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GROWING SCHEMAS OUT OF INTERVIEW S 

Jerry R. Hobbs (SRI International) and Michael H. 
Agar  (Univ .  o f  Maryland ) 

Ethnography faces complex worlds with no 
explici t  theory .  AI ,  i n contrast ,  carrie s comple x 
forma l  theorie s Int o encounter s wit h simpl e worlds . 
Our  wor k I s a n effor t  t o fin d a  middle-ground ,  notin g 
alon g th e wa y th e modification s i n bot h field s 
require d fo r  a  synthesi s t o occur .  I n thi s pape r  w e 
repor t  o n ou r  curren t  versio n o f  thi s synthesi s b y 
analyzin g a  fragmen t  o f  a  lif e histor y intervie w wit h 
a caree r  heroi n addict . 

A cor e proble m fo r  ethnographi c researc h i s th e 
management  o f  larg e amount s o f  qualitativ e dat a whos e 
for m an d conten t  wer e primaril y unde r  infornan t 
control .  A  particula r  tensio n I n th e analysi s o f  thi s 
typ e o f  materia l  lie s i n a n ethnographer' s desir e t o 
atten d t o detai l  whil e a t  th e sam e tim e offerrin g 
more globa l  statement s abou t  grou p life .  I n researc h 
ove r  th e las t  yea r  wit h a n extensiv e anthropologica l 
lif e history ,  w e hav e trie d differen t  way s t o resolv e 
thi s tension .  We woul d lik e t o repor t  o n an d 
demonstrat e par t  o f  a  propose d solution . 

The lif e histor y analyze d her e wa s conducte d 
over  a n eightee n mont h perio d wit h a n olde r  caree r 
heroi n addic t  who m w e cal l  "Jack. "  A t  th e tim e o f  th e 
Interview s i n th e earl y 70's ,  Jac k wa s abou t  6 0 year s 
old ,  enrolle d I n a  methadon e progr m i n Ne w Yor k City . 
The specifi c  Intervie w use d fo r  thi s discussio n 
center s aroun d Jack' s stor y o f  ho w h e becam e a 
burglar .  I n othe r  papers ,  w e hav e looke d a t  piece s o f 
thi s Intervie w t o develo p ou r  approach .  No w w e woul d 
lik e t o tak e th e intervie w a s a  whol e t o she w th e 
Interactio n betwee n detaile d microanalysi s o f  a 
portio n o f  tex t  an d th e validatio n an d enrichmen t  o f 
tha t  analysi s acros s th e tex t  a s a  whole .  Eventually , 
we hop e t o us e th e approac h t o trea t  th e entir e lif e 
history . 

Our  goa l  her e i s t o tackl e th e issu e o f  relatin g 
scheraa s develope d i n th e analysi s o f  a  smal l  segmen t 
of  tex t  t o th e intervie w a s a  whole .  We begi n wit h a n 
effor t  t o ge t  a  sens e o f  th e overal l  organizatio n o f 
th e interview .  Ou r  assumptio n I s tha t  th e Interview , 
analyze d a s a  complete d act ,  ca n b e see n a s th e 
expressio n o f  a n Informant' s plan .  We mak e n o 
assumptio n tha t  th e pla n I s a  representatio n o f  wha t 
th e Informan t  "really "  thought ,  no r  d o w e assum e tha t 
a pla n wa s consciousl y worke d ou t  I n detai l  befor e 
th e interview .  On th e contrary ,  a n earlie r  pape r 
shows tha t  viewin g th e complete d Intervie w a s a n 
expressio n o f  a  pla n force s o n u s assumption s tha t 
highligh t  th e creativ e emergenc e o f  Jack' s story . 

At  th e sam e time ,  th e plannin g vie w give s u s a 
sens e o f  th e globa l  coherenc e o f  th e interview ,  a 
sens e o f  ho w differen t  piece s han g togethe r  t o 
produc e a n understandin g o f  th e Intervie w a s a  whole . 
To ge t  a t  thes e "pieces, "  w e firs t  d o a  high-leve l 
segmentatio n o f  th e Intervie w tha t  make s cut s usin g 
majo r  shift s i n conten t  a s th e guideline .  Thoug h 
thi s proces s i s hardl y foolproof ,  mos t  o f  th e spot s 
fo r  cut s see m Intuitivel y obvious .  Ther e I s a n 
assumptio n her e tha t  member s woul d mar k majo r  segmen t 
boundarie s i n th e sam e way ,  bu t  w e hav e no t  teste d i t 
out .  Further ,  th e eas e o f  segmentin g i s mad e easie r 
stil l  b y th e fac t  tha t  w e ar e workin g wit h dat a 
produce d b y anothe r  speake r  o f  America n English . 

