, MCA may be employed to examine (1) what (membership) 

categorisations are deployed by the interactants; and (2) what characteristics and 

attributes are ascribed to members of the categories by the interactants. These 

characteristics and attributes may be explicitly articulated by the interactants or they 

may be implied.  Hence, the concept of culture, here, is an assembly of specific 

terms (c.f. Section 5.2.1).  In Ratner’s terms, the person doing the description or 

accounting may orient to particular cultural activities, cultural artefacts and cultural 

concepts in accomplishing what is, for example, Chinese culture.  

 

5.2.4.2 Artful practices (in assembling those particulars) 

The phrase ‘artful practices’ (in assembling cultural particulars) refers to the 

how (process) of people’s descriptions or accounts.  For example, in examining how 

people design their talk, analysts can gain insights into how interactants perform 

politeness rituals or do the moral work of justifying and excusing actions.  Within 

an interaction, people are drawing on their knowledge of how members of 

categories routinely speak, and how the interacting partners want them to speak 

(Baker, 1997).  Thus, analysing how people talk to one another allows the analysts 

to gain direct access to a cultural universe and its content of moral assumptions 

(Silverman, 2001: 113).  The concept of culture alluded to here is “culture-in-

interaction” (Hester & Eglin, 1997).  This is distinct from the formulations of 

culture as the way of life of a group (norms, values, artefacts, etc.) or from the 

notion of culture where people share, things connect and ideas relate or from a 

unitary notion of culture as a single thing that a group has (Baker, 1999).  

The two facets of culture from Silverman’s quote suggest that MCA is a 

useful analytical approach (1) to identify attributes (cultural particulars) assigned to 

a cultural group by interactants in an interaction; and (2) to locate culture in social 

practices.  To find out what are people’s meaning systems, cultural distinctions, 

models, schemes or interpretation repertoires, we can examine the attributes or traits 

that research participants assign to particular cultural groups in their talk.  While 
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their assumptions may be based on overgeneralisations, overly simplistic 

categorisations (Collier & Thomas, 1988), or a comparison of surface differences 

(Kalyanpur & Harry, 1999), ethnomethodology takes the participants’ reality as 

social reality.  This is in spite of the fact that people may produce seemingly 

irrational and contradictory contrast categories in their talk. At such times, 

ethnomethodology may seek to find out what (moral) work is accomplished in the 

person’s categorisation work. 

 

5.2.4.3 Ethnomethodological  studies on culture/ethnicity 

Ethnomethodologists have investigated culture and ethnicity. Here, I briefly 

review two studies: one looks at how workers perform linguistic ethnic 

categorisations and resist ethnic categorisation (Day, 1998); the other examines an 

intercultural interview situation (Gumperz, 1992). 

In Day’s study of linguistic ethnic group categorisation at two workplaces in 

Sweden, he shows how ethnicity becomes a resource for people to use in the 

business of everyday life, the categorisation serving the function of normalising 

relations among co-workers.  For example, in an extract revealing an ethnically 

distinct worker’s contribution that one can gain weight by drinking liquefied lamb 

fat, interactants made linguistic ethnic group categorisation relevant.  Hence, the 

‘deviant’ behaviour (drinking liquefied lamb fat) was explained as arising from the 

worker’s ethnicity.  In another example, Day shows a member resisting the 

relevance (for the task at hand – planning a party) of an orientation to her 

membership in a minority ethnic group.  Day argues that the participant resists the 

ethnification in order to affirm her membership of the social group, and therefore 

her capacity to jointly participate in what the others are doing.  However, there is 

one extract in which I have some disagreement with his analysis.  The extract (p. 

162) shows a worker suggesting that they have Chinese food at a party.  Day’s 

analysis sees this as the categorisation of one interactant in the group as Chinese and 

that this suggestion was specifically relevant to her.  The Chinese person says, “it 

doesn’t matter, I’ll eat anything”. Day argues that her response can be heard as a 

denial of the relevance of the ethnic category to which she is being ascribed (p. 
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162).  However, I would argue (calling on my membership of Chinese culture as 

authority) that her response was part of a politeness ritual.  Politeness (客气 ke qi) 

in Chinese is made up of two characters (units of meaning) and can be literally 

translated as “guest spirit” (Chen, 1990).  When two Chinese persons enact the 

ritual of ke qi or politeness, they are enacting something of a host-guest 

relationship16.  The ‘host’ demonstrates ke qi by doing everything to make the 

‘guest’ comfortable and the ‘guest’ returns ke qi by not imposing on the ‘host’ (Gao, 

1998).  In the example above, I would argue that the Chinese worker was being 

considerate and not wanting to impose on the other party organisers to make special 

food arrangements for her, interestingly, making her membership of the category 

Ethnic-Chinese very pertinent to the ongoing interaction. We can never know which 

is the case, but perhaps in enacting an ethnically sourced ritual, the interactant here 

succeeds in making ethnicity relevant in the business of denying the relevance of 

ethnicity to the task at hand (planning a party).  

 Gumperz (1992) examines interviewing in intercultural situations at a skills 

centre where applicants (native English speakers and non-native English speakers) 

were interviewed.  These were interviews where interviewers evaluated what was 

said in order to select candidates who had the background and the ability to 

complete a skills course and find suitable employment, while interviewees sought to 

gain access to programs that provide training in marketable job skills as well as 

financial support during the training period (p. 302-3).  In his analysis, Gumperz 

points to the interpretive difficulties that arose between the interviewers and the 

South Asian candidates.  The interview situations made cognitive, interactive and 

rhetorical demands on the South Asian candidates that were quite atypical of what 

they were used to in their day-to-day interactions with native English speakers.  

Hence, Gumperz argues that it is the difference in contextualisation strategies 

(strategies interactants employ based on their interpretation of each other’s speech 

and assumptions about the context, interactive goals and interpersonal relations) that 

 
16 The enactment of ke qi is less likely to be found amongst family members and close friends as ke 
qi behaviour in the company of ‘insiders’ is regarded as 见外 jian wai (to see oneself as an outsider).  
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resulted in both parties’ failure to negotiate shared understandings about matters that 

were crucial to the interview’s success.  As the communicative complexities and 

situations in the interview were novel experiences to the South Asians, they then fell 

back on rhetorical strategies acquired in their own native-language environment, 

and mapped these into their English speech.  The interviewers, in turn, found their 

communicative expectations violated and had difficulty in following the South 

Asian interviewees’ speech, therefore, reacted in a manner that seemed prejudiced 

against Asians (p. 303-4).   

 

5.2.5  Commonalities in the investigation of culture in sociocultural and 

ethnomethodological research 

After describing the method that I intend to employ for investigating culture 

in this study, I shall now justify how the ethnomethodological analysis (MCA) of 

culture interleaves with the sociocultural framing of this study.  

Sociocultural theory is useful as it foregrounds culture.  As stated in Section 

5.2.1, Vygotsky was interested in how culture influences the human mind. While he 

directed attention to cultural, historical and institutional practices for understanding 

learning and development, Vygotsky did not analyse culture per se or fully develop 

how to analyse culture17.  Most sociocultural researchers do not investigate culture 

as the primary object of investigation.  However, recent sociocultural researchers in 

the educational field have focused attention on cultural practices (and departed from 

a traits approach) when investigating cultural ways of learning.  In the view of 

Gutiérrez and Rogoff (2003: 21), it is more fruitful to examine cultural processes in 

which individuals engage with other people in dynamic cultural communities.  

These cultural processes can be conceived in terms of what Cole and Engeström 

(1993:15) have stated about culture – that is, culture “is experienced in local, face-

to-face interactions that are locally constrained and heterogeneous with respect to 

both ‘culture as a whole’ and the parts of the entire tool-kit experienced by a given 

 
17 Van der Veer (1996: 260) suggests that in Vygotsky’s principal works the word ‘culture’ is 
equivalent to the concepts or word meanings (rather than cultural practices) existing in that culture. 
He argues that Vygotsky emphasied the way word meanings within a certain society shape our view 
of reality. 
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individual”.  This emphasis on local cultural practices and cultural processes in 

recent sociocultural studies bears a strong resemblance to ethnomethodological 

investigation of culture.   

 

Cultural practices and repertoires of practice 

Sociocultural focus on cultural practices meant that the examination of 

cultural regularities and cultural variations was in terms of a person’s familiarity 

with different practices in dynamic communities organised in a distinct manner 

(Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003).  In attributing regularities to a person’s participation in 

cultural practices, it becomes possible to talk about that person’s cultural 

repertoires.  This is because describing a person’s engagement in activities brings to 

light the multiple roles which s/he can enact in different activities and contexts (c.f. 

Section 5.2.1.2 on roles and members), which in turn implies that s/he has at her/his 

disposal a ‘storehouse’ of models/approaches upon which to draw18.  The notion of 

cultural repertoires of practice (in sociocultural studies) is in line with the 

ethnomethodological assumption that members bring with them resources from 

which they draw when they interact in a scene.   

  

Cultural processes 

Ethnomethodology looks for culture in moment-to-moment interaction 

(Baker, 1999). This appears to be in accordance with Cole and Engeström’s (1993: 

15) proposition that culture “is experienced in local, face-to-face interactions”.  

Ethnomethodological analysis of moment-to-moment talk and interaction allows us 

to connect analysis of cultural practices with individual and group trajectories of 

development (i.e. micro-developmental change, onto-developmental change and 

sociohistorical change) (Gutiérrez, 2002).  Such an approach would facilitate 

discerning the hybridity and heterogeneity inherent in cultural activity, cultural 

artefacts and the participants, just as Engeström’s (1993) framework of activity and 

methodological approach did (Gutiérrez, 2002).  
                                                 
18 Attending to ‘cultural repertoires’ means that researchers can now talk about developing a person’s 
dexterity in moving between approaches appropriate to varying activity settings (Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 
2003).   



 353
 

 
Gutiérrez (2002) points out that carrying out empirical work on culture is 

difficult because culture is implicit and complex.  She suggests that the 

heterogeneity within groups requires researchers to document empirically which  

aspects of culture are shared, which aspects are believed but not directive to an 

individual’s behaviour and which aspects are used actively (p. 319).  In my view, 

such an empirical investigation of culture would be overly demanding on resources 

and likely to yield little conclusive results because of the elusive character of 

culture.  The ethnomethodological approach employed in this study would be a 

more productive move forward in understanding cultural regularities (or “cultural 

particulars” in Silverman’s term) as well as culture-in-interaction. 
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5.3 Approach to analysis: MCA of cultural categories 

 

In this section, I describe how the interview data is approached for analysis. 

Next, I describe how cultural categories such as Chinese, Vietnamese, Anglo and 

Westerners are mutually accomplished in the data and how these categories are 

analysed.  In Section 5.3.3, I indicate various aspects of ‘talk’ that will also be 

examined. 

 

5.3.1 The interview data 

As suggested in Section 2.4.3.1, ethnomethodologists treat interview data as 

the production of situated accountings-for that are collaboratively constructed 

between the interviewee and the interviewer.  In this chapter, the situated accounting 

work of the research participants forms the core of the analysis.  

From the corpus of interview data, it was found that cultural categories were 

made relevant only in a few interviews.  In most interviews, cultural categories were 

not mentioned or they were minimally discussed by the participants (e.g. some 

parents compared services available in Australia and their country of origin at the 

incitement of the interviewer; professionals mentioned how multicultural their 

extended families are).  It would appear, then, that most participants did not orient 

to culture as explicitly relevant during the interview. 

The data that make up Section 5.4 were drawn from interviews with the 

parents of three children and five teachers.  The extracts presented are segments of 

interview transcripts in which cultural categories were explicitly named, oriented to 

or implied by the participant(s) and/or the interviewer.  In some cases, the original 

interview extract is further split into two extracts to aid analysis.   

  

5.3.2 The analysis of cultural categories 

The analysis in this chapter focuses on how cultural categories are oriented 

to, deployed by and made relevant by the participants.  What attributes are assigned 

to these cultural categories are also interrogated for the representations of these 

categories (i.e. whether the representations of cultural-self and cultural-other are 
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positively-valued or negatively-valued).  The analysis does not seek to uncover a 

definition of the cultural categories (e.g. what is Chinese?) per se.  Rather, it is 

interested in how this work is done and how the category-attribute connections make 

participants’ explanatory statements possible. 

MCA is utilised to investigate how cultural categories were deployed by 

participants through: 

1. Participants’ naming of a cultural/ethnic/nationality identity label (e.g., a parent 

who says “I am Vietnamese” is naming the category Vietnamese);  

2. Participants’ employment of, or orientation to, the category Culture/Ethnicity 

(e.g. cultural activities, cultural artefacts and cultural concepts that are 

recognisable or named as belonging to a particular cultural group);  

3. Participants’ employment of cultural category attributes (e.g. language 

difference is a category attribute of category Culture/Ethnicity). 

In accord with the tenet of ethnomethodology to avoid pre-theorisation in 

analysis, this study takes for analysis only those cultural categories that people make 

relevant (or orient to) and which are procedurally consequential in the interview-

interaction.  It examines what the central categories are, and also what the (implied) 

pairs to these cultural categories are.  The study takes it that people work up and 

work to a cultural category for themselves and for others either as an end in itself or 

towards some other end (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998).  Hence, the analysis also 

examines how the deployment of cultural categories is consequential for the 

particular interview-interaction and the local project of the speaker.  

 

5.3.3  The analysis of ‘talk’ in the interview data 

 The analysis of interview-talk may be examined for what is pertinent to the 

participants and interviewer for the business at hand, the social and moral order and 

the local project of the speaker.  

The interviewer’s task at the scene may be understood commonsensically to 

be ‘gathering’ (creating) data on its topic of interest; in this case, culture.  In the 

analysis in Section 5.4, the way in which the interviewer introduces culture as 

relevant for participants will be shown.  
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  Baker (2002) proposed that members have analytic resources that they put to 

work as they engage in interview talk.  Since the way in which people describe 

cultural categories and how they reason about them are pragmatic selections from a 

range of possibilities, it is argued that the describing should be taken as a social and 

moral activity (Jayyusi, 1991 cit. in Baker, 1997).  In furthering this theme, this 

study is also interested in participants’ forms of reasoning around culture, including 

some of the paradoxical ways they deal with the cultural categories.  

The investigation of social order is available in two ways: (1) politeness 

rituals in the participant-interviewer talk and (2) the maintenance of a moral order 

by participants’ accounting work.  A breach can be noted when an account is used 

as a preamble to a complaint or “trouble-telling” (Jefferson & Lee, 1981) (e.g. the 

interviewer saying, “I don’t mean to be presumptuous but …”).  When an account is 

heard and is hearable as an excuse, the violation of a moral order is visible to the 

analyst.  Additionally, the analysis looks at what processes (e.g. anecdotes, common 

sense, personal experience, official discourses) participants use to legitimate the 

category-attribute-explanation connection they construct in their accounts.  For 

example, a teacher who reports that he has read Confucian text [official discourse] 

which states that Chinese [category] are “respectful to authority” [attribute] to 

account for a parent’s behaviour is using official discourse to legitimate the 

category-attribute-explanation connection. 

Widdicombe (1998: 197-8) proposes that a research focus should shift to the 

processes of ethnic boundary maintenance and group recruitment.  This proposition 

is in line with Penuel and Wertsch’s (1995) interest in how the boundaries of what 

constitutes a particular cultural identity are constructed and maintained.  In the 

context of this study, it means analysing how the participants build cultural 

boundaries to include members (like us) and exclude other members (not like us).  

Further, the analysis will document the strategic transformation of participants’ 

deployment of cultural categories in the local site. 

Having clarified the aspects of the interview data that the analysis will 

interrogate, I present the analysis of the interview extracts in the next section (Section 

5.4). 
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5.4 Findings and analysis 

 

 As I have suggested in the previous sections, the approach taken to 

investigate culture in this study differs from the dominant form of analysis in the 

special education/disability literature.  The findings reported here are in terms of the 

analysis of interview-extracts to examine how, and to what ends, the research 

participants deploy cultural categories during the interview, and what attributes they 

assign to these cultural categories.  In analysing the data, this study finds, in 

summary, that both parents and professionals deploy cultural categories to do 

various types of moral accounting-work and to construct a moral picture of ‘good’ 

Parent, ‘good’ Teacher/Professional or ‘good’ practice.  However, the moral tone in 

the professionals’ accounts appears to be more evident than in the parents’ accounts; 

the parents tended to use cultural categories as a tool to display their contrast-

categorisation work.  Further, it seems that the topic of culture in the interview-talk 

almost inevitably lead the participants to construct an us-them discourse and binary 

category contrast in their accounts. 

 

5.4.1 Professionals’ deployment of cultural categories 

In this section, the analysis of the data is organised in the order of (1) Billy’s 

primary school teacher, Yvonne; (2) Vanessa’s unit teacher, Carol; (3) Truong and 

Mike’s teacher, James; (4) Truong’s new teacher, Aaron; and (5) Becky’s teacher, 

Sophie.  Within each case example, the analysis examines how particular cultural 

categories (or cultural identities) are made relevant or ascribed to self and others in 

the interview-interaction and what work is accomplished in deploying the cultural 

categories.  The attributes (cultural particulars) attached to the relevant cultural 

categories are tabulated and compared.  

 

5.4.1.1 The case of Billy’s teacher, Yvonne 

The first case example involved the interview with Billy’s primary school 

teacher, Yvonne.  The original interview extract is divided into two parts to aid 

analysis.  As revealed in the following extracts, Yvonne’s orientation to the cultural 
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categories Vietnamese and Australian was at the incitement of the researcher.  The 

analysis finds, in summary, that the work done by the teacher in deploying the 

cultural categories is (i) the work of accounting for her approval of Billy’s ‘answer 

back’ behaviour, and (ii) the work of constructing a moral world where differences 

are accepted.    

  

To account for approving Billy’s ‘answer back’ behaviour 

Prior to the exchange presented below, Billy’s teacher, Yvonne, has been 

describing her teaching style.  Extract 5.1 begins with Yvonne reporting that her 

students trust her and that she shares power with them.  

 

Extract 5.1 
 
Y: They have this trust in me, you know. If they’ve got something to say they can say it, 

you know um … what are the examples I can try to … it’s a power sharing in the class, 
you know, between, it’s not just me. I’m not the boss when... If you come down today, I 
was definitely the boss today (I laugh). Sometimes you have to be. It’s a power-
sharing thing, you know. There’s no real boss; we are all here, to work, to learn to do 
the best we can. 

I: So, in that sense, does that mean Billy will feel like a boss to himself? 
Y: Oh, yeah, yeah, he answers his [buts] now. Before he would not, he just sits there, you 

know (…). Last week he, I asked him to do something or something, I can’t remember 
what it was, but he answered me back. He sort of said, “Oh, do I have to really do 
that?” 

I: Yeah? 
Y: And Billy’s never done that before! (I laugh) and I was so pleased. (I laugh) 
I: You know, in… I don’t mean to be presumptuous, but I think it would be culturally 

inappropriate in his culture. 
Y: Probably, but not, not, not so much, in Vietnam … His mum is, his family is very strict 

but not overall in the school. Plus, the culture is changing too, the kids are speaking 
English, they’re not speaking Vietnamese. I think there’s only one group in the school 
that insist on speaking Vietnamese, grade six, a group of boys in grade six. But all the 
children speak English. 

I: Right. 
Y: Even down the train station and the shops, you see them speak English. So culture, 

it’s changing, it’s definitely changing. Um … I don’t know if he talks to his mum, but 
that is how Australian society is and that’s where he has to fit. Yeah also all, 
everybody else, all his peers, you know, I was just so pleased he’s behaving the same 
way as all the rest of them, as his peers do. But I know what you mean, I know what 
you mean (I laugh) but I think, culturally, also, it’s changing... The parents have been 
here a long time now, most of them, and they all assimilate. 

 

The researcher’s postulation about Billy’s sense of power in class brings 

about the teacher’s report of an incident in which Billy answered back.  As revealed 
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in Yvonne’s remark, it was something Billy had never done before and she 

expressed her approval of the new behaviour by stating how pleased she was.  Here, 

the researcher pointed out the cultural inappropriateness of that behaviour (while 

trying to maintain politeness – “I don’t mean to be presumptuous”) which the 

teacher then accounts for in her next turn.  When a remark of this nature (the 

researcher’s) is made, the regularity of what happens next is so powerful, so 

normative, that it is near impossible for the teacher not to declare a position in some 

way or another (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998).  

Yvonne’s initial response – “probably” – suggests her partial agreement with 

the researcher.  However, she immediately goes on to reason that the school 

situation is different from home (where his family may be very strict).  She further 

suggests that “culture is changing”; the evidence being the wide use of English 

language among the Vietnamese children in various public areas.  That is, the 

teacher establishes language and culture as closely interwoven; the use of English 

language is taken as an indicator of culture changing.  Yvonne then invokes the 

category Australian to argue that it is in the Australian society (not Vietnam) that 

Billy has to fit.  While reiterating her pleasure at seeing Billy “behaving the same 

way as all the rest of them”, the teacher also does polite talk in reporting her 

comprehension of the researcher’s meaning (“But I know what you mean”).  There 

is a tension in her words.  The work her utterances do is politeness-affiliation (with 

the researcher). 

 

To construct a moral world (of acceptance) 

 Extract 5.2 follows the teacher’s talk from the extract above. Having 

commented on the length of time Billy’s parents have lived in Australia and their 

assimilation into the society, the teacher now calls on authority to justify her 

accounts.  She does this by remarking on her area of residence – Inala, a suburb with 

a high population of Vietnamese19 – and reporting that she gets her views from the 

Vietnamese community as well.  

                                                 
19 Yvonne did not explain the dominant ethnic population of Inala in her speech. This reveals her 
assumption that the researcher is knowledgeable about it. 
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Extract 5.2 

 
Y: [… The parents have been here a long time now, most of them, and they all 

assimilate.] I live in Inala, so I know, I live in this area, I’ve lived here a long time so I 
don’t just get my viewpoints from schools, I also get it from the community I’ve had 
friends, my friends are Vietnamese. 

I: And they share with you certain ways of behaving or? 
Y: No, we both accept that we have differences, yeah like my friends give us presents on 

Chinese New Year, we give presents at Christmas, so they know that, that’s how it 
works. Um… no I’ve never, I [probably] … cultural differences we just accept the 
friends and I think that’s how it happens in, in class too. Yeah, just accept it. And 
everybody’s different. See my theme – the difference. (points to artwork on display) 

 

 In Yvonne’s utterance, living in “Inala” provides warrant for her knowledge 

regarding the assimilation of the Vietnamese people.  Having Vietnamese friends 

provides further validation to her reports.  Upon the teacher’s reference to her 

Vietnamese friends, the researcher attempts to orient her to culturally appropriate 

behaviours again (“and they share with you certain ways of behaving?”).  In this 

instance, Yvonne negates the relevance of culturally appropriate behaviours in her 

interaction with her Vietnamese friends.  Her account of “we both accept that we 

have differences20” is hearable as a construction of a moral world where there is 

mutual acceptance of differences.  To provide an example of their acceptance of 

differences, Yvonne describes different types of cultural celebrations.  However, 

reciprocity (as expressed in the exchange of gifts at different celebratory occasions) 

appears to be the common value in the relationship (“that’s how it works”).  Yvonne 

then pointed out to the researcher how she has transferred the moral world of 

cultural acceptance into her classroom, where art work of the students (faces of 

different colours and features) were on display. 

 

 
20 This comment has some resonance with Australian multiculturalism policy. 
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Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

Table 5.2 encapsulates the attributes assigned to the two cultural categories 

generated by the teacher, Yvonne, in this particular interaction with the researcher. 

