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ABSTRACT

EMPOWERMENT IN THE ERA OF NO CHILD LEFT BEHIND:
STUDENT PERSPECTIVES ON EMPOWERMENT IN A RESTRUCTURED URB
MIDDLE SCHOOL
By

Brian R. Horn

From its inception, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB} tread the
veiled intention to empower students. Through increased federal fundingarand
adherence to standards-based education reform, American public sthdehts’
individual outcomes were to be improved. Notably, NCLB focused attention on
traditionally underserved students. Students of color, students with tiisapiand
students living in poverty were to be better served via univeradeatc expectations of
success. This aim included the distribution of funds being awardedhdreld based on
a school’'s overall average performance on their state’s annndbstized tests as well
as the average performance of the school’s major racialiisitig and ability subgroups
of students. Schools that underserved all students or perpetuated tleeeawnt gap”
by enabling White, middle-class and wealthy students to pasdastlized tests while
students of color, students in poverty, students with disabilities, studdmatsspeak
English as a second or other language fail those same tegld lose eligibility for
substantial federal funds and could be restructured or closed duehrémic
underperformance. On paper, NCLB was to usher in a new era of aduliynsupport,
high expectations, and competitiveness that would empower millions hoblsage

children.



From my position as an 8th grade Language Arts teacher urlkem middle
school that was restructured due to failure to meet NCLB dema&ndas able to
experience from a practitioner's perspective how NCLB policadfected the
empowerment of students and teachers. Teachers and students gedisthee to follow
universalized curricula that was strictly paced and manygtegjethese demands. It was
on the basis of these experiences that | decided to examiremih@wverment of my
students as we engaged in critical literacy practicdsiwé school that demanded strict

adherence to non-critical curricula and instruction.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

| spent my 7th and 8th grade years as a student at PioneernghichchooJf. I
walked the three short blocks to my neighborhood school every daydptayehe
basketball team, ran track, and sang in the choir. | had mangdrand both years | had
a strong rapport with my social studies teachers. | also gotgoades, regularly skipped
class, and was assigned in-school suspension multiple times. Mihiyears at Pioneer
were socially comfortable, they represent the first iim&y schooling career when | felt
both academically and politically disempowered. Prior to myitifeniddle school | had
felt academically proficient. Grades and tests were nevgreaft interest to me, but | felt
as though | was progressing relative to my peers. | had fiiosganside and outside of
elementary school, but my frustrations never coalesced to illeistatbroader
sociopolitical narrative. However, my experiences at Pioneeated the articulated
feeling that school was profoundly disconnected from my life e &s the lives of
others and that school was not a place where a great many oensyaoel | could go to
learn how to alleviate our frustrations, but instead was a pldesewour frustrations
would be perpetuated.

Twenty years after leaving Pioneer for high school, seeing s@rablsociety
with growing distrust and apathy, | returned as an 8th grade Languagedcaher. In the
spring of 2008 Pioneer had failed to make Annual Yearly Progress (AdXPfive

consecutive years, as defined by No Child Left Behind (NCLB) poftynsequently,

! The names of all places and people in this studyowe
pseudonyms.



Pioneer was forced to restructure, a process that resultedaw administration and a
majority of teaching staff being replaced. According to BCPioneer was seemingly
disempowering its students by failing to teach them literang, | decided to take a risk
and trade my life as a veteran elementary school teachar dbance to “go home” to
Pioneer Middle School and attempt to understand and help to solve this préhfem
return was compelled by my personal witness to disempowerimgrierces at Pioneer,
subsequent empowering school experiences many years later, andfesgipnal work
towards enacting critical pedagogy, a way of understandindeaathing literacy within
the school curriculum which is central to this dissertation and abbigh | will say
more in subsequent chapters. Further, | returned to Pioneer witltificspeerest to
better understand my own disempowerment at this school as welbat¢r understand
the empowerment and disempowerment of the current students at Pidregenot been
back to Pioneer at all since my last day of 8th grade anevakkéd the halls for the first
time as a teacher the immediate feeling, given my histalynay professional intentions,
was nothing short of surreal.