At  an y rate ,  onc e th e segment s ar e marked ,  th e 
proble m I s t o infe r  th e pla n o f  whic h the y ar e 
Interrelate d expressions .  Some o f  th e hig h leve l 
goal s fo r  a n intervie w ar e i n fac t  explicitl y 
negotiate d i n th e segment s themselves .  Wher e suc h 
explici t  discussio n I s no t  available ,  w e ar e force d 
t o Infe r  goal s an d subgoal s whos e interrelationship s 
provid e a  coheren t  accoun t  o f  th e intervie w a s a 
whole .  Lik e mos t  student s o f  phenomena—natura l  o r human—we assum e a n implici t  orde r  tha t  i t  i s  ou r tas k t o brin g t o light . 

The result s o f  th e globa l  analysi s leav e u s wit h 
a sens e o f  th e majo r  segment s o f  th e intervie w 
togethe r  wit h th e goal s ah d subgoal s tha t  sho w the m 
t o b e coherentl y linked .  Th e nex t  ste p I s t o pic k a 
segment  an d loo k fo r  coherenc e a t  a  lowe r  level—wha t 
we cal l  loca l  coherence .  This "  microanalysis "  begin s 
by specifyin g wha t  i t  i s  tha t  eac h utteranc e ha s t o 
do wit h th e one s tha t  imnedlatel y preced e an d follo w 
it .  Th e analysi s presuppose s tha t  w e hav e a  sens e o f 
utteranc e content ,  a  presuppositio n tha t  I s agai n 
facilitate d her e b y workin g wit h anothe r  speake r  o f 
America n English .  Th e microanalysi s I n term s o f 
loca l  coherenc e force s u s t o specif y th e logica l 
relation s betwee n utterance s suc h tha t  the y ar e see n 
as copartlclpant s i n connecte d discourse . 

Hobbs ha s explore d th e adequac y o f  a  fairl y 
smal l  numbe r  o f  relation s t o serv e I n thi s analysis . 
The coherenc e relations ,  whic h firs t  organiz e th e 
utteranc e b y utteranc e structur e i n a  segment ,  ar e 
the n als o use d t o sho w relation s acros s group s o f 
utterance s i n tha t  sam e segment .  Th e coherenc e 
relations ,  i n short ,  ar e use d t o sho w u s th e tie s 
amont  th e utterance s withi n a  segment . 

However ,  explicatin g th e relationship s force s o n 
us th e nex t  ste p i n th e analysis .  I f  tw o utterance s 
ar e relate d becaus e on e "elaborates "  o n another ,  w e 
must  no w mak e explici t  th e proposition s tha t  justif y 
our  claim .  I f  tw o sequence s o f  utterance s I n a 
segment  ar e sai d t o "contrast, "  w e mus t  no w sho w th e 
knowledg e i n term s o f  whic h tha t  contras t  ca n b e 
seen .  Th e loca l  coherenc e analysi s o f  a  segmen t 
force s u s t o develo p explici t  Inference s tha t  mak e 
sensibl e thos e relations .  A s wil l  b e see n shortly , 
some o f  thes e inference s bunc h togethe r  throug h thei r 
Interlinke d predicate s an d arguments .  Thi s 
"bunching "  o f  Inferences ,  s o characteristi c o f  huma n 
knowledge ,  wa s th e reaso n fo r  th e developmen t  o f  th e 
notio n o f  "schema "  i n A I  an d psychology .  I n short , 
our  analysi s i n term s o f  loca l  coherenc e lead s u s t o 
construc t  schema s tha t  justif y tha t  analysis . 

Now,  schema s ar e o f  particula r  Interes t  t o 
ethnographers ,  becaus e the y ar e potentiall y  usefu l  I n 
understandin g no t  Jus t  th e segmen t  tha t  motivate d 
thei r  construction ,  bu t  othe r  segment s a s well . 
High-leve l  schema s tha t  offe r  suc h understandin g o f  a 
variet y o f  act s hav e bee n a  traditiona l  goa l  o f 
cultura l  anthropology ,  whethe r  calle d "patterns, " 
"themes, "  o r  "valu e orientations. "  However , 
ethnographer s typicall y construc t  th e hig h leve l 
schemas an d demonstrat e th e resultin g understandin g 
i n a  coarse-graine d way .  I t  i s  thi s ga p tha t  th e 
more detaile d loca l  coherenc e analysi s ca n fill . 