 
Table 5.2 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in the talk – Yvonne 
 
Vietnamese Australian 
Strict Answer back 
Speaks Vietnamese Speaks English 
Been here a long time; assimilate  
Celebrate Chinese New Year Celebrate Christmas 
 

It can be seen, in summary, that Yvonne accomplishes a category contrast in which 

she ascribes the attributes “strict”, “speaks Vietnamese”, “been here a long time”, 

“assimilate” and “celebrate Chinese New Year” to the cultural category Vietnamese; 

and the attributes “answer back” behaviour, “speaks English” and “celebrate 

Christmas” to the cultural category Australian. 

In further analysing Yvonne’s reasoning, it appears that her description of 

cultural change appears to be a mixture of assimilation and multiculturalism21.  Her 

account (in Extract 5.1) that more Vietnamese are speaking English and becoming 

more like Australians suggests an orientation to the assimilation model.  Her 

account about giving gifts at different festivals (Chinese New Year and Christmas) 

suggests that the two cultural customs sit side by side (multiculturalism).  Her 

Vietnamese friends participate in the Christmas celebration as the cultural-other 

receiving but not giving gifts.  Similarly, she (hearable as belonging to the 

Australian category) participates in the Chinese (or Vietnamese) New Year22 

celebration as the cultural-other again, receiving but not giving gifts.  Each party 

keeps his/her own cultural identity and never becomes one of the other23.  

                                                 
21 For the purpose of this thesis, I use the terms ‘assimilation’ and ‘multiculturalism’ only in the 
sense of lived understanding and not based on previous or current Australian government policy. 
22 Chinese and Vietnamese New Year falls on the same days as they are based on the Lunar calendar. 
23 Some scholars (e.g. Wee, 1988) have suggested that in some cases, cultural identity (e.g. Chinese 
identity) cannot be achieved through language acquisition or language loss, or through the adoption 
of religious tradition or conversion to another religion, whereas it is possible to achieve Malay 
identity through religious conversion to Islam. 
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There is a tension in her work of accounting.  At one moment, it is aligned 

with an assimilationist stance, and at another moment it is aligned with the 

rationality of tolerance (of differences).  Yet in neither one of the situations was it 

aligned with embracing diversity or appropriation of each other’s identity.  

Additionally, her talk about “changing culture” seems to be unidirectional in 

influence and not about “cultural integration” (Harry, 1992b) and mutual influence. 

 

5.4.1.2 The case of Vanessa’s teacher, Carol 

As with the previous case example, the original interview extract presented 

here, with Vanessa’s teacher Carol from the Hearing Impaired Unit, is divided into 

two parts to aid analysis.  Overall, three categories, namely Vietnamese, Deaf and 

Bosnian are generated when Carol talked about her students’ parents.  The analysis 

finds, in summary, that the work done by the teacher in deploying cultural 

categories is (i) the moral work of excusing parents for their undiplomatic manners, 

and (ii) in accounting for a parent’s non-contribution at an IEP meeting.  Further, a 

moral world of polite talk, ‘good’ Teacher and ‘good’ Parent is built up from 

Carol’s accounts. 

 

To account for describing parent as forthright/parent’s lack of tact 

After Carol had described Vanessa’s mother, Huong, in an earlier part of the 

interview, the researcher summarised her report using the word “forthright”.  The 

extract below reveals that Carol has taken up that descriptor and now deploys a 

(cultural) attribute “English not good enough” to account for using that descriptor. 

 

Extract 5.3 
 
C: The fact that she is forthright, I think really is more a um an out, a result of her English 

not being good enough to be tactful, if you know what I mean. 
I: OK 
C: Yeah, I mean, I think if Huong’s English was better, she would say the same thing but 

in a more diplomatic way 
I: OK 
C: I don’t take offence at it 
I: Aye. 
C: I understand it’s just her expression of concern and it’s good that she expresses her 

concern … yeah so and it’s good that she’s interested enough and knows enough 
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about what Vanessa is doing … [to um] and feeling and thinking, to have those 
concerns. A lot of … no, some parents wouldn’t know enough to have those concerns. 
So yeah … and it’s really dealing with an, in some ways, dealing with an ESL (English 
as Second Language) parent is not all that different from dealing with a deaf parent 

I: Because? 
C: Because deaf people are really upfront too (I laugh) Diplomacy doesn’t enter into it, 

you say what you think (I laugh) yeah… mm 
 

Carol reasons that it is due to lack of English proficiency that Vanessa’s 

mother appears forthright (“English not being good enough to be tactful”, “if 

English was better, would say the same thing but in a more diplomatic way”).  

Carol’s discourse around tact and diplomacy here suggests that the ‘moral world’ of 

(parent-teacher) interaction is polite talk.  

The construction of a moral world (and presentation of herself as a forgiving 

and understanding teacher) is evident as Carol indicates that she does not take 

offence at Huong’s undiplomatic way of talking; she hears it as just an expression of 

concern.  In elaborating that it is “good” that the parent shows concern, Carol builds 

a moral world in which “good” parents are interested and know what their child is 

doing, feeling and thinking (“it’s good that she’s interested … some parents 

wouldn’t know enough to have those concerns”) and good parents have a level of 

knowledge or awareness.  A moral hierarchy is created – undiplomatic talk is 

forgivable in a good parent. 

Next, the teacher creates similarity judgment.  She deploys the categories 

Deaf and ESL when likening her interaction with an ESL parent to a deaf parent.  

The introduction of the category Deaf reveals the situated relevance of the teacher.  

That is, we can hear from her deployment of this category that she teaches deaf 

children.  Her use of the term ESL to describe a parent also reveals the influence of 

an institutional category (for students) on other aspects of the teacher’s work (i.e. 

parent-teacher collaboration).  From the explanation, “because deaf people are 

really upfront too”, we hear the teacher’s ascription of the descriptor “upfront” to 

the ESL parents as well.  

Carol’s elaboration, “diplomacy doesn’t enter into it.  You say what you 

think” appears to assume that hearers (in this case, the researcher) will 

commonsensically understand why diplomacy is irrelevant to a deaf person, and by 
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implication, to the ESL parent.  We can speculate that it is about efficiency: imagine 

a deaf person signing a message adding polite markers or tactful phrases to their 

expression, it is likely to take a longer time than if they were just to “say what they 

think”.  Similarly, the parent with limited English proficiency will want to convey 

their meanings using the simplest sentence structures they know, and possibly in the 

least amount of words (i.e. direct).    

 

To account for parent’s lack of contribution in the child’s IEP 

The conversation between the researcher and teacher continues in the extract below 

with the researcher explicitly introducing the category Culture.   

 

Extract 5.4 
 
I: Yeah I was just wondering if that’s a cultural part, issue then 
C: I don’t know, I … I don’t know because most of, like Tia, one of the other children in 

the group, her parents are from Bosnia … um … and her mum’s a lovely lady but she 
hasn’t got a lot of English and when you start talking to her, she can’t, she came in for 
an IEP meeting and you try to talk to her about what Tia is doing at school … now 
they’ve come from a war-torn country um and it’s not that long ago, it’s sort of, you 
know 

I: Fresh 
C: Fresh in their minds. She just keeps saying over, when you try to talk to her about 

what Tia is doing at school and her homework and is there anything that she’s 
concerned about, she says over and over and over again, um I forget her exact words 
but what she meant was … um …”I’m more concerned about her health, and whether 
she’s got enough food to eat” and they’ve just bought a new house and they’ve got all 
the expenses associated with that and she keeps saying to me, “You’re the teacher, 
that’s your job.” 

I: Ahh … 
C: Um … well it makes my job a lot easier if she (I & C laugh) she’s very easy to please (I 

laugh) and I, I guess I understand where she’s coming from 
I: mm 
C: and she probably hasn’t got enough English …. um so you know, I don’t know if it’s an 

ESL thing that they’re upfront (I laugh) it’s a cultural thing I think it’s a language thing 
… I don’t know, I really don’t know (I laugh) I don’t mind either way, whenever, it’s just 
nice that parents are concerned. 

 

The researcher’s attempt to orient the teacher to culture brings about Carol’s 

reference to another parent of culturally diverse background, Tia’s mother from 

Bosnia.  The moral work of accounting that Carol does prior to her description of 

the parent-teacher interaction (e.g. “her mum’s a lovely lady but …”, “they’ve come 

from a war-torn country and it’s not that long ago”) is also hearable as pre-emption 
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to the ‘unfavourable’ comments that she was going to make later and an account (an 

excuse) for her behaviours.  Carol’s description of the IEP meeting with Tia’s 

mother reflects the typical work she, as a Teacher, needs to accomplish with the 

Parent at such a meeting (i.e. “talk to her about what Tia is doing at school and her 

homework, and is there anything that she’s concerned about”).  However, a breach 

occurs when the mother refuses to contribute.   From Carol’s report, it is evident 

that Tia’s mother has made clear demarcation of her own role and responsibilities 

(i.e. to be concerned about the child’s health and whether she’s has enough food to 

eat) from the teacher’s role and responsibilities (i.e. the child’s formal education is 

the teacher’s job).  

Carol’s remark that “it makes her job easier” when the parent is “easy to 

please” produces some laughter from the researcher and herself.  The comical aspect 

of that comment is hearably in her allusion that parent-professional collaboration 

creates more demands on the teacher, and that the work required of the teacher 

includes pleasing parents.  At this point, the teacher returns to the moral work of 

accounting for the parent’s breach in parent participation, while also presenting 

herself as empathetic (“I guess I understand where she’s coming from”).  Carol, 

again, suggests that it is in not having good enough English that ESL parents seem 

“upfront”.  However, immediately following that, she indicates her uncertainty in 

labelling it a “cultural thing” and/or a “language thing”.  In her conclusion, we see a 

reaffirmation of the moral world – the “good” Teacher does not mind when parents 

are upfront; the parents are “good” Parents for they are concerned.  Carol has a 

tension (evident in her faltering reasoning) to deal with and she is explicit about that 

tension, “I don’t know”.  But it seems, in this moral world, the mother who leaves it 

to the teacher is not quite the ‘good’ parent as she does not present as a ‘concerned’ 

parent (in the right ways); she presents her concerns with regard to food/health but 

with regard to education, she makes it clear that it is the teacher’s role to feel 

concern. 
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Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

Table 5.3 encapsulates the attributes assigned to the cultural categories 

generated by the teacher, Carol, in this particular interaction with the researcher. 

 

Table 5.3 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in the talk – Carol 
 
Vanessa’s mother, Huong  Tia’s mother 
Vietnamese parent Deaf parent Bosnian parent 
Forthright Upfront  
[Intense, lovely24 – 
elsewhere in interview] 

 Lovely (non-interfering with 
school) 

English not good enough to 
be tactful 

 Hasn’t got a lot of English 

Concerned (education)  Concerned (basic needs) 
 

It can be seen, in summary, that Carol accomplishes category similarities in which 

she ascribes the attribute “forthright” to Vanessa’s mother (and by association, to 

the category Vietnamese Parent) and the attribute “upfront” to the category Deaf 

Parent.  Categorisation by similar traits also occurs when she ascribes Vanessa’s 

mother the attribute “English not good enough to be tactful” and ascribes Tia’s 

mother (and by association, the category Bosnian Parent) the attribute “hasn’t got a 

lot of English”.  She accomplishes category contrast when describing Vanessa’s 

mother as “concerned” about her child’s education and implying Tia’s mother as 

non-interfering in school matters and more “concerned” about providing her child 

with basic needs.  

Analysis of the interview extracts reveals that Carol constructs an account of 

her own practices as consistent and positive.  The framing of her rationalisation 

structures her account as positive, in that she has not acted unfairly25.  For example, 

with regards to Huong’s expression of concerns, Carol reports, “I don’t take 

offence”; and with regards to the limited expression of concern by Tia’s mother  

                                                 
24 Carol’s first description of Vanessa’s mother goes: “oh her mum’s a very intense lady … yeah 
well, she just wants the best for Vanessa, you know, I find Huong really lovely but um … she I think 
she pushes Vanessa very hard at home”. 
25 This may be a tension in all teaching: the enacting of individual student-centered teaching and 
equitable/fair teaching. 
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towards Tia’s education, Carol reports, “I understand where she’s coming from”. 

Her effort at the end sums it up – “ I don’t mind either way, whenever, it’s just nice 

that parents are concerned”.  However, these cultural differences are problematic to 

producing a consistent representation of herself.  Carol’s reasoning by comparison 

of differences is not explicitly framed in terms of cultural categories; she refers to 

the particularities of the parents’ experiences (e.g. stating that Tia’s family has come 

from a war-torn country).  We see that Carol deploys cultural descriptors without 

naming culture as the issue.  Rather, experience is the issue and culture is an issue 

only so far as language is concerned.  Carol deploys cultural descriptors to show 

empathy, sympathy for, and understanding of, the parents.  Further, it builds a moral 

world both for herself and the mothers.  

 

5.4.1.3 The case of Truong’s (and Mike’s) teacher, James 

Truong’s teacher, James, deploys cultural categories (i) to account for not 

knowing a lot about Truong’s parents and his lack of contact with them; (ii) to 

absolve himself from the responsibility of initiating contact with them; (iii) to do 

contrast work (i.e. compare and contrast culturally diverse parents with [Anglo] 

parents); (iv) to build commonality with, and sympathy for, the parents; (v) to 

account for student’s behaviours. 

 

To account for not knowing a lot about Truong’s parents 

James’s first employment of the word “culture” was upon researcher’s 

request to talk about Truong’s parents.  While it appears that James had used the 

word “culture” unprompted, it might be more appropriate to say that the whole 

context of the interview (i.e. the premise of the research) was a prompt for James to 

use that term. 

 

Extract 5.5 
I: Can you tell me about his parents, you know, what you know of them? 
J: Um … dad, I think dad’s a lot closer to Truong than mum or seems to have more to do 

with Truong than mum does. Um … I don’t know a lot about them, um it’s partly a 
language barrier but it’s also a cultural thing. 

I: OK 
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J: They’re Vietnamese and they come from a different culture and I think things operate 

differently for them. 
I: Yes 
J: Um, I think partly the parents are very burnt-out. I think there’s very very (…) and they 

have been tearing their hair out and school for them is a respite, school for them is just 
a time when Truong is not around. They really need it. And so I don’t think they want to 
know, when Truong is out of the house, I don’t, I could be completely wrong but I know 
I wouldn’t blame them, but I don’t really know … I think the last thing I want was … 
while they’ve got their time of peace, Monday to Friday, from 9 to 3 (…) just don’t want 
to know about it. And that’s fair enough. Uh … they’re quite shy people. 

 

When James is asked to talk about Truong’s parents, he deploys the cultural 

category Vietnamese – a different cultural identity to himself – to account for why 

he did not know much about them.  There is “a language barrier” and it is also “a 

cultural thing”.  We can hear that there is limited communication between Truong’s 

parents and the teacher.  Henceforth, the teacher provides further justifications for 

his lack of communication with Truong’s parents.  James goes on to give several 

accounts for the weak parent-teacher collaboration.  This work constructs his lack of 

communication as needing accounting work.  It builds an account for a breach – the 

breach being the violation of his duty as a Teacher to establish good communication 

with parents.  

However, having accounted for the lack of communication, James continues 

to give further accounts that now describe this breach as commendable in these 

circumstances.  In stating that “school for them is a respite”, James orients to his 

role more as a respite carer than that of a teacher.  Using descriptors such as “burnt 

out”, “tearing their hair out”, and “very stressed” to emphasise the emotional strain 

Truong’s parents were going through, James implies that if he had insisted on 

contact with the parents, they will lose their much needed respite.  He makes 

justification for not bothering them further with information about Truong at school 

– “School for them is just a time when Truong is not around.  They really need it. 

And so I don’t think they want to know”.  He deals with Truong at school and does 

not have a lot to do with the parents.  He is providing Truong’s parents six hours of 

“peace”, Monday to Friday, and does not impose further on their time and energy.   

James then goes on to describe the parents as “shy people”.  Again, this 

suggests that the parents had not told him very much and implies he had probably 
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also not told them very much.  Hence, in deploying the cultural category 

Vietnamese (and the cultural category attribute “language barrier”), the teacher has 

made justification for not knowing much about Truong’s parents and for the lack of 

communication between home and school.  At the same time, the teacher portrays 

himself as empathetic and benevolent in that he put himself in the parents’ shoes 

and assumed that they would want the peace and respite that school affords.  A 

moral order is built up wherein the parents justifiably require respite (“I wouldn’t 

blame them”; “that’s fair enough”), and James commendably provides it by not 

attempting or insisting on communication – and all this is built on surmise (“I could 

be completely wrong”, “I don’t really know”).  Further, he describes the parents in 

quite positive terms (below):  

 

Extract 5.6 
J: They seem like kind people, they care about Truong. There’s some who really, they 

want, you know. They haven’t given up on him, which is pretty amazing. I think I 
would’ve. Um yeah, but they’re very stressed. 

 

The parents are given the attributes “kind”, “caring” and “persistent” (“haven’t 

given up on him”).  However, the difference between the parents and teacher 

appears to be maintained when James indicated that he, unlike the parents, would 

have given up on Truong. 

 

To absolve from role and responsibility 

In the above extracts, we see that the teacher has created differences between 

the parents and himself – language and cultural differences – differences that cannot 

be overcome by him.  He appears to have set up an I-them argument in describing 

his relationship to Truong’s parents.  It is, perhaps, unsurprising that when asked for 

suggestions to enhance collaboration between parents and teachers, James then 

creates a third space for a mediator to enter into parent-teacher relationship: 
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Extract 5.7 
J: A third person would be really good. Someone who could be a resource for me (…), 

someone who could explain to me cultural appropriateness ... and to help them with 
language and confidence, I suppose. I think they’re shy and not confident, and the 
lang, English isn’t great. So, yeah if there was a person who could help bridge that gap 
and explain to both sides the cultural differences and what, you know, meanings there 
are and, because I’m sure there’s a lot of things about Vietnamese culture I don’t know 
about. So I have to, I’ve probably made assumptions that are wrong. 

 

The suggestion of using a mediator to “bridge the gap” between teachers and 

parents is in line with recommendations in the literature on improving cross-cultural 

parent-professional collaboration.  Yet by invoking a “third person” James appears 

to have absolved himself from taking immediate action to learn more about his 

student’s culture.  He confesses to have probably made erroneous assumptions about 

Vietnamese culture but says nothing about what he can currently do to know 

Truong’s parents better.  

At this point, the researcher suggests that the other component of the 

research study (participatory action research) is where she might play the mediator 

role but raises her concern about what might happen when the research ends.  Once 

again, in line with suggestions in the literature, the teacher proposes that a teacher 

aide could be employed to play that role.  

 

Extract 5.8 
J: You have to pick someone who is Vietnamese, to play a role as … just helping, just 

facilitating the communication … Because his teacher changes. That person would 
have to help the new teacher to understand, to set up the communication channels. 
Well, it doesn’t have to be, it doesn’t have to be to a great in-depth level, just to about 
the level that I have with um other parents who speak fluent English and whose 
culture, you know, we understand each other’s culture, like Shane’s mum for example. 
I have, I can very easily get a lot of information from her. 

 

By indicating that the third person has to be a Vietnamese, James is orienting 

to the notion that cultural ways can only be understood by insiders.  The implication 

is that, he – a non-Vietnamese (outsider) – could not possibly be expected to 

understand the other’s culture.  We can also infer that he has recently taken on the 

job as Truong’s teacher from his comment that “his teacher changes”, and from his 

assignment of helping “new teacher set up the communication channels” to the third 
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person.  Here, we see that James invokes the cultural category Vietnamese-third-

person, to absolve himself from the responsibility of pursuing communication with 

Truong’s parents.  Next, he adds that the parent-teacher communication “doesn’t 

have to be to a great in-depth level”.  This comment reveals his orientation to the 

business of building relationship with parents as different from an “intimate 

relationship”.  It is hearable as an institutionally framed relationship where the 

purpose is to draw information from the Parent  

 

To do work with contrast 

Upon the researcher’s probe for information about his interaction with 

Shane’s mother, James responds by giving the example of Mike’s mother – another 

parent of culturally diverse background (Chinese) – with whom, unlike Truong’s 

parents, he had no trouble communicating. 

 

Extract 5.9 
 
I: So with Shane’s mum, she’s able to be very explicit about what she wants. 
J: Yeah, well she works here for a start so she’s here a lot. She’s at the school a lot so I 

have access to her a lot. But Mike’s mum is the same thing, Fong Yin. She’s um, her 
English is very good and um … she seems to me to be quite comfortable operating in 
this dominantly Anglo culture. She seems quite fluent in the culture as well. I don’t 
have any trouble communicating with her or if, you know, if I want information from 
her, you know, there’s no trouble. She’d, she can explain stuff to me, she seems quite 
… yeah culturally fluent as well as linguistically fluent which, which Truong’s parents, I 
don’t think they are. I think they’re more isolated. 

I: Eh, can you explain that to me, what it means, “culturally fluent”? 
J: Well, what it means is, it’s like, that it’s a person who has an understanding of the 

assumptions that go behind the person’s culture so um (…) like Fong Yin knows that 
an asser- an assertive, what we in the, what we called an assertive attitude is fine, it’s 
OK to do that. You know, in their culture, Chinese culture, that may be seen as 
something very, very rude and inappropriate but she understands it. “No, no, that’s not 
the way.” These, they won’t be offended. That’s just how you do things, that’s just how 
these Anglo do things. “No way. You’re not going to do that. This is what I want done!” 
You know, and like she says that to me, even though I’m the teacher. There’s a bit of 
that confusion, you know, respect, for she’ll just say, “No, this is what I want” which is 
good because that’s how I operate. I expect people to treat me as peer, I … I look at 
these parents as (…) superior to me in terms of their knowledge, you know, no one 
knows them … cause I think Truong’s parents have that … traditional view of a 
teacher as being, you know, a learned person who you respect and you don’t question 
any … but I’m not sure how to … for some reason they are not as comfortable as (…) 
whether that’s a personality thing or experience or whatever I don’t know. See, I don’t 
know. Fong Yin may well have gone to school in Australia to learn the culture that way. 
She’s bilingual, she speaks Chinese as her first language. 
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When James brings in the example of Mike’s mother, he is orienting to the 

case of Mike’s mother as relevant: she is similar to Truong’s parents in that she is 

also a parent from culturally diverse background, but differs from them in that he 

can communicate with her, like Shane’s mother (“Mike’s mum is the same thing”).  

Here, we see that he again establishes language and culture as the main barrier to his 

communication with Truong’s parents (“she seems quite culturally fluent as well as 

linguistically fluent which Truong’s parents, I don’t think they are”).  The 

researcher treats the term “culturally fluent” that James uses as incomprehensible, 

obliging him to make intelligible what he meant. 

In a long turn, James explains that a person who is “culturally fluent” is one 

who understands the underlying assumptions of (another) person’s culture.  While 

he describes Mike’s mother as understanding Anglo culture, he maintains his 

orientation to her as culturally ‘other’.  We see it in his employment of the pronouns 

(“what we called … in their culture”) and in the way he imagines Mike’s mother 

thinks (“they won’t be offended … that’s how these Anglo do thing”).  Additionally, 

he assigns Anglo (us) the attribute “assertive” which the Chinese (them) would 

regard as “rude and inappropriate”.  That is, he is negating assertive behaviour as 

Chinese-like.  Next, James reports that, “there’s a bit of that confusion” for Mike’s 

mother had been assertive in stating what she wanted done.  James describes the 

deferent, non-assertive Chinese person and then explains Fong Yin’s (Mike’s 

mother) assertiveness in terms of “confusion” and in terms of her facility as 

“culturally fluent”.  That is, her understanding of Anglo culture allows her to 

overcome her Chinese-ness and be assertive. So Mike’s mother is attributed with 

Chinese-ness and cultural fluency.  