In the 1992 book Empowering Education: Critical Teaching for Sodiah@e

Ira Shor details what empowerment in schools involves. “Empowering tezhicés

described as inviting “students to become skilled workers and thinkingns who are
also change agents and social critics” (p.16). According to Shor, “empoweeducgtion”
is characterized by 11 values; it is, in Shor's terms, paaticry, affective, problem-

posing, situated, multicultural, dialogic, desocializing, democratiesearching,



interdisciplinary, and activist (ibid). The goals of “empoweratycation” are to “relate
personal growth to public life, by developing strong skills, academiwleadlge, habits
of inquiry, and critical curiosity about society, power, inequality, amahge” (p. 15)
Shor asserts that “empowering education” runs contrary to “baditieducation”, a
pedagogy exemplified by E.D. Hirsch (1987). “Traditional educationdascribed as
being centered on teacher-talk, is Euro-centric, and that it tpatpe the myth that
education is the great equalizer. Hirsch claims that théenyasf “a few hundred pages”
of canonical, convergent information is all that stands between litdrate and the
illiterate, between dependence and autonomy” (p. 143).

James Banks’ (1991) definition of empowerment speaks to my retlioneer
and the nature of this study: “A curriculum designed to empower studeast be
transformative in nature and help students to develop the knowledge, akilsyalues
needed to become social critics who can make reflective decemhanplement their
decisions in effective personal, social, political, and economioréicfp. 131). As a
student at Pioneer | rarely, if ever, felt that the learnith@d experienced through life
was explicitly connected to the skill of making constructiveisiens that address the
social world in which | lived. Further, | was never asked fleceon my interpretations
of schooling as an agent of empowerment or disempowerment. Therejostudents
and their interpretations were the focus of this study. My objeeta® to understand
how and in what ways they were empowered and disempowered by.dchoader to

gain understanding into the development of their interpretationsast important to



describe and explain the activities, curriculum, and standards irhwhjc students
engage. The general purpose of this dissertation project was tdeswl explain how
8th grade students in my Language Arts class interpret heyvhive been empowered
and disempowered by school. The study also addresses the protgsstertial of a
narrative approach to action research and the engagement ofl gédagogy in an
urban middle school.

Before dealing in specific with the basic concept of “empowstin@ganizing
my study, the narrative approach | took to action research in thg stuthe theoretical
framing of my study within critical theory and critical pedgy, | briefly describe my
broad research questions and describe the site of my research below.

My questions fall into two broad categories: the nature and raenpbwerment
(or, conversely, disempowerment) in my students’ experience otrtheal literacy
curriculum | developed and enacted with them; and the question of tsabioel

policies and practices empower/disempower students. Specifically, | askidiaeng:

1. What empowers/disempowers students?
2. How does students’ empowerment come to be?

3. What teacher/school policies and practices empower/disempower students?

To answer these questions, as described above, | returned tddloé \shere | had

been a disempowered student and, now as a teacher, created and studrenlilam



focused in critical literacy. | engaged in practitioner inquiniyhim an action research
context—that is, | studied my own practice and the learning of udests while in the
midst of making changes in curriculum and instruction to help my stsidengage in
empowered experiences of literacy.

By engaging in action research, the selection of my rdseate was of little
consequence since it was the place of my employment. Simply, PMidgde School is
the school in which | taught. Pioneer is situated in a working ctas&lential
neighborhood in a large city in the Midwest. Pioneer has about 500 studgnasles 6-
8. While Pioneer has a small enrollment relative to other distiddle schools, Pioneer
feeds into City High School, the city’s only central city higha@ol and the state’s largest
high school. Racial parody among students is a unique charactefiBtioneer, whereas
Pioneer is the only school in the district that has three rgmalps constituting at least
25% of the school's population. The racial breakdown is as follows: B6#e, 28%
African American, 28% Latino, 6% Asian American, and 2% Americalah. Pioneer
is also a Title | school where over 90% of students are didiolfree or reduced-priced
lunches.

At Pioneer | taught 8th grade Language Arts. During the 2009-2010|seano
during which this study took place, | taught two sections of On Gtadel (OGL)
Language Arts and one section of Advanced (AD) Language Artéh &al Language

Arts classes are double blocked at Pioneer taking up two 45-mimaste @ériods each



day. Therefore, these three classes represent all thexlassight. At Pioneer, OGL and
AD Language Arts classes generally had between 15-25 students.
Participant Selection

This research project involved one of the two classes of 8th gradd_@tgjuage
Arts classes | taught, which included between 22-28 potential partis. | drew
participants from my second section for logistical reasons. Bbprsl section met
immediately prior lunch so after each class | could digitally ceaadio field notes while
thoughts were fresh in my mind without having to interrupt teachingsutit was my
hope that my focal group of participants be representative of Pioneeultiple ways.
Invitations to participate were extended to all members ofl#dss @and | anticipated that
| would have 6-12 students return consent forms. In the end, eight studexdd &g
participate. The primary role of the participants in this studg W be to naturally
engage in classroom activities required by my classroom exipastdor all of my
students in attendance, participants or not. The additional timetioitias required of
the participants for the purposes of this research was torti@gzion in small group or
individual interviews, which took place during class (e.g. sileating time) or during a
time of their choice.