At  th e sam e time ,  a  loca l  coherenc e analysi s o f 
ever y segmen t  t o whic h th e schem a I s applie d woul d b e 
to o time-consuming .  T o solv e thi s proble m i n th e 
sampl e analysi s o f  on e Intervie w presente d here ,  w e 
hav e develope d th e followin g strategy .  We pic k a 
particularl y interestin g schem a fro m th e 
mlcroanalyze d segmen t  an d se t  u p som e condition s 
unde r  whic h i t  shoul d appl y t o othe r  segments .  I n 
th e analysi s don e here ,  w e ar e intereste d i n th e 
"arrest "  schema ,  s o w e decid e tha t  an y segmen t  tha t 
concern s itsel f  wit h Illega l  act s wil l  qualify . 

The "concern "  migh t  b e reflecte d i n a  singl e 
utterance ,  o r  I t  migh t  b e th e focu s o f  a n entir e 
segment .  I t  migh t  b e semantlcall y encode d I n th e 
utterance ,  o r  i t  migh t  b e understoo d onl y throug h 
Inference s connecte d t o tha t  surfac e semanti c 
content .  Th e segment s tha t  satisf y thes e condition s 
ar e the n examine d fo r  thei r  schemati c relevance .  A s 
we wil l  show ,  thi s proces s lead s t o a  riche r 
understandin g o f  th e detail s o f  th e schema ,  a  bette r 
sens e o f  it s  relatio n t o othe r  schemas ,  an d 
validatio n throug h it s us e i n understandin g othe r 
segment s o f  th e Interview . 

However ,  th e examinatio n o f  th e rang e o f 
applicatio n o f  th e scheni a wil l  no t  contai n th e detai l of  th e microanalysi s tha t  produce d it .  We wil l  sto p th e discussio n a t  th e poin t  wher e w e fee l  tha t  th e connectio n I s obvious .  A t  th e sam e time ,  ther e I s a n 
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assumpClo n tha t  suc h a  detaile d analysi s I s possibl e 
fo r  eac h segment ;  i n principl e a n analysi s o f  loca l 
coherenc e coul d b e don e tha t  woul d explicitl y  sho w 
th e connections .  I n othe r  words ,  w e wil l  trad e of f 
detai l  fo r  breadt h o f  coverage ,  withou t  abandonin g 
th e obligatio n t o fil l  i n th e detai l  shoul d i t  b e 
required . 

Thi s carefu l  us e o f  differen t  level s o f 
descriptio n i n differen t  analytica l  context s will ,  w e 
hope ,  resolv e th e tensio n betwee n detaile d analysi s 
and breadt h o f  coverage .  Th e strateg y i s hardl y 
uniqu e t o ou r  approach .  Learnin g ofte n work s lik e 
thi s — th e beginne r  attend s t o low-leve l  detail , 
graduall y build s highe r  leve l  knowledg e o f  wha t  h e i s 
doing ,  an d eventuall y develop s a  globa l  sens e o f 
whateve r  h e i s learnin g an d forget s th e detail s 
unles s som e proble m force s hi m t o retur n t o tha t 
leve l  t o solv e it .  We ar e simpl y tryin g t o lear n t o 
understan d a n intervie w i n a  wa y tha t  point s t o 
strategie s fo r  learnin g t o understan d eve n broade r 
range s o f  huma n action . 

I n the -  presentation ,  w e wil l  begi n b y displayin g 
th e globa l  pla n o f  th e burglar y interview .  Followin g 
that ,  w e wil l  sho w a  microanalysi s o f  a  segmen t  t o 
demonstrat e th e constructio n o f  som e schema s relate d 
t o arrest .  The n w e wil l  loo k a t  th e schem a a s i t 
thematicall y recur s i n othe r  segment s o f  th e 
intervie w an d modif y an d enric h It .  Finally ,  w e wil l 
conclud e wit h som e thought s o n th e potentia l  o f  th e 
metho d fo r  wide r  application . 
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