In terms of self-presentation/description, we see that James portrays himself 

as orienting to egalitarian values (“I expect people to treat me as peer”) and looking 

up to parents for their knowledge of the children.  These accounts are hearable as 

the moral work of accounting for himself as a good person/teacher even though he 

had breached the norm of parent-teacher collaboration/communication in Truong’s 

case.  
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To build commonality and sympathy 

Later in the interview, the researcher and teacher talked about behavioural 

strategies, and the researcher commented that Truong’s parents had said it was 

difficult for them to implement some of the behavioural strategies.  James agreed 

that most parents are unable to emotionally detach themselves from those practices 

and went on to talk about how all parents grieve the loss of their dreams and 

expectations of their child.  Extract 5.10 begins with James talking about parents’ 

grief and the researcher aligns with his comment, pointing out that Truong is the 

only son.  

 

Extract 5.10 
J: I think there’s a huge need, regardless of the culture that there’s an enormous amount 

of grief and suffering for parents that they never get a chance to express or resolve or 
address. I’m sure that must be the case for Truong’s parent. 

I: Yes 
J: I’m certain. 
I: Because he’s the only son. 
J: Only son. Only son, yeah, that’s right. All that expectations that have … I know a bit 

about Confucian culture I know it has a big influence on Chinese and Vietnamese 
thought, you know the son, like I’m from a Greek background and it’s the same thing 
you know a son especially, unfortunately they have that sexist attitude I mean look at 
what’s happening in China at the moment, female foetuses are being aborted there’s 
tremendous … because they want to have sons. I bet you it’s the same thing too that 
Vietnamese people want to have a son, and to have a son and then to lose him like 
this, their grief, and also I think there must be some humiliation to that too, you know, 
social status you know to have a disabled child is is … you know it’s not a positive in 
that way. It’s not something to be proud of … so yeah, I have an enormous amount of 
sympathy for them. 

 

The concept of “only son” triggers the teacher’s deployment of the cultural 

category Greek to establish commonality with Truong’s cultural background.  James 

remarks on his membership of Greek culture, which shares with Chinese and 

Vietnamese cultures the common desire for a son, to make warrantable what he is 

about to say on the topic.  James then orients to the abortion of female foetuses in 

China as evidence of the desire to have sons in Chinese culture.  Having established 

his knowledge about the influence of Confucian culture on Chinese and Vietnamese 

thought earlier, James makes warrantable his reasoning that the desire to have a son 

in Chinese culture is the same in Vietnamese culture (“I bet you it’s the same thing 

too”).  The privileging of sons is the commonality across the three cultures, and 
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something that James can identify with.  By common membership to cultures that 

desire sons, James further postulates that there would be humiliation in having a 

disabled son rather than having pride in the son.  Hence, he reports to have much 

sympathy for Truong’s parents.  In this extract, we see that the teacher has deployed 

cultural categories to establish commonality with the parents and sympathy for 

them.  

In sum, when the researcher asked about Truong’s parents, James had to 

account for his lack of communication with them.  We see his deployment of 

cultural categories to build up an us-them argument where cultural differences were 

highlighted.  These differences were presented as unbridgeable by him.  Hence, a 

mediator is suggested to play that role of building connection.  Cultural differences 

were presented as bridgeable when the parent is culturally and linguistically fluent 

or via common experience (e.g. desire for a son) in different cultures. 

 

Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

From extracts 5.5 – 5.10, we see that James has named three cultural 

categories in the interview: Anglo, Vietnamese and Chinese.  He sets up an us-them 

dichotomy in his discussion of Vietnamese and Chinese as the culturally them, and 

himself and Shane’s mother as the us.  

Table 5.4 encapsulates the attributes assigned to the categories (and/or particular 

people) generated in the interview-interaction.  Given that this is the context of 

talking about cultural differences, we can say that James sets up broad versions of 

cultural categories (Anglo, Vietnamese and Chinese) when describing these 

particular people in particular ways.  At times, he was explicit that he was ascribing 

the attributes to the cultural category (e.g. assertive attitude in Chinese culture is 

rude and inappropriate).  
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Table 5.4 Attributes assigned to cultural categories (parents) in the talk – James 
 
Teacher, James Shane’s mother Truong’s parents Mike’s mother 
(Anglo)  (Anglo) Vietnamese Chinese 
  Shy, kind, care about 

Truong 
 

I would have [given 
up on Truong] 

 Haven’t given up on 
Truong 

 

  Not confident  
 Speak fluent 

English  
English isn’t great English very good; 

Linguistically fluent 
 Understand each 

other’s culture  
Not as comfortable Comfortable operating 

in dominantly Anglo 
culture; culturally fluent 

  Isolated  
 Very easily get a lot 

of information 
 
[Trouble 
communicating]26

No trouble 
communicating; getting 
information; can 
explain stuff  

[Assertive]  
Expect people to 
treat me as peer 

Assertive (implied) Traditional view of 
teacher - respect and 
don’t question  

Assertive attitude 
(towards teacher) is 
rude & inappropriate 

 

 

At first glance, we see that the Anglo columns (Teacher, Shane’s mother) 

contain fewer descriptors than in the Vietnamese and Chinese columns.  This 

suggests that the teacher has taken for granted many of the attributes/descriptors of 

Anglo (in that we typically do not talk about what we assume the other party to 

know).  Indeed, when James talked about Shane’s mother in Extract 5.4, he did not 

explicitly refer to her cultural group. There is a taken-for-grantedness in the 

assumption that Shane’s mother belongs to an Anglo (us) category, whereas what is 

not-us is explicitly spelled out: Truong’s parents are Vietnamese; Mike’s mother is 

Chinese.  

The attributes assigned to the parents in Table 5.4 are contextually bound to 

aspects of parent-professional communication.  Hence, the attributes ascribed to 

Truong’s parents (Vietnamese) – “English isn’t great”, “not as comfortable” 

operating in the dominantly Anglo culture, “isolated”, “trouble communicating” – 

are built up in direct contrast to Shane’s mother (who is assigned the attributes 

                                                 
26See Extract 3.2 in Section 3.4.1.1 where Truong’s teacher (James) reported that he had tried writing 
longer things and asked for information (in the communication book) but had not received back the 
same level of information. 
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“speak fluent English”, “very easily get a lot of information”) and Mike’s mother 

(who is assigned the attributes “English very good”, “linguistically fluent”, 

“comfortable operating in the dominantly Anglo culture”, “no trouble 

communicating”).  Implicative logic of an us-them binary notes that when Chinese 

and Vietnamese are ascribed particular attributes, the other (i.e. the Anglo) is not 

ascribed those attributes. 

Further, a contrast between cultures is made relevant vis-à-vis egalitarian 

attitude and hierarchical relationships.  James describes himself (a member of Anglo 

culture) as expecting people to treat him as a peer; he speculates that Truong’s 

parents (members of traditional Vietnamese culture) are respectful of teachers and 

un-questioning of them.  Mike’s mother does not fit into the categorically distinct 

category Chinese which James assigns the attribute of “perceiving assertive attitude 

as rude and inappropriate”.  Through accounting for the different levels of 

communication he has with Truong’s, Shane’s and Mike’s parents, James builds up 

the category attributes ascribed to the cultural categories Vietnamese, Anglo, and 

Chinese.  

 

To account for students’ behaviours 

Another instance where the teacher named a cultural category occurred when 

he compared Shane, Mike and Truong and the different types of activities they did.  

The interview extract below captures a moment in which the boys had completed 

their walking exercise at the field.  It was a windy day and the boys seemed rather 

unsettled.  James remarked that he did not think they would be quiet for the next 

program in the Snoezelen room27.   

 

                                                 
27 This is a sensory stimulation and relaxation room (cushioned floor and walls) with orbiting 
pictures, lights and colours, and pleasant sounds. There may be devices with buttons and switches for 
exploration or massage devices that provide gentle sensory stimulations.  However, my opinion is 
that it is very difficult to assess whether children can really benefit from being in this expensive 
environment, even if staff are properly trained on how to best utilise it. 
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Extract 5.11 
 
J: …It wouldn’t surprise me one bit if Shane is back up here again after morning tea 

because he’s just [got] lots of energy and he’s got to burn it off. He just has to do it. 
Whereas Truong … Truong is more sedate and sedentary, he prefers sitting down 
type of things 

I: Mm. Truong is actually not very active, you mean. He’s not… 
J:  No, he’s not naturally like compared to Shane. Shane is an Australian, sit down 

Truong, Truong, come and sit down, Shane is an extreme. I mean he’ll be, he’s just 
happy all day, just (…) Truong and Mike aren’t like that. Mike even more so, Mike likes 
sitting down a lot. Mike, sit down (Mike making noises), Sit down. Today, he’s (…) he’s 
hyper. He’s really noisy 

 

James deploys the cultural category Australian in suggesting that Shane is 

“naturally active” (“Truong is not naturally [active] compared to Shane”).  By 

implication, he is orienting to Truong and Mike as Not-Australian when he 

describes them as preferring to sit down.  

 

Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk 

Table 5.5 reveals the category attributes James ascribed to Shane, Truong and Mike. 

 

Table 5.5 Attributes assigned to cultural categories (children) in the talk – James 
 
Shane  Truong  Mike  
Australian  Not Australian (Vietnamese) Not Australian (Chinese)  
[A free spirit28]   
Lots of energy he’s got to 
burn off 

More sedate and sedentary; 
prefers sitting down type of 
things 

Likes sitting down a lot 

Naturally active (implied) Not naturally [active]  
An extreme   
Just happy all day Not like that Not like that 
  Hyper and noisy today; 

(meaning not usually hyper) 
 

It can be seen, in summary, from Table 5.5, that James has ascribed to Shane 

as a representative/member of the category Australian the attributes “free spirit”, 

“lots of energy”, “an extreme”, “happy all day” and by implication, naturally active.  

Truong and Mike, who are, by implication, Not-Australian, are ascribed contrasting 

                                                 
28 Earlier in the interview (not reproduced in this thesis) James had described Shane as a “free-spirit” 
when elaborating on the kinds of behaviour the mother wanted Shane to learn (i.e. walk quietly with 
his hand on an adult’s shoulder). 
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attributes – “more sedate and sedentary”, “likes sitting down” and by implication, 

not free-spirits, not lots of energy.  However, as we can see in extract 5.11, it is 

Mike and Truong who are told to sit down (not Shane).  It suggests that, contrary to 

the teacher’s report/orientation, Truong and Mike do not necessarily prefer sitting 

down.  James accounts for this contradiction by marking out “today” as unusual (i.e. 

“today”, Mike is hyper and noisy; he is usually not hyper and noisy).  However, 

from another perspective, we might say that James is conforming Truong and Mike 

to the categorically distinct identity he assigns them (i.e. Mike and Truong are not-

Australians; they are sedate and sedentary) by instructing them to sit down.  Shane, 

conforms to the attribute he ascribed Australian (i.e. “naturally active” and “has lots 

of energy to burn off”) and so he was not told to sit down.  

In sum, we see that James has generated an us-them discourse in his 

categorisation talk.  However, unlike most us-them reasoning, where it is deployed 

to distance oneself from the ‘other’ or to ascribe negative attributes to the ‘other’ 

(c.f. Section 2.1.4), James appears to have created the them in very positive terms: 

Truong’s parents are kind, care about Troung, have not given up on him (which he 

himself possibly would have).  However, he never says that he needs to be 

linguistically and culturally fluent to bridge the us-them dichotomy.  The work still 

lies very much with the parents.  As for the dichotomous cultural category attributes 

assigned to the students (Truong, Mike and Shane), we witness differences in the 

management of the students’ behaviour.  From the data, accommodation appears to 

have been made for an Australian child (e.g. Shane will be up here again for his 

walks after morning tea) while the Not-Australian children were told to “sit down”.  

 

5.4.1.4 The case of Truong’s new teacher, Aaron 

The analysis finds, in summary, that Truong’s new teacher, Aaron, deploys 

cultural category to do complex contrast work.  The work accomplished in 

deploying the cultural categories is the work of constructing empathy and building 

an account of Truong’s parents’ heroism.  In the extract 5.12 below, Aaron began by 

talking about his own family’s experiences in caring for a child with a disability.  
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Extract 5.12 
 
A: One of my nephews has autism as well. Autism runs in my family. And he also has a 

… a form of epilepsy where he has up to about 120, 140 major seizures in a day. And 
because of the substantial brain injuries, he learns and forgets things so he meets a 
milestone and then he’ll have a week of seizures and will be back to crawling. And 
he’s four now and seeing his mum and dad go through that, they’re fantastic parent, 
with people like me around them, with knowledge, and grandparents who would take 
the kid like that fast (snap fingers), just ask and we’ll provide, you know. They’ve had 
deposits for houses given to them to help them along and all of that kind of things. And 
I see how hard it is for them with all of that and I feel that, if I was in Truong’s family 
position, and if it was me as a parent, well, they don’t have that kind of support around 
them, I don’t think. They have support and good support but it’s not like that, it’s not 
optimal, it’s not 

I It’s not family 
A: It’s not family a lot of the time. DSQ (Disability Services Queensland), I mean it’s a 

disability service, education department, we come, we go. I may not be doing this next 
year. I may not even be in this town next year so providing long term, continuous, 
committed support for somebody is very different to what we do. It is not the same at 
all. It is not the same at all.  
And I believe the whole family thing is very important with the Vietnamese culture 
more so than it probably is in, you know, white Australia, where family is important to 
us, it’s not, ‘I’ve got to live my life around my family’ I don’t make decisions and 
consider every member of my family and how it will affect them. I make my decisions 
and if it affects other people in my family, too bad (I & A laugh). I think that’s very 
Australian. And I am master of my own destiny and I have been since I was 16. I 
supported myself since I was 16 so that’s very different  
and I think, feel that … without the family support that my [nephew’s parents] had, if 
they didn’t, they’d be a mess. And I got to sort of scratch my head and think how has 
Truong’s family got to this point successfully and manage to deal with everything. 

 

To construct empathy and build account of parents’ heroism 

Truong’s new teacher, Aaron, describes his own family experiences to point 

out the family support (psychological, emotional, social, and financial) his nephew’s 

parents received from the extended family.  He speculates that Truong’s parents, by 

contrast, would not have that kind of optimal family support.  From this point on, 

Aaron’s talk slides into an explication of category-contrasts.  The moral picture 

constructed is a continuum of family involvement and family support.  When he 

compared and contrasted the notion of family in Vietnamese and white-Australian 

cultures (“the whole family thing is very important with the Vietnamese culture”; 

“family is important to us, it’s not ‘I’ve got to live my life around my family’”), he 

alludes to a version of Vietnamese family as high involvement–high family support 
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and a version of Australian family as low involvement29–variable degree of family 

support (but in the case of his in-laws, it was high family support).  

In elaborating the contrasts, Aaron pronounces that he makes his decisions 

and if it affects other people in his family, it is “too bad”.  While this 

pronouncement is hearable as an unlikely attitude among family members from a 

Vietnamese culture, it also produces laughter between Aaron and the researcher.  

The humour in his statement is perhaps in it being heard as an exaggeration.  As he 

shifts the talk about himself (and attributes of Australian culture) to his nephew’s 

parents and to Truong’s parents, there appears to be a paradox built up in his version 

of Australian and Vietnamese: His nephew’s family is an unusual Australian family; 

Truong’s family is an exception amongst families of Vietnamese culture.  It seems 

that Aaron has constructed a general case with two specifics (his nephew’s and 

Truong’s case examples) that do not fit the case.  This reveals the power of 

rationality.  The two specific examples in Aaron’s experiences do not fit his 

supposition, yet at the same time, they do not challenge his conjecture of what is 

“very Australian” or “Vietnamese”.  Aaron’s form of reasoning is contradictory and 

he sustains his argument by ending it with the inconsistencies dangling. 

 

Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

 
Table 5.6 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in the talk – Aaron 
 
Vietnamese culture White-Australian culture 
Whole family thing is very important Family is important but not ‘live my life 

around my family’ 
 Doesn’t have to consider other people in the 

family when making decision 
 Master of own destiny 
 Supports himself since 16 
Exception: Truong’s parents who don’t 
have that support and yet have successfully 
managed to deal with everything 

Exception: nephew’s parents would be a 
mess if not for the financial, emotional, 
physical support from extended family 

 

 

                                                 
29 ‘Low’ involvement in that family members do not necessarily have to consult other family 
members whenever they make a decision. 
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It can be seen, in Table 5.6, that Aaron accomplishes category contrasts in which he 

ascribes the attribute “whole family thing is very important” to the category 

Vietnamese Culture; and ascribes the attributes “family is important but not to the 

extent of living my life around my family”, “not having to consider other family 

members when making decision”, “master of own destiny” and “supports himself” 

(implies independent, self-sufficient) to the category White-Australian Culture.  The 

exceptions in his categorisation work are Truong’s parents and his nephew’s 

parents.  Truong’s parents do not have family support and managed to survive; his 

nephew’s parents would be a mess if they had not had optimal support from 

members of the extended family.  

In sum, Aaron’s talk can be seen as an argument of comparison as well as a 

construction of empathy.  He accounts for the difficulties Truong’s parents 

encountered which, he supposed, are exacerbated by their culture – by their 

expectation borne of their culture, that they could have expected a lot of support if 

they were still in their culture.  His account of his nephew’s parents (“they’re 

fantastic parents”) is a common heroic story of the parents of a child with a 

disability.  However, Truong’s parents are remarkable; they are doubly heroic 

because they had survived so far with no family support when high family 

involvement and high family support would be more typical of their Vietnamese 

culture.  A detailed and elaborated account of Truong parents’ heroism is thus built 

up. 

 

5.4.1.5 The case of Becky’s teacher, Sophie 

In this case example involving Becky’s teacher, Sophie, several cultural 

categories (e.g. Asian, Philippines, Iraq, Japan, Malaysia) are named.  The analysis 

finds, in summary, that the work done by the teacher in deploying the cultural 

categories is (i) the work of accounting for limited experiences with parents from 

culturally diverse backgrounds, and (ii) the work of establishing similarities with 

Becky’s parents.    
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To account for limited experiences with parents from culturally diverse backgrounds 

Becky’s teacher, Sophie, reported that she has taught at the special school 

for many years and spoke extensively about the students she has had and her 

friendly relationships with some of the parents.  The researcher introduces the topic 

of cultural diversity by asking if she has had experiences with parents from 

culturally diverse backgrounds.  Sophie notes that those parents she had mentioned 

were all Australians.  However, she appears to have heard the researcher’s question 

as alluding to her limited personal interactions with parents/people from culturally 

diverse backgrounds as the extract below reveals.   

 

Extract 5.13 
 
I: It sounds like you have had extensive experiences with parents, I’m wondering if 

you’ve had um … experiences with culturally diverse parents 
S: Um …. All those friends were not, they were all … Australians. I personally have a lot 

friends from all round the place but not as parents (…) because in those days that was 
the clientele of our school, it’s only been in the last few years that we have become 
such an ethnic school, even staff-wise now, you know. We are becoming a very 
diverse, staff-wise even. So it’s not through lack of things, just lack of opportunity, I 
would say. I can’t see any difference why … 

I: I don’t understand what you mean 
S: Well, my brother-in-law’s Chinese. And I’m used to an Asian culture. My son is living in 

Japan. So I think it’s not the lack of … friends, that I’ve had Australian parents has not 
been the fact that I haven’t had friendly relations (…) If I had Becky for three or four 
years, I’d like to think that Magdeline and I were good friends.  
Oh, no that’s not quite true because Lucy’s mother, what’s Lucy? Philippines. Lucy. I 
always forget about [it], you know. She and I were good friends. But probably because 
of her language difficulties, but perhaps slightly different um … not quite on the same 
wavelength as me, we never became as close, probably as … but I didn’t see much of 
Min socially as I did Karen’s mum and Shirley’s mum. Also because I was also friendly 
with both their parents, and I’ve never met Lucy’s dad ... Jasmine’s mum and dad, I’m 
friendly with … Jasmine’s mum is Philippines, very sweet.  
Once again, they are not that, I suppose, forthright women, I mean Magdeline is 
different. Magdeline is smart, forthright lady cause she’s … you know, she’s a bright 
lady, she knows where she’s going. So many of the others were not confident in 
themselves. It was quite hard to get that really close friendship going, cause we were 
so different but (…) you’d be in the same sort of thinking, you know what I mean; she’s 
out there, she’s busy, we’re coming from the same place, I think. Min, I think was a 
(…)  

I: I’m sorry I didn’t get that. 
S: Min was … I think she was (…) Would say things like ‘Min, you got to stick up for 

yourself’ you know. “Get out there and be assertive” 
 

The teacher’s deployment of cultural categories was in accounting for her 

limited friendly relationships with parents from culturally diverse backgrounds.  She 
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first explains it as an external factor: the clientele of the school in the past was 

“Australian” and that it was only in recent years that it has become such an “ethnic 

school”.  Here, “Australian” is hearable as white-Australian, in contrast to Sophie’s 

use of the term “ethnic” to describe the change in the school population30.  Sophie 

reasons that it was lack of opportunity that she did not have parents of culturally 

diverse backgrounds as friends.  Upon the researcher’s request for clarification, 

Sophie refers to the diverse cultural experiences in her own personal life (her 

brother-in-law is Chinese; her son lives in Japan).  Sophie then states that she 

imagines Becky’s mother and she would become good friends if she had taught 

Becky for a few years.  At this point, Sophie recalls her relationship with another 

culturally diverse parent – Lucy’s mother, Min, from the Philippines.  She reports 

that they were good friends but immediately follows that comment with a 

description of their relationship as “never became as close”.  She gave several 

accounts for this: (1) there were language difficulties; (2) Min was not quite on the 

same wavelength as she: (3) she did not see much of Min socially; (d) she was 

friendly with Min but not the father, whereas in Karen’s and Shirley’s cases, she had 

been friendly with both the father and mother.  Sophie then proceeds to name 

another parent from Philippines whom she is friendly with.  

At this point, Sophie marks out what were to her the distinctive differences 

between those culturally diverse parents she had mentioned and Becky’s mother, 

Magdeline.  In her views, Becky’s mother is forthright, smart, bright, confident, and 

knows where she is going.  Sophie identifies with Magdeline; they both are out 

there and busy.  She describes Magdeline as “coming from the same place” as 

herself, whereas with Min she would be telling her to stand up for herself and be 

assertive.  Table 5.7 below summarises the assignment of these descriptors to the 

two parents. 

 

 
30 White means never having to say that you’re ethnic (Perry, 2001). 
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Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

 
Table 5.7 Attributes assigned to cultural categories (parents) in the talk – Sophie 
 
Becky’s mother, Magdeline Lucy’s mother, Min 
[Singapore – Chinese] Philippines 
Has potential to become good friends Never became as close 
[No language difficulties; can speak many 
languages] 

Language difficulties 

Coming from the same place/space Not quite on the same wavelength 
Different from Min: 
Forthright 
Smart 
Bright 
Knows where she’s going 
Out there 
Busy 
[Modern] 

Not confident  
Not stick up for herself 
Not out there 
Not assertive 
(Implied not bright, not smart, not know 
where she’s going, not busy) 

 

It can be seen, in summary, that Sophie accomplishes category contrasts between 

Becky’s mother and Lucy’s mother (from Philippines).  She does this by ascribing 

the attributes “coming from the same space/place”, “forthright”, “smart” “bright”, 

“knows where she is going”, “out there”, “busy” to Becky’s mother while explicitly 

ascribing these attributes, “not quite on the same wavelength”, “not confident”, “not 

stick up for herself”, “not out there”, “not assertive”, to Lucy’s mother (the category 

[from] Philippines).  Sophie names some of the attribute pairs and implies that 

attributes such as “not bright”, “not smart”, “not know where she’s going”, “not 

busy” are ascribed to Lucy’s mother.  Additionally, Sophie speculates that she 

would likely become good friends with Becky’s mother if she had taught Becky for 

several years whereas she reports that she never became as close with Lucy’s 

mother.  The category contrast built up suggests that the language difficulties 

Sophie encountered with Lucy’s mother is not a problem with Becky’s mother. 

The contrasting attributes built up between Becky’s mother and Lucy’s 

mother can be seen as an us-them argument in which Lucy’s mother is oriented to as 

more different, whereas Becky’s mother is oriented to as more similar to Sophie.  

The work of contrasting continues in the next extract, as the teacher elaborates 

further on the topic of cultural difference.   
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Extract 5.14 
I: so Magdeline is quite different from those … 
S: Magdeline … Magdeline is a modern lady, isn’t she? Magdeline and Keith, how long 

have they been out here? 18 years or something. Long time. Becky is certainly 
Australian born … I agree with you, it would be hard. I don’t know how to get on with 
say, Gavin’s mother … Gavin, Iraqi? I’m not sure. I think it’ll be quite hard to become 
friends with her because very different culture. But Magdeline really is not culturally 
different. I wouldn’t regard Magdeline as really coming from a different space than me. 
And what did Keith say? (…) “Keith what nationality are you?” cause he has the most 
perfect English and I said “Are you an Aussie, you know, from way back?”  He said, 
“No, I’m Papuian”. “I was born in Papua New Guinea,” he said. “I went to Singapore 
and met Magdeline. Now we’re all Australians aren’t we?” … I would not regard the 
Liews as culturally different, not really. They’ve been too long assimilated into 
Australian … whatever, I don’t know how much, I’ve never actually asked Magdeline if 
they practise Mandarin at home or English 

I: I think Cantonese 
S: Speaks Cantonese more than anything else because I know Keith was saying how 

many languages they both speak because they have had such a diverse (…) Becky’s 
big sister, look at her, (…) running on the block. She’s a busy girl, doing dancing and 
all the things that everyone does. Magdeline actually reminds me of my … brother-in-
law’s, he was from … Penang, they live in Malaysia (…) I don’t really think there’s 
much cultural difference there, do you? I mean apart from colour, facial [differences] 
with Caucasians. (recommended other parents to interview) ... Tina … but once again 
she’s a nurse, we sort of, you know what I mean, you got things in common you can 
talk about. It’s, and I think … if you have things in common to talk about, it doesn’t 
matter what nationality. It’s the fact that you’re a working wife and you’re well-travelled, 
and things like that. That’s where it comes from but … gee I haven’t had much to do 
with other nationalities apart from Min [who] is from Philippines, Tina, and now 
Magdeline. But they are all basically integrated now. I mean Keith said he thinks like 
an Australian now, you know 

I: What does he mean by that? 
S: I don’t know. It was… we were talking about oh…something, about stupid things, you 

know… And he said “don’t (...) I think like that” you know. I wonder if it was football … 
something stupid, something silly, something stupid, Australian. He said “Oh, I’m even 
like that now”. I can’t remember what it was. We just laughed, yeah, that’s us, we’re 
also silly sometimes. But, easy, easy-to-talk-to parents. 

 

To establish similarities with Becky’s parents  

For a brief moment in Sophie’s turn, she states her alignment with the 

researcher (“I agree with you, it would be hard”) when making reference to an Iraqi 

parent.  This suggests that she hears the researcher to be orienting towards obstacles 

in cross-cultural parent-professional communication/collaboration.  For the rest of 

her talk, we see Sophie working out what she orients to as the definitive 

characteristics that marks a person as “culturally different”.  

Firstly, the length of time one has lived in Australia is noted as a factor for 

cultural difference.  Sophie describes Becky’s parents to have been long assimilated.  

Secondly, birth place is also made relevant when the teacher describes Becky as 
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“Australian born”.  A continuum of cultural difference is implied when Sophie 

marks out Gavin’s mother who is from Iraq to be from a “very different culture”.  

She implies that the Iraqi mother is coming from a different space than her own 

when she describes Becky’s mother to be coming from the same space.  Next, 

English language competence is made relevant.  In reporting that she had asked 

Becky’s father if he was an “Aussie” because he speaks the most perfect English, 

we see that Sophie assigns the attribute “speaks perfect English” to the category 

Australian.  The reported response by Becky’s father, “Now, we’re all Australians, 

aren’t we?” is hearable as a resistance to the indirect ascription of non-membership 

to the category Australian by Sophie.  Sophie demonstrates her alignment with 

Keith’s comment by affirming that she would not regard Becky’s family (the Liews) 

as culturally different.  She then goes on to describe Becky’s older sister as “busy 

girl”, “doing dancing and all the things that everyone does”.  The term ‘everyone’ is 

hearable in this context, not as an all-inclusive ‘everyone’, but as ‘Australian 

children/teenagers’.  Here, Sophie assigns the attribute “busy” (or “active”) to the 

category Australian. 

In her next turn of talk, Sophie describes colour and facial features as 

irrelevant characteristics to consider for cultural difference.  In her accounts, the 

more definitive characteristics of difference are: whether both interactants have 

common things to talk about, are active in the work force, and well-travelled.  At 

this moment, Sophie appears to suddenly realise that she has not had much 

interactions with parents from other nationalities.  She downplays this observation 

by noting that those parents have “all basically integrated now” and reporting that 

Becky’s father himself had said he thinks like an Australian.  When asked to explain 

what it means, Sophie suggests in unclear terms that they might have been talking 

about “football” or something “silly”.  By implication, activities like “football” and 

the attribute “silly” are hearably assigned to the category Australian. 

 

Table 5.8 below summarises the attributes which Sophie has subtly ascribed to the 

category Australian and to the category Not-culturally-different-from-Australian. 
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Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

Table 5.8 Attributes assigned to cultural category (Australian) in the talk - Sophie 
 
Australian Not culturally different from Australian 
Speaks perfect English Staying in Australia for a long time; assimilated, 

integrated 
Busy; doing things everyone does (Children) born in Australia 
Football Having common things to talk about 
Silly  Working (wife) 
 Well-travelled 
 Colour and facial features not relevant 
 Not from Iraq 
 

It can be seen, in summary, that Sophie ascribes the attributes “speaks perfect 

English”, “busy”, “football”, “silly” to the category Australian; and the attributes 

“assimilated”, “born in Australia”, “having common things to talk about”, 

“working”, “well-travelled” to the category Not-culturally-different-from-

Australian.  

After recording has stopped for the interview, Sophie indicated that 

“Western” was the word she was trying to get at to describe Becky’s mother. She 

continued to talk about her brother-in-law from Malaysia and commented that many 

Chinese from the South East Asia region could speak English. Whilst on the topic of 

second language, she described Australia as very insular, and suggested that most 

people were too lazy to learn a second language (in Australia) because everyone 

speaks English. Sophie then talked about her son in Japan and remarked how the 

Japanese women in the southern part of Japan (where her son lived) do not fit into 

the stereotypical image of Japanese women. She accounted for this difference 

through their circumstances: they were farmers’ and seamen’s wives; they were 

strong and independent; they took over the men’s work when their husbands were 

conscripted for war.  This report could be interpreted as Sophie’s demonstration of 

the fluidity of her cultural model. 

Having examined how the professionals deploy cultural categories to do 

various works of moral accounting, I now turn to the analyses of parents’ 

deployment of cultural categories. 
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5.4.2 Parents’ deployment of cultural categories 

In this section, the analysis of the data is organised in the order of (1) Audi’s 

mother, Sharon; (2) Roger’s parents, My-Anh and Canh; and (3) Timothy’s parents, 

Judy and Frank.  For the first two case examples, as with the analysis of 

professionals’ interviews, the analysis examines (1) how particular cultural 

categories (or cultural identities) are made relevant or ascribed to self or others in 

the interview-interaction; (2) what work is accomplished in deploying the cultural 

categories; and (3) what are the attributes (cultural particulars) attached to these 

cultural categories.  The analysis of data from the interview with Timothy’s parents 

focuses on the shifting deployment of categories in the moment-to-moment talk. 

 

5.4.2.1 The case of Audi’s mother, Sharon  

The interview with Audi’s mother, Sharon, was carried out by two 

interviewers (L31 and I).  From the analysis, it is found that Audi’s mother deployed 

cultural categories to compare cultural differences in schooling; attitudes towards 

disability (Down syndrome) in China and Australia; service provisions in China and 

Australia; and styles of social relations. 

 

To compare cultural differences in schooling 

In Extract 5.15, the researcher (I) directs the focus towards cultural 

differences by asking Audi’s mother directly about school culture.  

 

Extract 5.15 
I: Do you think the Australian school culture here, special school culture is um … do you 

think it’s different in terms of the Chinese culture way of relating to, how the Chinese 
people approach the school? Do you think there are any differences there? 

S: Yeah, I think slightly different, you know, for Chinese people they tend to thinking 
school in here little bit less pressure you know they just playing, not much ... looks 
everyday like holiday you know (I laugh), especially his school, his school is really like 
holiday everyday. 

                                                 
31 “L” refers to Dr Lim (former supervisor and one of the authors of the original research grant 
proposal) who participated in this interview with Audi’s mother. 
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I: Oh 
S: It’s not much study, you know, but even normal regular school for the Chinese culture 

like Asian people, they still thinking it’s not much pressure for them you know and but 
his school I know because his special school they don’t really teach him on, sit down 
there like one plus one whatever, because they can’t concentrate. Mainly the way they 
teaching them is they going out, you know, learning playing, they learning from the 
play. That’s their idea, you know, this is why he is like ... Wednesday he went to 
whatever Garden City or whatever Southbank, every Wednesday he always go out. 

 

The researcher’s question appears to be asking for cultural differences in 

relation to communication between parents and school personnel (“Chinese culture 

way of relating”, “how the Chinese people approach the school”)32.  However, from 

Sharon’s reply, it seems that she has interpreted the question to be requesting her 

views on cultural differences in teaching approaches at schools.  The object of 

comparison in her talk shifts from schools in Australia (“school in here, little bit less 

pressure”) to Audi’s special school in Australia (“his school is really like holiday 

everyday”) to schools in Chinese/Asian culture and back to Audi’s special school 

(“they going out; learning-playing”).  The main contrast she builds up between 

regular schools in Australian and Chinese culture is that there is less pressure in 

Australian schools compared to Chinese/Asian schools.  In terms of special school, 

she observes that the children are not taught through rote but through play. 

In Extract 5.16 below, the second interviewer (L) probes for her speculation 

on what the teaching approach would be like in China.  

 

Extract 5.16 
L: What would it be like in China? 
S: Oh, in China will be different. I don’t know in China but I think will be probably still force 

you on the Romance [of the Three Kingdom] study things, little bit stressed way, but 
here, this kind of children [have] special needs, then you have to special way to 
teaching them, you know 

L: Ya, and they live in society so they have to learn all these things in society. 
S: Ya, also Western teaching way is they are more practical, you know, they are more 

close to your life, you know, they training you how to … 
L:  Functional 

 
 

32 The answer I might have been expecting was perhaps how parents are more respectful and reverent 
towards teachers while teachers are more casual and friendly. Or as the literature suggests, parents 
from cultures whose styles of interaction are more personal and reliant on highly contextualised 
communication are often affected by the nature of parent-professional interaction that is impersonal 
and decontextualised (Harry, 1992b, 1992c). 
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S: last I think last semester, they start teaching them to go to shopping, ask them to pick 

up they ask me to write it down what I wanted to buy for him, so then write down there, 
then give him some money, got a little bag tied round his ( ) and then he go out to pick 
out,  like baked beans or whatever you tell them, what he like and then just pay the 
money you know, teaching them how to shopping, that is really close to real life, just ... 
Here the Western, I like it is they very practical, you know, all the children you will see, 
this is why Chinese people say “yeah they don’t really learn much but they know 
everything”, you know, they’re very practical (all laugh) all the children they don’t really 
study hard everyday, after finish school, night time also study like Chinese you know 
but Chinese culture is all in the brain work but they’re not really practical you know, 
they can’t do much reality things you know. I know I’m like that too because I learn 
electronic in China for three years but I can’t do anything about that. I only serious very 
good. 

 

Sharon, while admitting that she is not certain what education for children 

with special needs would be like in China, appears to assume that the children 

would most likely be taught by rote (“still force.. study things.. stressed way”).  We 

might speculate that her mention of the Chinese classic, Romance of the Three 

Kingdoms, as the kind of texts children are required to study, would be drawn from 

her own experience as a (regular) student in China. 

In her elaboration, Sharon describes “Western teaching approaches” as more 

practical and more applicable to real life.  This she accounts for by detailing how 

Audi learned shopping skills.  Next, Sharon reverts to talking about regular children 

(which is hearable as Western or Australian children) and sets up the contrast 

between Chinese and Australian children in educational terms: Chinese students 

study hard but may not be able to apply their knowledge in real-life situations; 

Australian students do not seem to study as hard but are knowledgeable in solving 

practical problems.  Sharon makes warrantable her claim by bringing in her personal 

experience.  She reported that she had studied electronics in China but had quickly 

forgotten the knowledge. Laughingly, Sharon added, “If the bulb broken, I still 

scary to fix but I’m qualified for that”.   

In Table 5.9 below, I summarise Sharon’s display of cultural particulars. 
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Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

 
Table 5.9 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in talk about schooling  - Sharon 
 
Chinese (regular/special) 
schooling 

Western regular 
schooling 

Western (special) schooling 

Little bit stress Less pressure Like holiday everyday 
Force to study the classics; 
Serious study 

Just playing   

Sit down  Not really teach; not sit down; 
go outing; learning-playing 

Children will study after school 
hours, during night time. 

Children don’t really 
study hard everyday; 
don’t really learn much 
but know everything 

 

Brain work, not really practical/ 
applicable to real-life problems 

Close to (real) life; 
practical 

Close to real life; practical; 
e.g. shopping skills 

 

It can be seen, in summary, that Sharon accomplishes category contrasts in which 

she ascribes the attributes “little bit stress”, “force to study the classics; serious 

study”, “sit down” to Chinese type of schooling while ascribing “less pressure”, 

“just playing” to Western regular schooling, and ascribing “like holiday everyday”, 

“not really teach”, “not sit down”, “go outing”, “learning-playing” to Western 

special schooling.  Further, she contrasts the way Chinese and Western children 

approach study: Chinese children will study after school hours (e.g. during night 

time) whereas Western children tend not to study hard every day but seemed to 

know many things.  Another contrast Sharon establishes is that the Chinese 

approach emphasises brainwork (which is not really practical or applicable to real 

life) while Western approach emphasises the practical application of knowledge.  

Besides orienting to cultural differences in teaching approaches, Sharon also 

talks about the difference in cultural attitudes towards disability in China and 

Australia. 

 

To compare cultural attitudes towards disability 

In the extract below, Sharon orients to cultural categories when talking about 

the geographical location to which Audi was born (i.e. Australia), and postulating 

what might have been if he was born in China. 
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Extract 5.17 
S: [I’m quite happy.] Yeah. I think it’s lucky he was born in here. If he born in China, it’s 

different story 
L: What would happen if he was born in China? 
S: I think there will be more big trouble. Because I know in China, even in early day in 

Australia or England whatever, they all have a problem, you know, they feel shame, 
they feel it’s like a bad thing in family. They don’t want everybody know, whatever, you 
know. And the … loss their face. Even in China, even now, like that too, but in here, 
everybody accept this fact, you know. They know it’s Down syndrome. But still I worry 
when he grow up, I still worry for his future because still have people laughing of him, 
you know. Like now… he’s still children so you don’t worry but when he probably 
around teenager, probably people still thinking, you know, some naughty children, you 
know, how naughty kids they still will play of him, you know, “Stupid” whatever … 

 

Upon Sharon’s mention that it would be different if Audi had been born in 

China, the interviewer (L) probed for what she presumed might happen there.  

Sharon replies directly that there would be many problems.  As she goes on to 

explain, Sharon qualifies her speech by remarking that the situation in China is the 

same as the situation in Australia or England in the past – people felt shame about 

having a child with a disability and considered it a bad thing, a loss of face.  This 

statement reveals Sharon’s caution in her categorisation work.  The negative attitude 

towards people with disability is not unique to China but was common in ‘old’ 

Australia and England.  However, in present Australia, people accept Down 

syndrome as a fact.  By implication, a feeling of shame for having a child with a 

disability is no longer relevant.  

 

Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

 
5.10  Attributes assigned to cultural categories in talk about attitudes towards 

disability – Sharon  
 
China Australia 
Big trouble if born in China  
Feel shame; bad thing; don’t want 
everybody to know; lose face 

Everybody accepts this fact; know it’s Down 
syndrome 

 

It can be seen, in summary, that Sharon accomplishes category contrasts in which 

she ascribes the attributes “big trouble”, “feel shame”, “don’t want people to know”, 
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“lose face” to the category China and the attribute “everybody accepts this fact; they 

know it’s Down syndrome” to the category Australia. 

From Extract 5.17, we can see that Sharon has built up the category, China, 

in standard relational pair (contrast pairing) to Australia (and England).  Yet, in 

describing her worries about Audi’s future, the categories of opposites (China-

Australia) that are built up disappear.  We can notice this shift in orientation through 

her use of “but” in the statement, “They know it’s Down syndrome. But still I worry 

when he grow up … because still have people laughing of him”.  It seems that when 

speculating about the future, Audi’s mother moves beyond the contrast tool to worry 

about naughty teenagers.  That is, in terms of child-to-child (teenager) interaction, 

Sharon does not appear to orient to cultural attitudes towards people with disability 

as relevant.  Rather, she is describing the likelihood that “naughty” children would 

make fun of Audi because they are “naughty”, which may be hearable as 

independent of culture33. 

 
To compare differences in service provision 

At a later part of the interview, the interviewer (L) sums up his impression 

that Sharon seems to prefer living in Australia to living in China.  In her turn of talk, 

Sharon orients as relevant her particular situation as a parent of a child with a 

disability. 

 

Extract 5.18  
L: Sounds like you prefer life here in Australia 
S: Yeah yeah, I think here’s more, it’s more easier, more, especially for him, for disability 

children (…) because China didn’t have benefit for disability whatever. Once you got 
disability, that’s your family big problem all your life. You have to support your children 
whole your life  

 

Sharon’s opening line suggests that life in Australia for both Audi and 

herself is “easier” than if they were in China.  This prepares hearers to her following 

explanation: the non-availability of financial aid from government in China makes it 

extremely difficult for the family with a child with a disability.  Her report that the 
                                                 
33 It is difficult to verify from her talk whether Sharon might see this as a western problem more than 
an Asian one (i.e. ‘bad’ Western youths). 
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disabled child (in China) is the family’s sole responsibility marks the distinction 

between (welfare) service provision in Australia and China.  In the next extract, 

Sharon elaborates on what this means in terms of Audi’s future. 

 

Extract 5.19 
S: … the problem is you have to put all the things on the child for their, but in here, they 

very good they have, I have a benefit from the government, extra benefit you know 
and at least I can put up money towards education whatever at least less stress for me 
you know even he grow up I don’t need to worry because government will support him 
whole his life, no need me but in China you will, you’re the parent, you will support until 
the day you die. If you die, the pressure will come into the sibling whatever, you know, 
that’s a problem 

I: Same in Singapore and Malaysia 
S: Here’s not, here after he grow up, they have a special benefit for him, coming straight 

away to him but he cannot [manage] the financial but still give to me but at least I can 
help him to, you know it’s not out of my own pocket, that’s the best way 

 

Sharon’s categorisation work here clearly reveals her judgment of what is 

good (“in here, they very good”; “it’s not out of my own pocket, that’s the best 

way”) and what is not good.  Benefits from the government meant that her financial 

load is ameliorated and she does not have to worry over Audi’s future.  Taking 

another perspective, Sharon’s report can be heard as ‘moral work’ in the sense that 

she is (directly or indirectly) expressing her appreciation of the financial support and 

special benefits she receives from the Australian government.  

 

Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

 
Table 5.11 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in talk about service provision – 

Sharon 
 
In China In Australia 
(Government) not really pay for children with 
disability;  

Benefit from government 

Parents sole provider for child Extra benefit (e.g. towards child’s 
education); special benefit when he’s adult 

Family (parents then siblings) will support 
child throughout his life 

Government support child his whole life 

 Parents less stressed 
 

It can be seen, in summary, that Sharon accomplishes category contrasts in which 

she ascribes the attributes “government not really pay for children with disability”, 
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“parents sole provider for child with disability” and “family will support child 

throughout his life” to the category China and the attributes “benefits from 

government”, “extra benefit; special benefits for adults with disabilities”, 

“government support child his whole life” and “parents less stressed” to the 

category Australia. 

After making a cultural comparison at the governmental level, Sharon goes 

on to report on a specific benefit – respite support – she has received.  At this point, 

she invokes the cultural categories “China” and “here, not-China” for comparison 

again. 

 

To compare differences in social relations 

 
Extract 5.20 
S: At the moment I have a respite funding from the government you know family support, 

they give me three hours week and this is why I employ my sister to look after him 
(laugh) because I … I … it’s a very good idea because before when I go to college and 
er very hard you always ask somebody because here is not like China, you know, like 
China, lots of people just doing for favour, you know, but in here even the mother ask 
the son to mow, they always give you money (all laugh). Yeah western, that’s western 
style. They’re very clear 

L: Good and bad 
S: Good and bad (…) but because she marry, my sister marry to the Western man, it’s 

not fair if you ask her always look after my son all the time, you feel very embarrassed 
you know. Because you know you just take advantage, you know, they thinking “why 
you always put him there” so if you got money at least they happy, I’m happy you 
know so I tell the social worker “thank you for your this money” and say “I’m quite 
appreciate” whatever, only three hours [per] week but still little bit money 

L: Oh, yes 
S But I say if out of my own pocket, I can’t afford it every week. But if from government, 

my sister feels happy as well because at least not out of my own pocket. She’s happy 
because [the money] come from government, you know 

 

The cultural differences that Sharon has described here are rather interesting. 

It is useful, therefore, to examine closely what she is saying.  We can see that, prior 

to her cultural categorisation work, she reported employing her sister to provide 

respite.  In terms of the attributes she ascribed to Chinese and Western cultures, we 

see that Sharon first suggests that in China, people would just do “favours” (e.g. to 

look after her child); she then reports that “in here, even the mother ask the son to 
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mow, they always give you money34”.  This brings her back to the description of 

their unique arrangement – that is, paying her sister to look after Audi.  The 

attributes assigned to the respective categories are presented in Table 5.12 below. 

 

Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

 
Table 5.12 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in talk about social relation – 

Sharon  
  
Chinese style Western style 
Doing favours “the mother ask the son to mow, they always 

give you money” 
 Are very clear 
 Perceive (favours) as taking advantage 
 

It can be seen, in summary, that Sharon accomplishes category contrasts in which 

she ascribes the attribute “doing favours” to the category Chinese and the attributes 

“the mother ask the son to mow, they always give you money”, “are very clear”, 

“perceive favours as taking advantage” to the category Western. 

The point of analysis here is not to argue whether what Sharon had said 

about Chinese and Western culture is true or false, or to what extent they are true.  

Rather, it is to examine what, according to Sharon, are these cultural particulars and 

what work is done through such a construction in her talk.  

In examining Sharon’s topic sequence, we might say that she is doing the 

work of accounting for paying her sister to provide respite.  From a Chinese cultural 

point of view, it is not appropriate to pay her sister to look after Audi; the relational 

‘contract’ should be the sister doing a favour.  However, the sister is married to a 

Westerner (a category to which Sharon has assigned the description “are very 

                                                 
34 While this observation may be unique in Sharon’s own experience (Sharon’s mother-in-law had 
paid her husband to mow the lawn), it somewhat suggests that Westerners lean towards a more 
transactional approach (Goh, 1996). Nevertheless, this remark had triggered discussions with friends 
and colleagues. Once, I saw an Australian friend paying her son for helping with the gardening and 
brought up this issue. She explained that she was educating the child the value of “working for his 
pocket money”. Another colleague recalled that he paid his nephew to mow the lawn in order to help 
him financially without appearing to be giving a handout. 
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clear35”) and this created a problem in that he might perceive Sharon to be taking 

advantage of her sister.  When Sharon states that “you feel embarrassed” in that 

situation, she reveals the workings of face and facework (Ting-Toomey & Cocroft, 

1994).  That is, being perceived to be taking advantage of her sister is 

‘troublesome’; it is potentially hazardous to her relationship with her sister and 

brother-in-law. Here, the respite support from the government is set up as a 

fortuitous solution that satisfies both sides (Chinese sisters and Westerner brother-

in-law).  Her sister “feels happy” because the money had not come from Sharon 

herself; her brother-in-law “feels happy” because they get some remuneration for 

taking care of Audi and were not taken advantage of; Sharon is happy to have found 

a solution to her respite problem.  Hence, in this extract, we not only see Sharon 

doing the work of accounting for a non-Chinese-like arrangement in terms of respite 

care, we also had a glimpse of the workings of face and facework. 

 

5.4.2.2 The case of Roger’s parents, My-Anh and Canh 

From the analysis, Roger’s parents deployed cultural categories (i) to 

account for the language they used with the child; (2) to account for teaching 

Roger Vietnamese; and (3) to make sense of the disability by constructing a 

theory of autism. 

 

To account for using English language with Roger  

Roger’s parents first deploy cultural categories (in terms of language) 

when asked to talk about their initial experience with the special education 

services in Australia.  

 

Extract 5.21 
I And did the people at the special education unit work with you on how to, you know, 

at home, how you 
MA Yeah, they did, ‘cause … before he went to SEDU (Special Education Developmental 

Unit), we try to teach him Vietnamese at home and he goes childcare, they speak 
English there so he really confused.   

I: OK 
                                                 
35 My attempt to ask Sharon to clarify her meanings here turned into a complicated discussion around 
this issue. In the end, we decided to leave “they are very clear” as it is for readers to interpret. 
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MA: But after he went to the SEDU, we thought they are talking to him a lot more than at 

SEDU in English, so we cancelled, we tried to speak only English to him. It seemed 
helpful too because it’s only one language to learn whereas two is much more 
difficult… 

 

The researcher’s question attempts to draw out information on how the 

professionals at the special education unit work with parents at home.  Roger’s 

mother, My-Anh, replies affirmatively and follows on with description of teaching 

Roger Vietnamese at home.  The contrast built up is the different languages used at 

home and at educational institutions (i.e. child-care and SEDU).  The exposure to 

two languages was, however, problematic because Roger became confused.  My-

Anh goes on to account for the decision to stop teaching Roger Vietnamese and 

speak only English to him36 in terms of what is best for his learning.  She reports 

that it appeared to be helpful and gives an explanation for its success (“it’s only one 

language to learn whereas two is much more difficult”).  

 

To account for teaching Roger Vietnamese

From Extract 5.21, one would commonsensically assume that Roger’s 

parents gave up teaching Roger Vietnamese.  However, the researcher overheard 

them speaking to Roger in Vietnamese and once again oriented them to the topic on 

Vietnamese language. 

 

Extract 5.22 
I Just now, I heard you conversing a bit of Vietnamese  
MA Yeah. For quite some time, we didn’t teach him any Vietnamese since he was about 

four years old but … a year ago, he started showing interest in Vietnamese, when we 
were talking or relatives coming all talking, he would ask what it is. When I talk to him 
about something and I speak Vietnamese, “oh, what’s that?” so we started teaching 
him since sometime last year so now he can understand quite a bit of Vietnamese. (I 
laugh) 

C: And because I think he already developed a linguistic skill in English, so for 
Vietnamese he learn about the one  … he can now [differentiate] between the two 
languages so he start to understand that this concept 

MA: He understands now that English’s not the only language, there’re other languages 
as well so he understands that it’s Vietnamese. When I asked him to speak this or 
that in Vietnamese, he tried to, so that is Vietnamese. 

                                                 
36 My-Anh’s utterance seems to be more about the parents making a change. There is no sense in the 
talk that the decision to only speak English to Roger was in any way a collaborative decision 
between parents and the people at the SEDU. 
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I He’s making the connection 
C That’s right. I think that’s an improvement as compared before 
MA: But that is, we can only do that when he’s ready 
 

The researcher’s question sought clarification for the contradiction between 

what the mother reported earlier in Extract 5.22 and the researcher’s observation.  

My-Anh began her account with the affirmation that they did stop teaching Roger 

Vietnamese when he was about four years old.  However, about a year ago, Roger 

started asking questions when he heard his parents and relatives speaking 

Vietnamese. His questions – “What’s this?” and “What’s that?” – were interpreted 

by the mother to be indicative of his interest in the Vietnamese language.  They, 

therefore, started teaching him Vietnamese.  Roger’s father, Canh, continues with 

the work of accounting by reasoning that it is also because Roger’s English 

language skills had developed.  The parents can be heard to be making justification 

for teaching Roger Vietnamese when they report that Roger learned a (new) concept 

about language, and that it was “an improvement as compared [to] before”.   

 

To make sense of disability by constructing a theory of autism  

The other instance in which Roger’s parents deployed cultural categories 

was when they spoke about their concern about Roger’s social difficulties.  Roger’s 

father, Canh, wondered if the situation could have been alleviated had Roger’s 

condition been picked up earlier.  In the extract below, Roger’s parents related the 

trip to Vietnam when Roger was 10 months old.  Their deployment of cultural 

categories here can be seen as the work of making sense about the disability, as well 

as describing cultural differences. 

 

Extract 5.23 
C: Because I always remember my wife told me that when he was about one year old, 

my wife took him back to Vietnam for three months 
MA: We went to Vietnam for a visit for three months 
C: And he showed very good social skills 
MA: Yeah, very good. No one expects that he would have any [C: problem at all] problem 

at all. He was 10 months when I took him back to Vietnam, with my family for three 
months, until he 13 months come back here but … when he was in Vietnam, we 
would play games with him, there’s other people in the house, extended house, my 
parents and my sisters and brothers – one sister and two brothers – and lots of 
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friends around the street, very crowded surrounding. Everyone ask him a question, 
get him to do this, get him to do that, he did everything… 

I: He’ll copy 
MA: Peek-a-boo, or whatever, he’ll laugh, or say some people ask him “hey, you gotta 

fight” do that, and next time other people say him something else, make him do it, he 
did it. Oh, it’s just so good that once we come back here, the surrounding is different, 
so quiet, no one around there (…) and so I notice that he started to be by himself. But 
I thought it was just that, at that time, he was too small, we wouldn’t worry at that 
time, but later on, after he was about two and a half, then we started to say “oh 
something must be wrong”, but before that, he was good. [C: …] That was the time 
we went back to Vietnam, everyone around him, he’s babbling a few words, but after 
that, [C: …] I don’t know, maybe the environment do play quite a part in there, maybe 
it would be different if he stayed there in that environment for much longer, a few 
years… Here is very quiet, not many people around him 

C: He would …That sort of environment would definite his social skills more better 
whereas in Australia, we live by ourselves. That time, at the child care centre, he was 
supposed to interact with other kids and no one pushing him 

MA: I think the difference with child care and … is that in child care, he’s with a group of 
small children where they have only one or two adults but when he was back in 
Vietnam with my family, everyone else is adult, try to get his attention, try to talk to 
him, while the little kids don’t. If he talk to them, that’s fine, if he doesn’t, that’s it, 
that’s OK too but say in the environment where everyone else trying to talk to him, 
they’re adult, they want to get his attention, try to get his interaction, it’s different. 

 

The contrast that Roger’s parents establish here is Roger’s different 

responses in two contrasting living arrangements.  Their account is hearable as a 

construction of a (lay) theory of autism – living arrangement (living with extended 

family or living by themselves) influences the child’s social development, and the 

manifestation of Roger’s disability (i.e. social difficulties) may be diminished if he 

had stayed longer in Vietnam where his interaction with more adults was assured.  

The differential characteristics they ascribe to living in Vietnam and living in 

Australia is tabulated below for ease of comparison.  

 

Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

Table 5.13 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in the talk – My-Anh and Canh 
 
In Vietnam In Australia 
Extended family  Live by themselves 
Lots of friends  
Crowded surrounding So quiet 
Many people around Roger (interaction with 
people 

Not many people around him 

Many adults try to get his attention, talk to 
him 

No one pushing Roger to interact with other 
kids at child care centre 
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It can be seen, in summary, that Roger’s parents accomplish category contrasts in 

which they ascribe the attributes “extended family”, “lots of friends”, “crowded 

surrounding”, “many people around Roger”, and “many adults try to get his 

attention, talk to him” to the category Vietnam and the attributes “live by 

themselves”, “so quiet”, “not many people around him”, and “no one pushing Roger 

to interact with other kids at the child care centre” to the category Australia.  Their 

ascription of attributes to these categories is a lay description of disability as a social 

rather than a biological construct. 

 

5.4.2.3 The case of Timothy’s parents, Judy and Frank  

The interview with Timothy’s parents is a good case example illustrating the 

usefulness of ethnomethodology to investigate the situated practices of participants.   

This section examines how Timothy’s parents deploy cultural categories to make 

different kinds of comparisons.  The parameters of what they talk about change and 

slide through the interview, revealing the layering of complexity in which they 

manage their situations and, also, the importance of context in their moment-to-

moment categorisation work.  

An attempt to find out how culture enters into parent-professional 

relationship yielded very little data from Timothy’s parents.  In their words, 

“culture’s nothing to do with that.”  However, they did talk about cultural 

differences around several different themes: 

1. Parenting/education 

2. Future living arrangement 

3. Friendship 

4. Cultural characteristics (e.g. outspoken/reserved) 

5. Style of interaction 

‘Parenting/education’ and ‘Future living arrangement’ will be discussed here 

because they are relevant to the overall theme of the thesis, that is, to examine how 

culture plays out in the special education context and/or environment.  
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Shifting deployment of cultural categories 

The analysis reveals that Timothy’s parents build up a complex set of 

category opposites which slide moment by moment according to the contingency or 

practicalities of the task at hand (i.e. describing their parenting of Tiffany and later, 

parenting of Timothy).  When discussing their parenting style, the categories and 

category pairing become ever more delicate and refined.   

In summary, the category work shifts from   

1. Chinese family/parents – Western family/parents (Extract 5.24) 

2. Chinese parents – Australian parents (Extract 5.25) 

3. Australian – European (Extract 5.26) 

4. More democratic Chinese parents – (less democratic Chinese parents) 

(Extract 5.27) 

5. Tiffany – Timothy (Extract 5.28) 

6. Normal child – special needs child (Extract 5.29) 

7. Chinese family – Western family (Extract 5.30) 

We see that, as their stories get closer to instances in real life, their category work 

gets more and more delicate until it is refined down to “parenting Timothy and 

Tiffany” (Item 5 & 6 above).  Then, when the researcher introduces the topic of 

future living arrangement in the interview, the parents slide back into broader 

bipolar categorisations (Item 7 above). 
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Parenting/education 

(1) Category pairing: Chinese family/parents – Western family/parents 

The following extract is taken from a part of the interview where the parents were 

talking about having more patience for Timothy and using a more positive approach 

with him than with his sister, Tiffany.  At this point, the researcher asked if 

Timothy’s sister, Tiffany, minded or understood. 

 

Extract 5.24 
 
I: Can I ask if she minded … understand? 
F: She complained a lot 
J: She complained … 
F: We praised him a lot 
J: Sometimes she understands … she probably … if we explain … Sometimes, not easy 
I: Definitely 
J You know, Chinese37 family not like Western people [allow the child to stop doing it 

when she say] “I hate it”. But I think, being young, she doesn’t understand everything, 
you know. Sometimes, she needs a little push. 

I: Are you saying that Chinese family would more typically let the child do what is good 
for them even though they don’t like it? 

J: That’s right. (All laugh) And make her try. Very hard during the whole time. Still a tough 
job … when she practises her piano. I sit with her, otherwise, she just (I & J laugh) 

I: So even with Tiffany, you’re quite constantly supervising her. 
J: Yeah, especially at this stage. She’s just started. She hasn’t really got the patience yet 

(laugh) … I think she’s doing well but I’m sort of still praising her (…) sort of … we’re 
adjusting as well. 

 

In the initial part of this extract, the focus of the conversation shifts from 

“Tiffany complaining” towards a description of Tiffany in a learning situation. 

Here, the mother, Judy, deploys the cultural categories Chinese-family and Western-

people to establish cultural differences in parenting styles and to account for their 

parenting practice (i.e. giving Tiffany “a little push”).  She reasons that Tiffany is 

young and does not understand.  The researcher demonstrates her shared 

understanding when she softens her meaning check – “Chinese family typically let 

the child do what is good for them” instead of the more expectable “force the child”.  

Judy agrees and adds that it is a tough job.  She then offers the example of 

supervising Tiffany on her piano practice.  At this point, the researcher sums up the 

exchanges, “so even with Tiffany, you’re quite constantly supervising her” which 

                                                 
37 Bold for ease of reading, not emphasis in participant’s utterance. 
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appears to be heard by Judy to be an evaluation of their treatment towards the two 

children.  This is evident at the end of Judy’s talk whereby she picked up on the 

topic “praise” (“I’m still sort of still praising her”), which was what Tiffany had 

complained about (“We praised him a lot”).  The comparison of Chinese parenting 

style and Western parenting style in this extract is a broad generalisation which gets 

more refined later in the interview.  

 

(2) Category pairing: Chinese family/parents – Australian family/parents 

Here, the researcher re-orients the parents to talk further about their 

parenting style in terms of their child’s education and re-orients them to the 

category pairing they were using, Chinese family: Western family, but refines 

“Western” to “Australian”.  

Extract 5.25 
 
I: In terms of parenting style in terms of education, is a bit more pushy than um … a 

typical Australian 
J: Us? 
I: Would it be? 
J: Ah.. yes, definitely. In terms of education, we’re still Chinese. (I & J laugh) Yeah, like 

...  
F: Our daughter don’t want things and she wants it anyway38… Australian family, you 

know, if you don’t want to, fine, that’s it. Like one of our friends in Melbourne, their son 
got very good grade. Then he went to India, gave up studies and he started to be … 
vegetarian and all that. We would have a different way [to deal with the situation]. He 
stopped, he stopped his university and his mother learned to cook vegetarian dishes 
(laugh) 

 

The mother explicitly states that in terms of education, they are still Chinese.  

At this point, the father, Frank, brings up the example of an Australian family whom 

they know to do contrast work (“we would have done a different way”).  What he 

reports their friend’s son doing (going to India, giving up his studies, becoming 

vegetarian) is hearable to members of Chinese culture (or a collectivistic culture) as 

impulsive and self-centred behaviours that do not consider other family members’ 

 
38 This description sounds like a Chinese idiom, 三心二意 san xin er yi which can be literally 
translated as “three hearts two desires/intentions”. It means to be of two minds. The father is saying 
that Tiffany is constantly changing her mind about what she wants. 
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(especially parents’) feelings.  In the interview (not reproduced here), Frank went on 

to report how this person went back to the university to pick up his studies again39.  

 

(3) Category pairing: Australian – European 

 
Extract 5.26 
 
F:  We … we would have handled it differently … the Chinese way (F & I laugh) 
J: Even though we say that we think … [both Western and Chinese] 
F:  Not only Chinese, like learning piano. Tiffany’s piano teacher, not Australian, 

European … Poland, not sure, European… 
J: Pushing hard ... very hard 
F: Yeah … like his wife ... Taiwanese (in gentle tone) “you encouraged your daughter to 

practise?” 
“No, force!” (F & I laugh out loud) No encouragement. Force. “You gotta do it!”  
And he agreed with me, “Good. That’s wise decision.” (F & I continue laughing) 
 

J: Yeah, that’s my understanding … they too young they, don’t decide … she doesn’t 
have an idea what she really wants. She used to…she used to be … she used to want 
to be a ballerina and now she changed her mind. She wants to be something else. 
‘Cause … they get influenced by their peers [I: yeah] you know. Kids, they’re just kids. 

I: Parents know better? 
J: When she first started Chinese, she started Chinese last year. Started school, Chinese 

school ... she hates it. At certain stage, she didn’t want to go … [F: that’s ...] “Chinese 
you have to learn”, so I just force … and she overcome that stage. 

 

Frank reports that Tiffany’s piano teacher who is European, possibly Polish, 

also agreed with their method of “pushing” and “forcing” the child to practise on the 

piano; it is the “wise” approach.  The category attribute “not forcing the child” 

assigned to a Western person/parent by Frank and Judy in Extract 5.25 does not 

match the cultural category of the piano teacher, Western (or European).  It is 

necessary for the parents to now make a distinction between the categories Western 

(European) and Australian. 

Judy further justifies for their parenting style when she describes children to 

be constantly changing their minds.  By bringing in the real-life example of how 

Tiffany overcame her initial dislike of learning Chinese, Judy accounts for their 

 
39 Based on my membership of Chinese culture, I would interpret Frank’s remark as alluding to the 
absurdity of the action of his friend’s son. That is, after making all those life-changing decisions, he 
came full circle back to his studies. The parents having more life experiences are duty-bound to give 
advice to the child. See Extract 5.26 
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parenting as effective.  So although the interviewer introduces the refinement of 

Western to Australian, Judy and Frank are readily able to elaborate those categories. 

 

(4) Category pairing: more democratic Chinese family – less democratic Chinese 

family 

The interview proceeds with the parents refining their cultural categories as 

they point out that there would be differences within particular cultural groups as 

well.  The following extract begins with the researcher summing up what they had 

said.  

 

Extract 5.27 
 
I: So even with Australians, there are different parenting styles? 
F: Oh, yeah, a lot 
J: Yeah, that depends … So I thought ... at least ... we set up a few things 
F: How she choose… You just can’t be too democratic at home (I laugh) 
J: Like this year, you know, try to explain, we sort of want to explain the importance 
F: Well, comparat, I mean compared with other Chinese families, we are quite err… 

democratic (smiling tone; I laugh) at home 
I: As in you would explain to her why you do what you say 
F: Yeah. Normally, we explain to her … and we give her choice lot of time. Like 

sometimes, like no choice. 
J: Yeah, like I realise … when she overcome that stage, like… because she finds 

difficult, you know, learn writing and all that, (…) all this, she finds difficult. Certain kids 
want to feel good, you know, in the class. [F: everybody] everything. Once she finds 
difficult, she just didn’t want to, you know, continue  

I: Right 
J: But ... so we sort of force her to overcome that stage … We let her get away, I think, 

once. She “Today, I’m not feeling well. Tired” all the time. [I: aye] Yeah. But once she 
overcome, she loves it. She enjoys [F: enjoys] yeah. Exam doing well, so we praise 
her, you know … Now, she’s writing or learning new words, no problem. So she … 
quite easy, so she enjoy it. Never mention like … now learning piano she has same 
problem 

I: Ah-ha 
J: At the beginning, she just “oh, learning piano. I want learning piano, I want to learn.” I 

said “oh, you want to learn?” so, your choice. OK. So we bought piano and started her 
classes. (in a pitiful voice) “Mummy, I didn’t know piano is that hard”. (I laugh) “Well, 
too late.” (I laugh). And she’s been learning three months now but she starts to enjoy 
it. So from those experience, OK. The kid just need a push, overcome that stage. 
Once they have confidence … should be OK. 

 

After establishing that there would be different parenting styles amongst 

Australian families, the parents do a comparison of their own parenting style to 

other Chinese families.  Frank describes their parenting practice as quite democratic: 
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they explain to Tiffany and give her choices.  However, there are occasions when 

she is given no choice.  At this point, Judy enters in with an account which is 

hearable as an occasion in which Tiffany was given no choice.  The mother does the 

moral work of justifying for their parenting practice by calling upon her experience 

of children’s tendency to give up when the going gets tough (“once she finds 

difficult, she just didn’t want to continue”).  The ‘success story’ of Tiffany 

overcoming the initial stage of learning Chinese is an account of their parenting as 

effective.  From that experience, they predict that Tiffany would eventually 

overcome the initial difficulty in learning piano as well. 

 

(5) Category pairing: Timothy – Tiffany 

After hearing the parents deploy cultural categories to account for their 

parenting of Tiffany, the researcher orients the parents to Timothy’s situation.  

 
Extract 5.28 
 
I: Would you say that you all push Timothy as well? 
J: Timothy is slightly different. Yeah, with Timothy, we find … Timothy is very passive … 

passive? [F: mm] very passive kid. If you do everything for him, he wouldn’t do 
anything. So we find that [F: yeah]. We find that with him, we have to be very firm, like 

F: It’s very hard to push him. At the moment 
J: We have to train … we have to train 
F: We try to teach him to be independent … independent skills. One of the major thing … 

other things we can’t, especially after training at Autistic Centre. He can do but he 
doesn’t want to do. That’s the thing … the skills thing. Like Tiffany, more academic, 
more things we want to do rather than push 

J: We know Tiffany can do it. Like normally she does, you know, lots of things by herself. 
Very independent. Only sometimes, she play [up], “oh, I’m tired can you …” We know. 
So “OK”. Let that happen, you know, occasionally. But with Timothy, if we …because, 
you know we say Timothy is special, we try to, you know, show him more love, and we 
try to do everything for him. So that is ... that won’t be good for him and we … realise 
that. But not too soon (I laugh) Yeah, like… we learn a lesson. Now we try to teach 
him independent. Like “Put this back in the bag, please” he can do, like 

F: “Put shoes on” 
J: Got lots of books … he normally make a mess, make mess there. So I … ask him to 

clean up. And he didn’t like it. Every time … But we say “OK, you have to do this, 
otherwise, you won’t watch TV.” Now he learn this. He has to pack up the books, then 
he can watch TV. So now he clean up and wait for … So we learn that we have to be 
firm with him, not soft-heart, you know … because he is very passive, very passive. 
And um … he needs constant. It’s different. Tiffany, sometimes, you know, you can 
push her, you can yell, you can that. But with Timothy, you can’t do the thing. You 
can’t [say], “Do this!” He just ... have to be constant every time. So we let him clean up 
in terms of ... Constant. He can, he can do. Not that he can’t do. 
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In this extract, Tiffany is talked about in standard relational pairing with 

Timothy whereas in the earlier extracts, she is “like all kids”.  With this shift in 

category work, we see change in the attributes assigned to Tiffany.  What the 

parents appear to be describing in their comparison of Tiffany and Timothy is the 

situation where once Tiffany is pushed over an initial reluctance or resistance, she 

can be expected to proceed on her own, whereas it would not be the same in 

Timothy’s case.  The contrasting attributes of the children and the different 

parenting approaches they receive are tabulated below for ease of comparison. 

 

Attributes assigned to the categories in this talk 

 
Table 5.14 Attributes assigned to Tiffany and Timothy in the talk  - Judy and Frank 
 

Timothy Tiffany 
Passive  
Hard to push (independent skills) Can be pushed (academic) 
 [Know] she can do it 
Not so independent (implied) Very independent 
Special; show him more love; do everything 
for him 

Normal (implied) 

Have to be firm and constant every time; not 
soft-heart;  
can’t yell (implied) 

Can occasionally let her get away with not 
doing things;  
can yell at her 

 

It can be seen in summary that Frank and Judy assign the attributes “passive”, “hard 

to push”, “special”, “show him more love”, “do everything for him”, “have to be 

firm and constant every time; not soft heart”, to Timothy.  Setting Tiffany in 

standard relational pairing to Timothy, they also, by implication, ascribe the 

attributes “not so independent” and “can’t yell” to Timothy.  Tiffany is ascribed the 

attributes “can be pushed”, “can do it”, “very independent” and “can occasionally 

let her get away with not doing things” and “can yell at her”.  In standard relational 

pairing to Timothy’s “special”, Tiffany is by implication ascribed the attribute 

“normal”.  

Towards the end of the talk in Extract 5.28, the parents’ description and 

comparison of Timothy and Tiffany has turned to categorisation work around 
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notions of “special needs child” and “normal child”.  The parents’ orientation to 

special-normal pairing is further expanded in the next extract. 

 

(6) Category pairing: child with special needs – normal child 

 

Extract 5.29 
 
J: Yeah, so with Timothy, slightly different. We still try to be, sort of, fair (slight laugh). 

Yes … not easy. Before I thought, bring up children, it’s natural thing to mother. You 
know. I do read a lot of books, how to be a mother, or how to raise children. I just 
thought it’s a natural thing. 

I: Because your mum has brought you up 
J: That’s right. Exactly 
I: What’s so difficult about that? (I & J laugh) 
J: Yeah, exactly. I just thought … use my natural, you know, idea 
I: Instinct 
J: Yeah, instinct …yeah. But not that instinct, yeah ... (Sigh). It’s not an easy job 
F Especially with [J: special needs] a child with special needs 
J: Quite challenging … I think we have realised that we have learned a lot um from kids, 

especially from Timothy. Quite challenging. But we learned that Timothy represent 
some … mystery, you know. Tiffany, like everything you know, you’ve been through 
the same … earl ... but Timothy is so different. You don’t know what he’s thinking 
about ... why he does this, yeah. Teach you a lot about human being. Different side of 
human being. Yeah. But um ... like um ... As a normal people, you sort of, you know 
how to um … normal situation, you have logical ... But with kids like Timothy, he 
behave differently, he think more [wide] 

I More? 
J: Wider. 
I: In terms of? 
J: In terms of, I’m talking about natural understanding. Yeah. 
F: And also different thing, make you think about life 
I: The purpose of? The meaning of? 
F: Yeah, [J: meaning] meaning of life and all that 
 

Extract 5.29 reveals the moral world of parenting when Judy reports that 

they still try to be fair in their parenting towards Timothy and Tiffany.  However, as 

she points out, it is not easy.  Frank deploys the category Child-with-special-needs 

to account for why parenting is not naturally instinctive to them in their situation.  

Here, their categorisation work is around “normal child” and “child who behave and 

think differently” with Tiffany and Timothy as representative or case-in-point 

members of those categories.  With Tiffany, they know what she is going through at 

various developmental stages because they have gone through the same “normal” 

developmental stages; with Timothy, they do not know. At this moment where their 
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story may end up with a construction of Timothy as different, an ‘other’, the parents 

shift their talk to one of revelation.  That is, instead of distancing Timothy to one 

end of the normal-abnormal continuum, the parents report on their expanded schema 

or definition of human beings and their reflections on the meaning of life. 

 

The figure below summaries the shifts in the parents’ category work, from broad 

generalisation of Chinese/Western to more refined categories. 

 

Figure 5.4 Shifting categorisation work by Timothy’s parents 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chinese 

Less democratic Chinese

European  

Taiwanese

More democratic Chinese 

Tiffany Timothy 

Normal child Special child 

Chinese 

Australian 

Western 

 



 411
 

 
Future living arrangement 

(7) Category pairing: Chinese family – Western family 

Towards the end of the interview, when the researcher asks the parents to 

think about the future, the mother appears to slide back to deploying the cultural 

categories Western and Chinese in broad and general terms.  

 

Extract 5.30 
I: When you mention that you inculcate in Tiffany, responsibility, future responsibility of 

looking after the brother ... um … I was also thinking about the system here, that they 
are more of the … professional? In the future arrangement for 

J: That’s also something different between Western and Chinese. In Chinese, certainly 
um … the children look after the parents, just like natural thing, responsibility. But 
here, it’s not. 

I: mm, you have your own life (gesture left), you have your own life (gesture right) 
J: Yeah, I certainly would like to keep that kind of culture ... in my family … even though 

the society provide a lot, you know, arrangement for Timothy … Those kinds of family 
ties, it’s good, it’s nice. So we want to keep that. Some of the good culture (I laugh 
uncertainly) I know it’s hard. Tiffany a lot West, already western, you know, start to 
influence … but it’s still OK. Sort of put a little bit … 

 

The distinction Judy makes between Western and Chinese culture here is on 

the notion of obligation of care towards one’s family members (reminiscent of 

Sharon’s description about her sister doing respite care in Extract 5.20).  Here, 

unlike the parenting/education theme above, the parents do not proceed to do more 

refined categorisation work.  Since we typically use particular instances (e.g. our 

life experiences) to confirm or disconfirm our generalisations, we might speculate 

that the parents may not have wide experiences in this aspect.  Nevertheless, we see 

in Judy’s talk, the tool-kit notion of culture, where “good” cultural practices can be 

selected for conserving (“Those kinds of family ties, it’s good, it’s nice. So we want 

to keep that”), and non-relevant ones discarded. 
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Attributes assigned to the cultural categories in this talk  

 
Table 5.15 Attributes assigned to cultural categories in talk – Judy and Frank 
 
Chinese Western 
Children look after parents, natural 
responsibility 

Not [children looking after parents] 

 Society provides a lot of arrangement for 
Timothy 

 

It can be seen, in summary, that Judy ascribes the attribute “children look after 

parents, natural responsibility” to the category Chinese and by implication, ascribes 

the attribute “children not look after parents” to the category Western. Further, the 

feature “society provides a lot of arrangement” is assigned to the category Western.  

With the analyses of the parents’ deployment of cultural categories in 

interview-talk presented, I discuss the findings in the next section. 
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5.5 Discussion 

 

This chapter focuses on the topic of culture, which has been briefly touched 

upon in the previous two data chapters.  Earlier, I have suggested that the approach 

of this study departs from the dominant approaches in the literature (reviewed in 

Section 5.2).  The sociocultural and ethnomethodological approaches foreground a 

different set of issues.  Here, I wish to discuss some salient issues that arose from 

the analysis as well as make some connections between the findings of this study 

and the literature.  To make this discussion complete, I may at times refer to 

relevant findings presented in Sections 3.4 and 4.4.5, and I will also report on 

parental beliefs about disability.  This discussion is organised to answer the 

following questions: how do participants deploy cultural categories (Section 5.5.1), 

to what ends were cultural categories deployed (Section 5.5.2), and what 

attributes/traits were assigned to these cultural categories (Section 5.5.3). 

 

5.5.1 How do the participants deploy cultural categories? 

From the communication book analysis (Section 4.4.5 and Appendix 4A), 

we see that cultural categories were not deployed by the participants when they 

spoke about the child.  That participants tend not to deploy cultural categories to 

describe the child is also evident from the data in Section 5.4, where only two 

professionals (Yvonne in Extract 5.1 and James in Extract 5.11) used a cultural 

category to refer to the child.  Most of the time, cultural categories were introduced 

as part of the professionals’ descriptions of the child’s parents and/or family and 

invoked by parents when they performed work of comparison.  Further, 

participants’ deployment of cultural categories, as revealed in Section 5.4, was often 

at the incitement of the researcher.   

In this Section 5.5.1, I will discuss (1) the ways in which participants 

dialogically construct cultural categories (in terms of category contrasts), (2) the 

moment-by-moment construction of category contrasts, and (3) the processes 

participants use to substantiate their accounts when making connections between 

cultural categories and attributes.     
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5.5.1.1 Dialogic construction of cultural categories  

The analyses revealed that participants’ construction of cultural categories 

also involved the construction of their cultural-identities.  Penuel and Wertsch 

(1995: 348) appropriate the Bakhtinian concept of self40 to argue that cultural 

identity formation is a thoroughly dialogic process.  Hence, no purely ‘self-defined’ 

cultural identity/category is possible.  It should be noted that the dialogic 

construction of cultural identity/category in this study involved not only the 

participant-and-researcher pair, but also the participant-and-a wider audience (i.e. 

potential readers of the research reports).  This notion is similar to the 

ethnomethodological assumption that social action/talk is designed for its recipients 

(i.e. the researcher and a wider audience).  At another level, this dialogic 

construction of cultural identity/category requires a ‘serviceable other’ (Penuel & 

Wertsch, 1995: 348) in order to define what constitutes a particular cultural identity 

or category.  That is to say, when one defines what is Australian or Chinese or 

Vietnamese (one’s cultural-self), it is necessary that there is some cultural-other in 

terms of which the cultural-self can be defined.  There will always be some amount 

of borrowing from others to construct that category (Wertsch, 1991).   

In constructing cultural categories, one is also required to construct and 

maintain a boundary.  Standard relational pairing and implicative logic in EM are 

similar concepts to the ‘serviceable other’ in dialogic construction of cultural 

identity/category (e.g. the feature of negation – see “positive versus negative 

representations of cultural-other” below).  Standard relational pairing and 

implicative logic illustrate how the cultural-other and cultural-self intertwine and 

how a boundary is set up.   

Earlier, I cited Penuel and Wertsch (1995) in Section 2.1.4 and Widdicombe 

(1998) in Section 5.3.3 to suggest that research should shift focus to the processes of 

cultural/ethnic boundary maintenance and group recruitment.  Below, I discuss how 

the participants constructed cultural boundary and group recruitment when 

 
40 Dialogism is central to Bakhtin’s ideas. The self, in Bakhtin’s view, exists only dialogically. “It is 
not a substance or essence in its own right but exists only in a tensile relationship with all that is 
other and most important with other selves” (Clark & Holquist, 1984: 65). 
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deploying cultural categories, and whether positive or negative representation of a 

cultural category (cultural-self or cultural-other) was accomplished. 

 

Category boundary maintenance 

From the analyses, the case example of James illustrates most interestingly 

how category boundaries are built and maintained.  James constructed cultural 

differences between himself and Truong’s parents as unbridgeable by him and 

described how the cultural boundaries might be bridged through a mediator (Extract 

5.7).  James also revealed how cultural boundaries could be crossed through the 

cultural fluency of the cultural-other – Mike’s mother (Extract 5.9) – or a shared 

norm – desire for sons – among the cultural groups (Extract 5.10).  Yvonne also 

constructed a cultural category boundary when she assigned Chinese New Year and 

Christmas as the celebratory festivals of her Vietnamese friends and herself 

respectively without any indication that they participated in each other’s cultural 

festival (Extract 5.2).   

 

Category group recruitment 

Cultural categories were not always deployed for the sole purpose of 

bounding out another category.  We see in Carol’s case that she deployed cultural 

categories to create a similarity judgment about deaf and ESL parents (both 

categories are ascribed the attribute “upfront”).  While ‘similar judgment’ may 

imply different sets of cultural categories, Carol had in that moment of her talk 

(Extract 5.3) collapsed the categories Deaf and ESL.  In Sophie’ case, we see how 

she deployed cultural categories and assigned attributes – “busy”, “speak most 

perfect English”, “born in Australia” – to Becky’s family members to emphasise 

that they were culturally similar to Westerner/Australians.  Sophie’s use of “we” in 

her talk about Becky’s mother, Magdeline – “we’re coming from the same place” – 

clearly included Magdeline as us.  Becky’s family is recruited into the category 

Australian (but Lucy’s mother, Min, and Gavin’s mother from Iraq were bounded 

out of that category). 
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Positive versus negative representations of the cultural-other 

Shi-xu’s (1995) analysis of contemporary Dutch travelogues (about China) 

reveals that the western traveller-writers construct the Chinese as ‘serviceable other’ 

to create a set of oppositions.  Their descriptions of the Chinese often included the 

use of negation  (e.g. ‘not’, ‘no’, ‘im-‘ or ‘un-’) to indicate absence or lack of some 

desired feature in the cultural-other.  Penuel and Wertsch (1995) argue that 

negations are an index for identifying the negative valuations of the cultural-other 

(Chinese) constructed through a contrast to a cultural-self (Western).  In this 

manner, the Dutch travellers implicated the cultural-other as deficient, devalued and 

deviant; they showed contempt for the cultural-other, denied the validity of the 

other’s cultural logic and discredited them.  Further, Shi-xu notes that the Dutch 

travellers would point out as ‘surprising’ certain behaviours of the Chinese in their 

texts.  The ‘surprise’ element is interpretable only in the context of western values 

and standards.  Through this mode, western values and standards are accomplished 

as universal and normative vis-à-vis the Chinese values and standards which are 

accomplished as culturally specific ones.   

In light of Shi-xu’s findings, it would be interesting to see whether there is a 

similar undermining of the cultural-other in this study.  The analysis shows that the 

participants in this study always construct a ‘serviceable-other’ in their construction 

of cultural categories.  However, the way in which the participants assigned 

positively-valued or negatively-valued attributes to the cultural-other reveals no 

clear, discernable pattern.  Some of the attributes assigned to parents by the 

professionals seemed ‘neutral’ (e.g. “speaks Vietnamese” in Table 5.1; “language 

difficulties” in Table 5.6); what may appear to be a negatively-valued attribute had 

an account attached to it which reduced the effect of it being heard as negative (e.g. 

“English not good enough to be tactful” in Extract 5.3).  Some descriptions of 

parents (the cultural-other) were obviously positive. We see in Carol’s account the 

construction of concerned Vietnamese and Bosnian parents (Extract 5.4); in James’ 

account the construction of kind Vietnamese parents who cared about Truong 

(Extract 5.6); in Aaron’s account the construction of resilient parents (“I got to sort 
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of scratch my head and think how has Truong’s family got to this point successfully 

and manage to deal with everything” in Extract 5.12).   

 The parents’ construction of the cultural-other (i.e. Western/Australia) as 

positive or negative appears to shift in their moment-to-moment talk.  For example, 

Sharon indicated that she preferred the Western teaching approach (“I like it is they 

very practical” in Extract 5.16), considered it a blessing that Audi was born in 

Australia (Extract 5.17) and reported the benefits provided by the Australian 

government to be good welfare for families with a child with a disability (Extract 

5.19).  However, her report that “even the mother ask the son to mow, they always 

give you money” might be interpreted as ‘strange’ (note laughter following this 

remark in Extract 5.20), and therefore, ‘deviant’ from the perspective of Chinese 

values and standards.  The comparison of social environments in Vietnam and 

Australia by Roger’s parents suggests their preference for the former but did not 

clearly present Australia as negative (Extract 5.23).  Timothy’s parents, Frank and 

Judy, constructed their cultural-self positively when they accounted their Chinese 

parenting practice (Extracts 5.24 – 5.26) as more effective than the 

Western/Australian approaches.  Their construction of a positively-valued cultural-

self is further evident when Judy reported that the kind of family ties in Chinese 

culture they would like to maintain – children look after the parents – is “good 

culture” (Extract 5.30). 

A plausible explanation for the ‘neutral’ or positive formulation of the 

cultural-other by professionals is the fact that the researcher is, by appearance, 

Asian.  Citing Garfinkel, Malone (1997: 4) suggests that social life is based on a 

belief that others are behaving towards us sensibly (accountably) and with goodwill.  

Consequently, the interview context can be interpreted as a ‘moral space’ where it is 

morally inappropriate to build up a negative cultural-other when the researcher is 

visibly a cultural-other41.   

 
41 EM would not pre-empt this. There has to be evidence in the talk to suggest that the Australian 
professionals orient to the researcher as a cultural-other for analyst to make this claim. 
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Bevan-Brown (2001: 139) reported how a Maori participant constructed 

different answers to her previous interview-questions upon realising that she, the 

researcher, was also a Maori.  

 
She looked at me in astonishment and asked, “Are you a Maori?” I had just 
taken for granted that she knew I was Maori. I forget sometimes that I am a 
very pale looking Maori. Then it was as if the dam had broken. She said 
yes it did matter to her that the speech language therapist was Maori but 
she didn’t say this because she thought I was a Pakeha [a white New 
Zealander] and that I would think she was racially prejudiced. 

 

As Bevan-Brown’s experience illustrates, the ethnicity or cultural background of the 

researcher could influence the accounts participants provide.  Further, Wertsch 

(1991: 53) notes,   

 
In the formulation of an utterance, a voice responds in some way to 
previous utterances and anticipates the responses of the other, succeeding 
ones; when it is understood, an utterance comes into contact with the 
‘counter word’ of those who hear it. 

 

It is possible that the professionals have constructed the cultural-other in neutral or 

positive terms so that a counter response from the (offended) researcher is unlikely 

to occur.  In the parents’ case, we see that Frank and Judy openly constructed 

positively-valued cultural-selves, and by implication constructed negatively-valued 

cultural-others, in some of the extracts42.  This phenomenon could have been 

prompted by the researcher’s demonstration of her understanding of Chinese 

cultural norms and practices, and her non-negative (in fact, quite positive) framing 

of Chinese parenting style – “the Chinese family would more typically let the child 

do what is good for them even though they don’t like it” in Extract 5.24.   

Extending the ‘addressee’ of the participants’ utterances from the researcher 

to a wider audience, the professionals’ neutral or positive constructions of the 

cultural-other can be explained in terms of the current milieu of political-correctness 

in the educational field where it is deemed morally inappropriate to demean the 

 
42 On other topics such as friendship, Frank and Judy had described an Australian friend (cultural-
other) in rather positive terms. 
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cultural-other43.  This trend is similar to an alternative found in the cultural styles 

approach which characterised cultural ways of different groups in terms that are 

respectful and which did not make value judgments that suggest value hierarchies 

(Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003).   

 

5.5.1.2 Moment-by-moment construction of category contrasts 

An ethnomethodological analysis affords this investigation the evidence of 

how the focal category contrasts constructed by the participants are not static but 

change and slide through the interview, according to the moment-by-moment 

practicalities of the task at hand.  Goffman’s (1974 cit. in Drew & Heritage, 1992: 

8) notion of ‘frame’ – which focuses on the definition participants give to their 

current social activity (i.e. participants’ moment-by-moment reassessments and 

realignments to what is going on, what the situation is, and the roles which they 

adopt within it) – is useful for understanding this phenomenon.  We see in the case 

example of Timothy’s parents, Frank and Judy, how the relevance of attributes 

assigned to cultural categories Chinese and Western changed when the setting, 

speech activities and tasks they were engaged in changed from a focus on Tiffany to 

a focus on Timothy, and to a focus on their preferred living arrangement for 

Timothy in the future.  Hence, one answer to the question “how do participants 

deploy cultural categories?” is this moment-to-moment construction of category 

contrasts in the participants’ talk. 

 

5.5.1.3 Legitimation of the category-attribute-explanation connection 

In addressing how participants deploy cultural categories, the discussion 

could also benefit from an examination of how participants substantiate their 

category-attribute-explanation to make their accounts credible and authoritative; in 

other words, how participants legitimise the category-attribute-explanation 

connection.  The analyses revealed that participants most frequently used personal 

experiences to make their accounts credible.  For example, in reporting that she 

 
43 The moral world of writing a travelogue works differently in that the text works to entertain 
readers with ‘culture shocks’. 
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lives in Inala and has friends who are Vietnamese (Extract 5.2), Yvonne made 

warrantable her report that Vietnamese culture is changing, that the Vietnamese 

(category) are assimilating into Australia (attribute) and therefore it was not so 

inappropriate to approve Billy talking back (explanation).  James used his 

membership to Greek culture (cultural membership) and knowledge of 

Confucianism (official discourse) to legitimise his claim that Chinese, Vietnamese 

and Greek (categories) share the same desire for sons (attribute) and he could 

therefore understand and sympathise with Truong’s family (Extract 5.10).  Aaron 

referred to his personal experience with his nephew’s family to make warrantable 

his understanding of what Truong’s family (category Vietnamese) went through 

when they did not have the family support (attribute) characteristic of Vietnamese 

culture (Extract 5.12).  Sophie gave examples from her personal experiences (her 

brother-in-law is Chinese and her son was living in Japan) to substantiate her claim 

that she (category white-Australian) is “used to an Asian culture” (attribute) and that 

it was lack of opportunity that she did not have friendly relations with parents from 

culturally diverse backgrounds (explanation) (Extract 5.13). 

From analysing the parental interviews, it is rather difficult to decipher what 

processes were used by parents to legitimate the category-attribute-explanation 

connections.  It could be that their memberships to a Chinese or Vietnamese cultural 

category were taken for granted as authority to validate their accounts.  

Nevertheless, we see that, at times, parents made credible their accounts by 

invoking their personal experiences.  For example, Sharon described Audi’s 

learning experience and her own experience of learning electronics in China to 

validate her categorisation of Western and Chinese approaches (categories) as 

“practical” and “brain work” (attribute) respectively (Extract 5.16).  My-Anh’s 

detailed description of her visit to Vietnam with Roger (personal experience) 

legitimates her construction of Vietnam and Australia (categories) as “crowded” and 

“so quiet” (attributes) respectively.  Frank and Judy added force to their account that 

their parenting practice (category Chinese) is effective by invoking their past 

experiences of pushing (attribute) Tiffany to learn Chinese. 
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In sum, I have addressed the question, “How do participants deploy cultural 

categories?” by pointing to (1) the participants’ dialogic construction of category 

contrasts in which they construct category boundaries or recruit members into the 

category, and in which they construct the cultural-other in positive, neutral, or 

negative terms; (2) the participants’ moment-by-moment construction of cultural 

categories; and (3) the processes which participants used to make their category-

attribute connections credible.  In the next section, I address the question, “To what 

ends were cultural categories deployed?” or, what work is accomplished when 

participants deployed cultural categories? 

 

5.5.2  To what ends were cultural categories deployed - cultural repertoires or 

culture as resource 

In asking “to what ends were cultural categories deployed?”, I do not mean 

some pre-conceived intentions the participants had for deploying certain cultural 

categories but rather the outcome or consequence emerging from their deployment 

of particular cultural categories (Shi-xu, 1995).  The way human beings provide an 

account and organise that account (or “artfully assemble”) is to be understood as a 

‘sociodiscursive’ resource which the persons utilise for practical purposes (Shi-xu, 

1995: 321).  The account serves as a kind of cultural ‘tool kit’ or set of mediational 

means that can be deployed in action (Penuel & Wertsch, 1995: 344).  In producing 

utterances, people use their accounts for a range of purposes, including establishing 

affiliation with or opposition to others. 

Overall, this study notes that professionals and parents deployed cultural 

categories to serve different functions in the interviews.  One clue is in the fact that 

all the five professionals deployed cultural categories when describing specific 

parents while the parents did not deploy cultural categories to talk about specific 

professionals44.  Below, I discuss how parents and professionals used cultural 

contrasts for different works of accounting.  

 

 
44 Another interpretation is that we had all in a taken-for-granted manner oriented to white-Australian 
as the dominant cultural category, and therefore orient to it as ‘unremarkable’. 
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5.5.2.1 The social ends accomplished by professionals 

From analysis of the professional-interviews, we see that the professionals 

had largely deployed cultural categories for accounting ‘troubles’.  These ‘troubles’ 

that needed accounting were different in each of the cases.  Yvonne deployed 

cultural categories in her talk to account for explicitly approving a behaviour that 

the researcher had pointed out was culturally inappropriate (Extract 5.1); Carol 

deployed cultural categories to account for a mother’s forthright manner (Extract 

5.3) and another mother’s lack of involvement in the child’s IEP (Extract 5.4); 

James deployed cultural categories to account for his lack of communication with 

Truong’s parents (Extracts 5.5, 5.7 & 5.8); Sophie deployed cultural categories to 

account for her limited experiences with parents from culturally diverse 

backgrounds (Extract 5.13).   

Within the analyses, I explained that these accounts are hearable as 

accounting for a ‘breach’ of a norm.  From a sociocultural (dialogical) perspective, 

the meaning of the account can be understood in terms of an ‘argumentative 

context’, a set of debates or controversies that the utterance is presumed to address 

or to answer (Penuel and Wertsch, 1995).  Hence, Yvonne’s account can be heard to 

be addressing the argument that she had failed to consider cultural appropriateness 

when approving Billy’s talking-back; Carol’s account can be heard to be addressing 

the argument that she had used unfavourable terms (forthright, not tactful, upfront) 

to describe a parent; James’ account can be heard to be addressing the argument that 

he had failed in his duty as a Teacher to establish good communication with parents; 

Sophie’s account can be heard to be addressing the implication that she was ‘racist’ 

in having only white-Australian parents as friends. 

In further examining the accounting work accomplished, we see that Carol’s 

deployment of cultural categories were similar to Day’s (1998) study in that the 

categories serve the function of normalising relations with the parents.  That is, the 

parent’s deviant behaviour (e.g. forthright manner or lack of tact; not expressing 

concern for the child’s education in IEP meetings) could be explained as arising 

from their culture, or more specifically, their cultural-historical circumstances.  

Indeed, we see in Extract 3.3 (Section 3.4.1.2) that when Carol remarked upon the 
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physical body language of Irene’s parents as “not pleased”, “not smiling”, 

“completely expression-less” at an IEP meeting, she accounted for it, saying, “I 

think this could be an Asian thing.”  As Day suggests (1998: 160), the basis for this 

type of reasoning seems to be that amicable relations are brought about by somehow 

being able to explain or account for the cultural-other’s ‘deviant’ behaviour.  In this 

sense, cultural difference is more appropriately a resource for conflict (i.e. a 

resource to account for the conflict) than a cause of conflict (Erickson, 1996) per se. 

Additionally, in the direct or indirect deployment of cultural categories, the 

work accomplished is the construction of a moral picture of the ‘good’ Parent, 

‘good’ Teacher, and ‘good’ society.  Yvonne built a moral world about acceptance 

of cultural differences (‘good’ society); Carol constructed the ‘good’ Parent as 

concerned and interested in the child, and herself, the ‘good’ Teacher, as non-

judgmental, understanding, empathetic and forgiving; James portrayed himself as 

empathetic and benevolent (‘good’ teacher) in his provision of peace and respite to 

Truong’s parents, and commended Truong’s parents on their kindness and 

persistence in caring for Truong (‘good’ Parent); Aaron gave heroic accounts of his 

nephew’s parents and Truong’s parents (‘good’ Parent) and in doing so presented 

himself as empathetic (‘good’ Teacher); Sophie constructed the ‘good’ society 

where people of different nationalities assimilate into Australia when she reported 

her alignment with the comment (“Now we’re all Australians, aren’t we?”) by 

Becky’s father.  

 

5.5.2.2 The social ends accomplished by parents 

From analysis of the parental interviews, we note two functions in their 

deployment of cultural categories. One function is to perform the moral work of 

accounting and presenting themselves as good parents (as in the professionals’ 

case).  Roger’s parents accounted for not teaching Roger Vietnamese and then made 

justification for teaching him the language when he was older; Timothy’s parents 

accounted for their parenting practice as effective. 

The other function in their deployment of cultural categories appears to be 

simply as a basis for making contrasting accounts – China versus Australia, 
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Vietnam versus Australia.  That is, the contrasting cultural categories served as a 

tool for the parents to think with and to respond appropriately in the interview.  It 

appears that the parents, especially in Sharon’s case, oriented to the goal of the 

interview to be a display of their knowledge of cross-cultural differences.  This 

interpretation is supported by the fact that no (communicative) ‘troubles’ with 

white-Australian professionals were reported, whereas the contexts in which 

professionals invoked cultural categories often included ‘troubles’.  In one parental 

interview-extract, an account was noted.  Sharon was analysed to be accounting for 

a non-Chinese-like arrangement of respite care for Audi (Extract 5.20).  Her work of 

accounting can be interpreted either as addressing the inherent contradiction in her 

cultural categorisation work or as a pre-empted reply to an anticipated counter 

response from the researcher.  

 

5.5.2.3 Cultural repertoires for sense-making 

As further illustration that people possess a range of cultural repertoires from 

which they draw to provide accounts or explanations, I shall report here parents’ 

responses to the question why cultural beliefs about disability were not made 

relevant in the earlier interviews.  Their responses included: 

 

(i) Science logic  

Most parents (Jessica’s, Irene’s and Becky’s, Audi’s mothers and Timothy’s 

father) reported that they did not believe in traditional or superstitious45 beliefs 

about disability.  Rather, they reported that they subscribed to scientific 

explanations.  Becky’s mother pointed out that a lot of people are now more 

educated and science is so advanced that “you just believe what the doctor or 

specialist would say”.  From her account about her late marriage, late pregnancy and 

the medical examination (for foetal deficiency) during her pregnancy, Irene’s 

mother revealed her orientation to medical explanations of disability.  However, she 

 
45 I avoided using the word ‘superstitious’ in the interview but used an example that suggested it.  
The example I gave was “My friend had a birthmark that looked like a brush of paint on her leg and 
she told us it was because her mother painted a wall (a taboo) when she was pregnant”.   
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did not know what caused Irene’s hearing impairment as the medical examination 

during her pregnancy had shown everything to be normal.  

 

(ii) Depends on environment  

Audi’s mother noted that she did think about Audi’s condition in terms of 

traditional beliefs (retribution) when she gave birth to him.  There is a Chinese 

saying – “you suffer the consequences in your later existences of the wrong-doings 

of your previous lives”.  However, as Audi’s mother reported, the doctors in 

Australia were very clear in explaining to her the prevalence of having a child with 

Down syndrome amongst older mothers. She contrasted this with how the scenario 

might be in China where perhaps the doctors’ explanations seemed unconvincing or 

the community’s constant reference to the Chinese saying about retribution may 

lead the parents to think that way.   

 

(iii) Prevalence of disability 

Jessica’s mother gave a biomedical account for Jessica’s condition (Autism 

Spectrum Disorder): she surmised that it could be iron deficiency during her 

pregnancy.  However, she added that what Jessica had seemed to be quite common 

in children in Australia.  In normalising the disability-condition, it would appear that 

Jessica’s mother had found little need to seek an explanation. 

 

(iv) Irrelevant to ask why 

Mike’s mother reported that she did not think much about the ‘whys’ of 

disability. She invoked religion (Christianity) to explain that she just accepted the 

child God gave her and found it irrelevant to ask why. 

 

(v) An initial reaction 

Leon’s father considered cultural explanations of disability an excuse.  He 

indicated that parents’ orientation to cultural beliefs about disability is an initial 

reaction to an event they could not accept.  He noted that, once parents accept the 

fact, they change their attitude and orient to helping the child. 
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(v) Not specific to Chinese culture 

Timothy’s father, Frank, pointed out that in Western culture, there are beliefs 

about miracle healing as well.  He gave the example of a healing group in another 

town.  Hence, Frank did not think that ‘unorthodox’ beliefs and treatment for 

disability is specific to Chinese culture.  

The parents’ accounts in this study revealed that their strongest orientation 

was towards medical explanations of disability.  The lack of relevance for cultural 

explanations of disability is consistent with the findings in empirical studies by 

Ryan and Smith (1989) and Raghaven et al (1999).  Sharon’s description of how the 

environment plays a part shows that cultural concepts are not always actively 

enacted.  The reference to a time factor (a lot of people are now more educated) by 

Becky’s mother also illustrates the change in cultural concepts over time as 

members participate in more modern and technological cultural practices and 

become increasingly familiar with scientific explanations.  Overall, it appears that 

cultural concepts were seldom used by the parents in this study to make sense of 

disability.  The exception is Roger’s parents, who deployed the cultural categories – 

Vietnam and Australia – to talk about Roger’s autism: they were orienting more to 

the social environments that ameliorate or exacerbate the autistic characteristics than 

to cultural beliefs.  Hence, it appears that parents possess a range of cultural 

resources for explaining disability.   

Some professionals also presented themselves as having resources in their 

experiences that they can draw on to understand different cultures.  When Sophie 

made relevant that her brother-in-law is Chinese and her son is living in Japan 

(Extract 5.13), or when Yvonne made relevant the fact that she lives within a 

Vietnamese community and has friends who are Vietnamese (Extract 5.2), they 

could be heard as displaying their cultural repertoires.  Similarly, the question, “Are 

there any cultural issues in your interaction with the parents?” posed to some 

professionals typically produced a response in which the professionals reported their 

relatives or close friends, or their children’s friends, as being of different 
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ethnic/cultural backgrounds46.  The common pattern in their responses could be 

interpreted as their commitment to multiculturalism or their efforts to account for 

themselves as ‘not racist’ or account for their lack of cultural issues where some 

seemed to be expected – as implicitly suggested by the researcher’s question.  Their 

reports revealed the multicultural complexity of their own lives, and in turn, their 

access to cultural resources beyond their own cultural groups. 

In sum, I have addressed the question, “To what ends were cultural 

categories deployed?” by discussing (1) the moral work accomplished by the 

professionals when they deployed cultural categories to account for ‘troubles’ and to 

construct a moral world; (2) the parents’ orientation to work of accounting as well 

as a display of their cultural knowledge when they deployed cultural categories; and 

(3) the alternative cultural resources/repertoires parents possessed to make sense of 

disability and the cultural resources professionals displayed as within their reach to 

understand cultural differences.  The analytical tool of MCA affords us a closer look 

at how participants create a sense of morality in their categorisation and accounting 

work.  In the next section, I address the question of which traits are assigned to the 

cultural categories (cultural-self and cultural-other). 

 

5.5.3  Cultural traits 

One of the key limitations of the literature reviewed in Section 5.2.2 was the 

traits approach prevalent in many studies.  Even though the authors made cautionary 

statements to readers not to over-generalise and to take unique circumstances of the 

individuals into consideration, their passing remarks seldom develop further on 

these variations, theoretically or empirically.   

In the analyses (Section 5.4), the question about which attributes are 

assigned to the cultural categories is addressed by tabulating the traits that the 

participants had ascribed to particular parents or societies (cultural categories) in 

their talk.  Such a format of comparison may create the impression that this study is 

also caught up within the traits approach.  However, the position taken is that the 

 
46 Timothy’s therapists, who were the last few participants interviewed, were asked this question 
when it was decided to make culture more salient in the interview-questions. 
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traits were not applicable in all contexts.  Rather, they were traits assigned to the 

cultural categories at particular instances of the interviews for particular social ends.  

From the analyses, there appear to be three ways in which participants assigned 

traits to cultural categories. 

 

5.5.3.1 General trait account – conformity to expected traits 

One form of descriptions the participants orient to is the general trait 

account.  In the analyses, we note that the participants sometimes spoke in a manner 

that suggests that the general traits of individual child/family/cultural group were 

attributable categorically to ethnic group membership.  A central trait that the 

participants orient to is language.   Yvonne, Carol, James, Sophie, Aaron (elsewhere 

in interview [see Extract 3.4 in Section 3.4.2.1]) and Roger’s parents had all spoken 

about cultural categories in terms of language.  Moreover, it is noted that the trait 

assigned to the cultural category Australian (either explicitly or by implication) by 

several participants is “speak English well”.   

Additionally, when Yvonne negated the relevance of polite, respectful 

behaviour (the opposite of ‘talking back’ behaviour) for Vietnamese people in 

Australia because “that is how Australian society is and that’s where [Billy] has to 

fit”, we see her orientation to a trait-like description of cultural differences (Extract 

5.1).  Further examples are: James’ report that “they [people from Confucian 

cultures] want to have sons” (Extract 5.10); Aaron’s indication that “I make my 

decisions and if it affects other people in my family, too bad. I think that’s very 

Australian” (Extract 5.12); Sharon’s observation that “Chinese culture is all brain 

work … they’re not really practical” (Extract 5.16) and that “here, even the mother 

ask the son to mow, they always give you money ... that’s western style” (Extract 

5.20); Judy’s report “In Chinese [culture], the children look after the parents” 

(Extract 5.30).  In these examples, the traits the participants assigned to a particular 

cultural child/group/society (category) conform to a stereotypical representation of 

that cultural group in general discourses.  While in most instances there seemed to 

be little consequence in the way participants orient to a trait approach in their talk, a 

trait explanation can have direct implication in the teaching practices.  It appears 
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that James’ different responses towards Shane, Truong and Mike (e.g. Shane was 

expected to go up to the field again after morning tea; Truong and Mike were told to 

sit down) were somewhat linked to the categorically distinct cultural traits he 

assigned them (“Truong is not naturally [active] compared to Shane. Shane is an 

Australian” in Extract 5.11). 

 

5.5.3.2 Cautious and situated ‘trait’ explanation   

An alternative to the general trait account in the participants’ descriptions is 

the cautious and situated trait account.  In the analysis of some extracts, we see that 

the participants did not simply characterise their behaviours or the parents’ 

behaviours according to their cultural backgrounds.  Qualification enters into the 

way they talked in trait terms.  The participants qualified these traits by condition of 

country, individual and time.  For example, Carol articulated the particularities of 

the family’ circumstances (“come from a war-torn country”) when accounting for 

the lack of involvement by Tia’s mother (Extract 5.4); James noted the discrepancy 

between what he knew about Chinese respectful cultural trait and the assertiveness 

of Mike’s mother (Extract 5.9); Aaron described the situation of Truong’s family – 

without family support and relying on formal support – to be atypical of Vietnamese 

culture (Extract 5.12); Sharon was cautious in her own categorisation work, noting 

that negative attitudes towards disability were not unique to China but was also 

common in Australia and England in the past (Extract 5.17).  Sharon’s remark 

revealed the historical change in societal attitude towards disability.  Indeed, Sharon 

postulated that the attitude towards disability in China twenty years later might be 

more similar to the situation in present Australia.   

Further, certain ‘stereotypical’ cultural traits were negated by the 

participants to be relevant cultural markers. For example, Sophie negated the 

relevance of taken-for-granted traits such as colour and facial features (see-able and 

public markers of cultural difference) and emphasised the ‘less visible’ traits such as 

whether one has “common things to talk about” and is “well-travelled” to be 

relevant markers of cultural differences or cultural similarities.  The participants’ 

orientation to a situated ‘trait’ explanation undermines the notion of culture as stable 
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and unchanging.  In addition, we also see that participants at times moved away 

from trait explanations and pointed to common human experiences.  James reported 

that, regardless of cultures, “there’s an enormous amount of grief and suffering for 

parents” (Extract 5.10); Sharon revealed her concern that “some naughty children” 

might laugh at Audi, making fun of him when he is a teenager.  In Section 3.4.2.3 

[Item (i)], Becky’s teacher Phyllis reported that, regardless of which cultural groups 

parents were from, they would feel intimidated when they met with professionals. 

 

5.5.3.3 Orientation to hybridity 

The hybridity inherent in cultural activities, artefacts, concepts and in the 

participants was also captured in some of the accounts.  For example, when Yvonne 

and Sophie talked about the number of years their students’ families had been in 

Australia and the families’ familiarity with Australian culture, they suggested a 

hybrid cultural-identity/category.  However, such a hybrid cultural-identity appears 

not to be strongly established in the professionals’ accounts of their cultural-selves.  

For even though Yvonne claimed that she could speak Vietnamese-English (c.f. 

Section 3.4.2.1 – professionals’ views on linguistic difficulties [item ii]) and Sophie 

reported that she was used to an Asian culture (Extract 5.13), I would argue that 

these reports only suggest the professionals’ access to different cultural ways.  The 

“changing culture” described by Yvonne is unidirectional; it is the Vietnamese child 

who has to behave “the same way as his peers do” to fit into an Australian society 

(Extract 5.1); James never indicated the need for him to become culturally fluent to 

communicate with the parents.  The professionals developed their reasoning around 

tolerance, understanding and empathy but failed to achieve a sense of cultural 

integration or ‘mutual cross-fertilisation’ (Ang, 2000) within the cultural-selves they 

constructed.  Hybridity appears more evident in the accounts from Frank and Judy 

when they reported themselves to be capable of thinking in both Western and 

Chinese ways (Extract 5.26), and that they were more democratic (hearably a 

western trait) than other Chinese parents.  
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In the participants’ talk, they demonstrated the complex and fluid manner in 

which they dealt with variations in cultural categories47.  It is important to note that 

the focus of their talk is particular people, even though cultural categories/identities 

were implied.  There was variability in the ways that the participants draw on 

culture in their reasoning.  At times, their reasoning was trait-like; at times, their 

reasoning was practice-like; at times, their reasoning was around specific 

environment and situated circumstances.  The variability of their reasoning may 

range from nuanced and coherent, to ambivalent and confused, to contradictory.  

For example, Aaron gave two specifics examples that contradicted the general cases 

he built up earlier in his talk (Extract 5.12).  Yet, his conjecture of what is 

Australian (“family is important to us but it’s not I’ve got to live my life around my 

family”) and what is Vietnamese (“the whole family thing is very important”) did 

not appear disrupted, and the contradictions were left suspended.  

 William F. Whyte (1982: 117) has observed that ambivalence is a fairly 

common condition of people – that we can and do hold conflicting sentiments at any 

given time, and we hold varying sentiments according to the situations in which we 

find ourselves.  However, “ambivalence” suggests not knowing, whereas this study 

maintains that people are conscious actors who are constantly interpreting the 

situations they are in and designing their talk for the task-at-hand.  That participants 

sometimes provide ‘conflicting’ accounts should be seen as evidence of their 

possessing a range of resources; and that these resources are not necessarily 

coherent.  We can conceive of our resources as being kept in a storehouse (or tool-

kit) where our cultural resources (tools) can be changed, added to, and even ignored 

(unused).  These resources may be drawn from totally different ecological and 

cultural niches, and hence may seem contradictory, inconsistent, or even irrational 

on the surface (Gallimore, 1999).  However, it is precisely this contradictory feature 

that affords us the adaptive responses to new circumstances. And if the need arises, 

even cultural resources that had been left largely unused could be deployed.  

 
47 An interview study that only examines the contents of participants’ report would fail to capture the 
complexity of culture because members’ deployments of cultural categories in everyday settings are 
much more complicated and than what they can actually tell the researchers. Silverman (2001: 280) 
notes, “We are all cleverer than we can say in so many words”.  
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Nevertheless, it should be noted that our resources are rooted in history (for our 

repertoire of practice has a social origin) and it is a finite list.  That means, how we 

construct an answer that is relevant in any particular situation depends on our 

repertoire which is limited by our history and our memory. 

In concluding this discussion, I wish to comment on how this chapter has 

‘developed’ deeper insights through the analyses.  In the literature section, I pointed 

out the limitations of many cross-cultural studies which tend to establish category 

contrasts and produce a seemingly homogeneous set of characteristics of particular 

cultural groups.  In my efforts to break away from such an orientation or 

presentation of data, I had focused on how the research participants themselves 

construct such a contrast.  The discussion here reveals that there is always going to 

be some kind of us-versus-them aspects, or at least an us-and-them relationship 

(Penuel & Wertsch, 1995), to the construction of cultural categories.  While I began 

this chapter dissatisfied with our dependence on a ‘serviceable other’ to define a 

particular cultural category, Penuel and Wertsch have convincingly argued that this 

is not a limitation; it is only a limitation from the standpoint of western ideals of 

autonomy and self-determination.  From a Bakhtinian perspective, the fact that 

human beings cannot achieve a unitary identity complete in itself is to be celebrated 

(Clark & Holquist, 1984). 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSION 
 

This thesis is the outcome of a research process that came to change from its 

original conception.  As I stated earlier in the thesis, the original idea for doing this 

study was prompted by research from the U.S. that revealed differential patterns of 

parent participation to be mediated by cultural values and norms, and that the 

barriers to creating an equal partnership were exacerbated for parents from 

culturally diverse backgrounds.  Consequently this study started out with a similar 

line of investigation, employing qualitative interviews to obtain participants’ views 

on their collaboration, on the child, and on cultural issues that might impact on that 

partnership.  The initial analysis of the data ‘collected’ revealed generally positive 

reports about the parent-professional relationships, and very limited concern or 

explicit focus on cultural issues.  The study then steered a slightly different course 

to employ Membership Categorisation Analysis (MCA) in order to identify the 

salient categories and associated characteristics through which disability was 

constructed by parents and professionals during their interactions. 

The topics and data selected for this thesis are also the result of a more 

critical reading of the literature after my reading of the ethnomethodology (EM) 

literature.  In this concluding chapter, I will highlight the contributions that this 

thesis makes to theory and methodology, to special education and disability 

research, and to the literature on cross-cultural parent-professional collaboration.  I 

also suggest how professional training and practice may be informed through this 

study and gesture to areas for further research.   

 

6.1 Contributions to theory and methodology 

 

By integrating the sociocultural approach and EM, this thesis has established 

the compatibility of these two approaches theoretically (Section 2.3 and Section 

5.2.5) as well as empirically (in the data analysis and discussion of chapters 4 and 
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5).  Since the analytical framework of sociocultural theory encompasses historical, 

cultural and institutional forces, while EM is generally described as a form of micro-

sociological analysis (Freebody, 2003: 63), one might say that the sociocultural 

approach and EM complement each other in terms of a macro-micro link.  That is, 

the micro analytic techniques of EM reveal the connection between social structures 

such as the special educational system (the macro) and social interaction (the 

micro).  However, scholars have differed in their approaches to the macro-micro 

issue (see Alexander, Giesen, Münch & Smelser, 1987; Mehan 1991).  For example, 

Hilbert (1990) points out that theorists who talk about macro-micro linkage “assume 

the structural integrity of the domains they seek to link, whether conceived as 

independent, causally related, mutually interdependent, or merging into each other 

through interpenetrating, intervening levels” (p. 795).  He asserts that EM’s concern 

with the ‘local’ is a concern with social practices which are the methods of 

producing both microstructure and macrostructure (p. 794).  Local social practices 

are embedded in extended sequences, so for example, a locally produced question-

and-answer turn-taking sequence may be embedded in a medical interaction in a 

General Practitioner’s office, which is itself embedded in a series of visits to several 

medical people to deal with a particular medical issue, which is itself part of a 

further extended sequence – that of having a medical issue identified and dealt with 

by the entire system called the health care system (Freiberg, 2003).  Hence, the 

macrostructure is conceived as consisting of large numbers of micro-encounters 

repeated (or sometimes changing) over time and across space (Collins, 1987: 195).  

Reflexively, there is an element of macrostructure in all micro-processes, in that the 

microstructure is affected by (1) the spatial configuration in which it takes place, 

such as the sheer physical density of the interactive situation itself, and (2) the 

number of times such situations (or other types of situations) have been repeated in 

the past by these individuals1 (Collins, 1987: 196-7).  Since ethnomethodologists 

regard microstructure and macrostructure to be simultaneously generated, they 

 
1 Collins (1987) considers the micro-macro distinction to be poles of a continuum rather than a 
dichotomy. 
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consider the distinction of micro and macro (and of structure) to be irrelevant 

(Hilbert, 1990: 805). 

The sociocultural framework of examining all the multiple facets of a 

sociocultural activity can be overwhelming.  Rogoff (1995) suggested that the 

analytical process could be made more manageable by employing a coordinated use 

of the personal, interpersonal and community planes of analysis.  Rogoff appears to 

align with the ethnomethodological resistance to structural distinction when she 

changes the term planes of analysis to foci of analysis, having observed that many 

people assimilated the notion of planes of analysis to levels of analysis which treat 

the components as self-contained real entities bounded off from each other in a 

hierarchically nested structure (Rogoff, et al., 2002: 270-1).  Rogoff argues that the 

‘focus of analysis’ framework simply foregrounds different aspects of the whole 

activity while backgrounding certain information.  As an illustration of what is 

meant by the personal focus of analysis, Rogoff et al (2002) use the lens analogy to 

suggest that the person is the focus of analysis with other aspects of the scene 

indistinct in detail but still informative in general form.   

Rogoff’s metaphor (the lens moving into and out of tight focus on person(s)-

in-context) helps to dissolve the hierarchical and bounded implications of 

established approaches to the macro-micro interface.  It indicates clearly that there 

is no boundary between ‘what is macro’ and ‘what is micro’.  Rather, there is a 

strategic move by the researcher to focus attention on different scenes.  However, I 

would argue, the still photographic metaphor suggests a frozen moment in time and 

place and does not capture the central sociocultural interest of investigating changes 

in the historical, cultural and institutional formation of practice over time and 

contexts.  Sociocultural approaches, I suggest, entail moving beyond the immediate 

time and place to consider the history of a particular moment (how did it get this 

way?); how have these practices become embedded into collective expectations and 

been formed into the architecture and landscape of a particular place and time?   

To describe change over time and contexts appears to require the use of 

analytical categories beyond the moment-by-moment interaction between a speaker 
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and a listener.  Indeed, Mehan (1991) critiqued the ethnomethodological study of 

practices divorced from the historical, cultural and institutional contexts. For their 

investigation of the school’s work of sorting students, Mehan et al (1986) 

incorporated information about institutional arrangements, public policies, history 

and biography to show how the passing of state and federal legislation (notably PL 

94-142) led to a more formalised procedure in the school’s activity of classifying 

and sorting students as ‘regular’ or ‘special’ (this addresses the question “how did it 

get this way?”).  Legally mandated procedures of referral, assessment, 

categorisation and placement were connected by the texts generated at each of these 

micro-events.  That is, texts generated from the referral event became the basis of 

the interaction in the next step in the sequence (assessment) and so on.   

Mehan et al (1986) identified four phases that a Placement and Evaluation 

meeting proceed through: information presentation, decision making, discussion of 

parents’ rights, and finally discussion of child’s goals.  In order to make sense of 

what was said within each phase of the meeting, Mehan (1991) suggested that two 

types of influences were present: proximal influences and distal influences.  The 

internal order of each phase of the meeting was influenced by “proximal” 

circumstances (i.e. the practical project of getting the work at hand done, getting 

through a particular interactional encounter and on to the next one); the order among 

the phases and the meaning and consequence of what was said in a given turn was 

influenced by “distal” circumstances.  For example, Mehan et al observed that out-

of-district placement was never presented as a placement option to the committee 

for consideration.  They accounted for it in terms of the distal influences of legal 

policy – school districts were not allocated funds for the education of students sent 

outside the district; they had to provide for these students with their own resources.  

In Rogoff’s terms, it was at the moment of the decision-making phase of the 

meeting that the interpersonal foci of analysis (parent-professional talk) merged into 

the community foci of analysis.  However, a sociocultural approach would consider 

that analysis inadequate.  It would extend its investigation to consider, for example, 

how class, economic system, and ethnicity influenced the teacher-student talk in the 
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classroom; how the student’s answer in classroom talk became interpreted by the 

teacher to be a sign of ‘special needs’ and so on. 

Within the micro-macro debate, this thesis brings together the micro-macro 

perspectives of parent-professional collaboration by reconceptualising what the 

‘macro’ is.  The ‘macro’ is not brought into the thesis through separate analyses of 

policies and institutional arrangements.  Rather, the ‘macro’ is actualised in parents’ 

and professionals’ talk regarding changes in their circumstances and that of the 

children over time, place and context.  When the parents referred to different times 

and places to explain the child’s disability or their ways of managing disability (e.g. 

Roger’s parents and Audi’s mother in Chapter 5), their rationalities were appealing 

to the ‘macro’.   In the communication book analyses the macro was brought to the 

fore in terms of the way different institutional practices at the school and at home 

created a particular sense of the Child-with-a-disability. 

 

6.2 Contributions to special education and disability research 

 

Researchers in the special education and disability fields have increasingly 

embraced qualitative research methods to investigate issues pertaining to the 

experiences of people with disabilities and their families.  Early qualitative studies 

were not primarily concerned with shedding light on inequities in the educational 

system, nor with assuring that the voices of underrepresented and disenfranchised 

individuals were heard (Pugach, 2001).  Some scholars take the position that 

researchers have a collective responsibility to tell stories of those who are 

marginalised (people of colour, people of lower socio-economic status, people with 

disabilities), whose voices have gone unheard, or whose lives and situations have 

been invisible before (e.g. Barnes, 1992; Bricher, 2000; Oliver, 1992; Pugach, 

2001).  In line with the movement towards equity and empowerment of the 

disenfranchised group, the current push is for emancipatory research.  Emancipatory 

research such as participatory action research promises to shift the balance of power 

between researcher and the researched and to promote ‘dialogue’ between the two 
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parties.  However, when researchers take on a partisan role to represent the 

‘underdogs’ (Silverman, 2001), to criticise how things are and imagine how things 

could be different (Denzin 2000 cit. in Silverman, 2001: 262), readers cannot be 

certain if the researchers have selected their data to fit their argument.  This 

highlights the need for procedural safeguards in the publication and dissemination 

of emancipatory research.  It seems clear that authorship must include all 

participants and that the dialogue between participants in the process of writing the 

research report is just as crucial in understanding the phenomenon as is the final 

edited copy of the report.  There must also be methodological safeguards in 

maintaining a public record of the data and documents upon which the research 

reports are based, and a clear indication of where data have been summarised or 

selected from a larger corpus.  

While the wider research project comprises a participatory action research 

component, the employment of EM (in particular, MCA) in this thesis addresses the 

issue pertaining to methodological safeguards.  EM emphasises the presentation of 

raw data in research reports and, hence, allows readers direct access to the raw data 

or, in the case of talk, transcripts of that data.  This form of presentation provides 

readers insights into how the data was generated (e.g. how a participant’s answer 

was provoked by the researcher’s question).  It somewhat removes the anecdotal 

quality of field studies as readers can participate in the analysis and decide whether 

the researcher’s interpretations were warranted.   This thesis contributes to the field 

by affirming EM (MCA) as a valuable method that special education and disability 

researchers could incorporate into their repertoire of qualitative methods.  EM is not 

a common methodology employed in the field and this is evident in the fact that 

many special education and disability journals tend not to feature 

ethnomethodological studies (Disability & Society and Journal of Intellectual 

Disability Research have published some of these studies, for instance, Rapley, 

Kiernan & Antaki, 1998 and Antaki & Rapley, 1996).  Similarly, there are very few 



 439
 
 

 

                                                

studies within the EM literature that address special education and disability issues2 

(c.f. Sections 4.2.5 & 4.2.7).   

EM’s disciplined approach to look and listen carefully at what is actually 

happening at a local site without letting presuppositions determine what is 

discovered reveals a respect for human action. Ethnomethodologists’ detailed 

analysis of how people interact to accomplish social order, and their inquiry into the 

functions that particular communication patterns serve, is a powerful instigation to 

further normative analysis regarding ‘better ways’ and ‘re-forming’ present 

practices. 

 

6.3 Contributions to the literature 

 

The Chinese and Vietnamese parents in the present study reported 

satisfactory relationships and collaboration with professionals in the Australian 

special education system.  Despite current advocacy for closer home-school links, 

most participants did not actively seek the type of collaboration/partnership some 

scholars envisioned.  The parent-professional collaboration enacted by participants 

in this study was generally in terms of the category ‘communicating’ (Epstein, 1995, 

1996).  This communication ranged from the mundane, day-to-day communication 

about the child’s activities and practicalities of school, via the communication book, 

to more formal meetings regarding the child’s program and progress.  Parents were 

found to orient to different levels of understanding of IEP meetings.  Although most 

of them reported minimal contributions at the meetings, they indicated their comfort 

in raising concerns with the professionals.   

The investigation of barriers to parent-professional collaboration took the 

form of the researcher naming the barriers (based on constructs found in the 

literature) and asking the participants for their views.  Parents generally gave 

positive reports: they do not regard language difference a major barrier; the two 

 
2 Czislowski-McKenna (2001) employed MCA and CA in her thesis titled, Some days are diamonds: 
an ethnomethodological account of social agency and severe intellectual impairment. 
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parents who had used an interpreter service were satisfied with it; most reported to 

know their rights; they perceived the teachers to be friendly and oriented to the 

‘hierarchical’ social relationship unproblematically; they regarded and accepted 

professionals’ formal behaviour (where it occurred) to be a function of their 

professional role and job requirement.  Professionals tended to provide accounts: 

with regard to language barrier, they gave a range of replies, from language 

difference being a significant barrier (e.g. in Truong’s case) to a minor difficulty 

with the accent and pronunciation to no difficulty; they indicated some 

dissatisfaction in using the interpreter service; they accounted for ways in which 

parents were informed of their rights; they acknowledged the contextual barriers of 

parent-professional meetings and accounted for ways in which they ensured parents’ 

comfort and involvement; they regarded the special education setting to be informal, 

or accounted for their (formal) behaviour in terms of the purpose of the parent-

professional contact.  The acquisition of two perspectives in this study did not 

clearly reveal different perspectives between parents and professionals.  Rather, 

what was made apparent was the professionals’ moral work of accounting in their 

interview reports.  For example, some special education teachers were dissatisfied 

with the amount of feedback they received from the parents in the communication 

books, but they typically attached an account to their comments (e.g. parents are 

busy; parents have limited English proficiency).  EM’s position that people do 

moral work of accounting in interviews offers an alternative reading of ethnographic 

research studies.  For example, the parents’ horror tales, or professionals’ deficit-

based evaluations of ‘uninvolved’ parents in Lawson’s study (2003), can be 

interpreted as the participants’ moral construction of what ‘good’ Teacher and 

‘good’ Parent should do.  

In this study, parents and professionals reported their understanding of the 

term ‘parent participation’ in a range of ways: nurturing and caring for the child, 

attending meeting, volunteering, teaching the child at home and generating shared 

goals with the professionals.  This is in some contrast to Lawson’s (2003) study in 

which he found involved parents and uninvolved parents to define ‘parent 
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involvement’ in the broader sense of an involvement in the child’s education in the 

community (community-centric), while teachers’ definition focuses on the child’s 

schooling at home and at the school (school-centric).  The forms of parent 

participation that participants reported (plus those enacted by parents, such as 

serving on the P&C Committee or securing resources for schools) in this study are 

mainly that of supporting the work of the school.  It was generally a ‘trust-given’ 

relationship (Vincent & Martin, 2002) whereby the participants oriented to the 

professionals as the experts in a taken-for-granted fashion.  

When these findings were considered alongside the literature, it became 

apparent that many studies were written from a ‘moral’ position about the ideal 

partnership.  As such, previous conceptions of parent-professional collaboration 

tended not to encompass the full complexities of parent-professional relationships.  

A model adapted from the classic framework of social interaction styles was 

presented as a better conceptualisation of parent-professional ‘collaboration’.  The 

new model illustrates how parents and professionals may unproblematically take on 

different patterns of relationships/social interactions (e.g. Obliging/Directing, 

Influencing/Complying, Respectful distancing, Coordinating, Collaborating) at 

different times. 

One contribution that this thesis adds to the parent participation literature is 

EM’s position that asymmetrical sequential organisation in parent-professional 

meeting ‘talk’ does not automatically equal an unbalanced power relationship.  In 

this study, the participants did not interpret professionals ‘doing more talking’ to be 

undermining of the parents’ contributions.  Parents oriented to professionals’ 

expertise in a taken-for-granted and unproblematic manner, which was a different 

orientation from those of African-American and Puerto Rican- or Latino-American 

backgrounds.  The reason for the difference lies possibly in the African-American’s 

acute awareness of a history of racial discrimination (overt and covert) within their 

society and their subsequent tendency to construct their relationships with 

professionals with less trust (e.g. Graue, Kroeger & Prager, 2001).  The socio-

cultural-historical experiences of the parents in the present study (e.g. migrating for 
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economic reasons, or as refugees) possibly shaped their orientation to the 

professionals differently.   

This thesis also contributes to the literature in the sense that it highlighted 

the context-boundedness of research data.  The communication book and interview 

data revealed high levels of agreement between parents’ and professionals’ views of 

the child, with only nuanced differences between them.  Participants produced 

positive as well as negative descriptors of the child, with professionals generating 

more negative attributes than parents in the interview data.  The institutional 

framing of home and school tended to make the negative attributes salient. For 

example, in the communication book the orientation to the child as lacking capacity 

to remember was an outcome of parents and professionals orienting to their 

(institutional) roles and responsibilities to manage the practicalities of school; the 

dense reports on the child’s challenging behaviours by the teaching professionals 

may be accounted for in terms of their category-boundedness to the institution 

School.  

The generally ‘positive’ findings, when considered in terms of the task-at-

hand that parents and professionals oriented to, revealed that the task was (of 

necessity) the work of alignment with each other (in the communication book) or 

with the researcher (in the interview).  The task-at-hand at the two research sites 

was not to formulate the child as a problem.  One might imagine that had the 

research been carried out during the Ascertainment phase of the child’s educational 

career, one might possibly find more disagreement between parents’ and 

professionals’ views of the child and a construction of the child in more deficient 

terms (c.f. ‘A brief discussion’ in Section 3.4.2.3).  The significance of the data in 

this study is that it looks seriously at the mundane and the everyday – the 

accomplishment of the Child-with-a-disability in the child’s daily achievements and 

troubles alike, and ‘collaboration’ in the day-to-day communication between parents 

and professionals.  

The approach to investigating culture in parent-professional collaboration 

and special education is a shift from the dominant approach found in the literature 
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(which largely compares the differential beliefs, values and communication styles of 

the cultural groups).  Examining how, and to what ends, participants deployed 

cultural categories in their interview-talk and what attributes they assigned to these 

cultural categories is moving the literature on cross-cultural parent-professional 

collaboration forward to new grounds.  The understanding that participants 

deployed cultural categories for moral work of accounting shifts the view of cultural 

difference as a cause of conflict to the view of cultural difference as a resource to 

account for conflict.  Studying how people effectively legitimised their category-

attribute-explanation to add credibility to their accounts is a research orientation that 

regards participants as social actors (and not cultural dopes).  Further, the approach 

undertaken in this study more accurately captures the fluidity of culture in terms of 

people’s moment-by-moment cultural categorisation work for particular social ends. 

  

6.4 Implications for professional training and practice 

 

One competence researchers need to display is the ability to draw 

implications for policy-making and professional training from their research 

findings.  What this section typically requires the researcher to do is write in a 

normative manner which inevitably privileges a viewpoint or positioning separate 

from a specific local context.  As I argued in Chapter 3, there are many different 

acceptable forms of ‘collaboration’ between parents and professionals. 

‘Collaborating’ is not privileged as the ideal partnership that every parent and 

professional must work towards.  Omitting the section that addresses the 

“implications of this study for policy development” is a principled position this 

thesis takes towards the need to really understand the involved parties’ particular 

circumstances before suggesting a one-size-fits-all policy that is going to impact on 

their lives.  Moreover, I consider recommendations on strengthening parent-

professional partnerships to be rampant in the literature (e.g. Chan, 1998; Kalyanpur 

& Harry, 1997, 1999; Lynch & Hanson, 1998; Yao, 1993) and have no intention to 

repeat them here.  Instead, I wish to address what the study has revealed in terms of 
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the actual day-to-day ‘collaboration’ between parents and professionals (in 

particular, teachers) through the communication book.  As the analysis showed, 

many of the entries in the communication books were mundane and tended to be 

repetitive and mechanistic.  Yet the communication book has great potential for 

becoming a record of the child’s progress and an educational tool in itself.  For 

example, the entries written by a relief teacher, Ellen3, who taught Audi’s class for 

10 weeks, provided a sense of the celebration of the child’s life and revealed how 

the use of the book can be enriched.  Below are some extracts: 

 
 
28/8 
Dear Sharon, 
… we are going to the State Library tomorrow to watch a children’s film. This is to 
encourage Audi to sit still and attend to the program.  Thanks Ellen 
Sharon, Audi enjoyed the show at the State Library Theatre. He asked a lot of questions 
and followed the story line. Swimming tomorrow. Thanks, Bev (Teacher aide) 
 
 
30/8 
Dear Sharon, 
Audi really enjoyed pretending to be a fish in drama this morning. He worked hard on his 
swimming stroke today – but is hesitant to leave the safety of the edge of the pool. 
Horseriding tomorrow. 
 
 
7/9 
Dear Sharon,  
Audi won’t need his lunch on Monday as we are cooking. Have a nice weekend! Ellen 
 
9/9 
Dear Ellen 
I just finished making his lunch, then found out this note, Never mind I will eat my self. 
Thank you for let’s me know… I took Audi to see firework last night, he was very happy. 
 
10/9 
Dear Sharon 
Audi told me all about the fireworks – sounds like he really enjoyed them! … Ellen 
 
13/9 
Dear Sharon, 
Audi is really becoming more confident in the pool. He did some wonderful swimming today 
– even in the deeper end of the pool. … Ellen 
 
 
                                                 
3 Ellen and Bev consented to participation in Year 2001 and were interviewed together. However, the 
data was omitted from the project because Ellen only relief-taught for 10 weeks at the school.  
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Dear Sharon,  
Audi has typed a story about what he did today.  Ellen 
 
WE  WALKED  TO THE  
SHOP  TO  BUY A  
TOMATO  AND A LETTUCE, 
SO WE  COULD COOK 
BLT,S FOR LUNCH.  
 
Sharon, 
We are off to 12th Night Theatre tomorrow. Ellen away today. Audi enjoys typing his story for 
home on the computer. Thanks Bev (Teacher Aide) 
 
19/9 
Dear Sharon, 
Audi was really captivated by the show today. He had so many questions about everything!! 
… Ellen 
 
 

These entries suggest that mundane daily activities could be written in 

simple but poetic ways to give significance and meaning to events.  It seems like a 

worthwhile activity when the substance of the comments is related to the child’s 

learning and not just general positive comments (e.g. child had a good day).  The 

entries by Ellen were also cumulative in that Audi’s progress in particular learning 

goals (e.g. swimming, speech and communication) could be tracked.  Although 

some professionals had indicated during the (follow-up) interviews that the 

communication book serves different functions to an IEP document (statements of 

learning goals and evaluations), I would suggest that the communication book can 

become a tool for transforming official IEP goals into concrete, visible, day-to-day 

actions that parents and professionals coordinate between themselves to bring about 

greater synchrony in their efforts to further the child’s development.    

One of the common difficulties teachers reported about writing in the 

communication book was the lack of time – time spent writing was time not spent 

with the child.  In an informal interview with a special school principal, he reported 

that the school was exploring the use of communication emails between parents and 

teachers to provide better support for them.  The use of new communication 

technologies to enhance parent-teacher collaboration appears promising. 
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6.5 Further research 

 

Some data ‘gathered’ for the project have yet to be analysed.  One direction 

for further research in using the available data is to analyse how the Child-with-a-

disability was accomplished across different contexts by the parents and 

professionals, for example during IEP meetings compared to the communication 

book and interview data.  The interpretation that the institutional framing of the 

task-at-hand influences the participants’ assignment of positive or negative 

attributes to the child may be supported or debunked in comparing such cross-

contextual analyses.  In response to research interest around ‘power’ issues within 

parent-professional collaboration, the IEP meeting transcripts could also be analysed 

to determine whether, and in what ways, the parents and professionals orient to 

relations of power during their interaction.   

The other direction for research is to examine the data generated through the 

PAR process.  In most published research on interventions with parents, the 

effectiveness of the intervention is addressed in a technical and summative manner 

in terms of outcomes and impacts.  The sociocultural perspective adopted here 

suggests, in contrast, an analysis of the complexities inherent in collaborative work 

(i.e. researcher collaborating with participants to enhance their partnership) and the 

situated and contextual nature of collaboration.  Future investigations can also 

analyse the way participants vary their attempts to influence ‘talk’ in parent-

professional meeting.  For example, where the researcher was a passive participant-

observer (e.g. Jessica’s conference meeting) compared to another meeting where the 

researcher attempted to facilitate and direct the meeting (work group meeting with 

Jessica’s parents, teachers and case manager). 

There were also anecdotal data that became available to me when I stepped 

out of the researcher role into that of the participants’ ‘friend’.  For example, I was 

aware of a few personal conflicts between particular parents and professionals, and 

as a result of having friendly conversations with parents over the phone or meeting 

them casually for a meal after the ‘data-collection’ phase, I learnt of a case of 
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‘cultural dissonance’ between familial and institutional practice.  However, these 

actual conflict scenarios cannot be further researched without breaking ethical 

considerations (e.g. a teacher explicitly declined my request to sit in on a meeting in 

which there was a potentially contestable issue between the parent and school).  The 

non-accessibility of certain information strongly illuminates how the research act is 

itself positioned.  The kinds of knowledge that can be produced are restricted by 

practical reasons such as the time-frame of the study and ethical procedures 

(participants’ consent). 

To align with the trend towards emancipatory research in the special 

education and disability field, further studies could investigate parent-professional 

collaboration in terms of those families and groups who may be 

historically/culturally disadvantaged in dealing with key institutions such as schools.  

These groups include the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and newly 

arrived refugees.  Indeed, recent studies such as the Ministerial Advisory 

Committee: Students with disabilities (DeBats, 2003) have addressed issues related 

to aboriginality and disability.  The approach to research, as informed by this thesis, 

suggests that research has to be guided by a situated, contextualised and localised 

analysis of how categories such as Aboriginality, Disability or Refugees are 

deployed.  

In closing, this thesis has interwoven several data sources and applied 

complementary analytics in order to reveal and understand some of the complexity 

of cross-cultural parent professional interaction in the special education context.  

The complexity necessarily becomes apparent when the research approach suspends 

judgement on the phenomenon it is investigating and, instead, focuses attention on 

the social actors performing ordinary (everyday) transactions of communicating 

with parents/professionals, of caring for and teaching the child with a disability, and 

of talking to a researcher.  There is reason to look carefully at such ordinariness and 

admire the daily achievements of these participants for it is where the intricacies of 

a phenomenon lie. 
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