Researcher Role

My primary role in this project was that of an 8th grade Languags teacher.

Secondarily, was my role as a researcher. Participating Inrbtes was professionally

and personally challenging as well as professionally and persomallgrding. My



experience teaching 8th grade Language Arts at Pioneer dheng008-2009 school
year involved burgeoning curiosities regarding student empowerment taddnts
definition of the school-related sources and examples of empowermedt
disempowerment. During the 2008-2009 school year, | informally observed and
researched regarding this topic, but was unable to come to the andergtregarding

this topic that | desired. My intent for this study was to haeedpportunity to delve
more deeply into more formalized data collection and analysis &ocasne to a level of
understanding that would enrich my students’ lives as well aswnyand also provide a
resource to colleagues and fellow teachers.

By definition, engaging in action research required me to alsanbactive
participant in the research. There was no way | could remain neutral hongntytat went
on in the classroom, nor could | merely observe as a “fly on the' Wal participation
as teacher and researcher heavily influenced how the classradrmnment was shaped
and | realize that my voice was entangled with the “multiviness “of my participants’
voices in each piece of data | chose to collect and analyzen(Mz@#6, p.5). |
understand that there are implications and consequences of mycprd3ecause of this,
| intended to be sensitive and perceptive as to how | was impaleargjudy. In addition,
| also intended to be transparent in my research as to hopr@sgnce impacted the
participants and data.

Significance of the Study



Since the passing of NCLB, standardized curricula and highsstakéng have
been officially embraced as the panacea of academic underachrgvienpublic schools
in the United States (Leistyna, 2007, p. 98). Yet, due to the distatiogporting test
scores, the infringement of class time, and the profanation of esghace about the use
of class time for drilling for the test, all converge to elucidagviolence of high-stakes
testing (Janesick, 2007, p. 240). Teachers rarely facilitatarotsthat shapes policy that
defines what is best for students. Even more rare is reseatdbdirges on student voice
in regards to the policy and practices of school relative to é@mepowerment. It is the
intention of this study to conduct research that enacts voice witstuagnts so as to
form a counter-narrative to traditional schooling and research thagimalizes student
and teachers within the era of NCLB. This study also intendsotodar insight into the
potential and possibility of critical pedagogy and action rebetdwat informs policy and

practice of teachers, students, researchers and school administrators.



Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review
Theoretical Framework

This research project adopts the concept of sociocultural theokht(Bal986;
Dewey, 1938/1997; Lave and Wenger, 1991; Vygostsky, 1978; and Wenger, 1998) as a
theoretical lens through which to make sense of the social andatuiature of students’
experiences and descriptions of how school (specifically the ednabéctivities in their
class related to literacy) empowers and/or disempowers thethode to focus on
students’ personal narratives as a primary source of data, and édcaiesved the
narratives through a sociocultural lens, my findings descriizk iaterpret students’
learning as empowered (or disempowered) within varied social dhdat contexts. In
short, |1 use narrative inquiry to identify student experiencesafming in terms of
power, and these are always understood as occurring within the s@aalzation of
schooling and the culture of the school and my classroom as a community.

Etienne Wenger (1998, p. 72-73) illuminates sociocultural theprgehining a
“‘community of practice” as a site of learning and action in tvigeople come together
around a joint enterprise, in the process of developing a whole repertactivities,
common stories, and ways of speaking and acting. Jean Lave and Btlenger (1991,
p. 29) describe the process of becoming a part of a community dicprdoough the
process of “legitimate peripheral participation”. There areethmenciples of legitimate
peripheral participation that are at the focus of this study invgleritical pedagogy and
the narrative approach to research. First, knowledge needs tedemfed in an authentic

context; that is, settings and applications that would normally invblae knowledge.



Second, learning requires social interaction and collaboration. Third, fidmework

places learning at the intersection of community, shared praictesgjty, and meaning.
While Lave and Wenger may not explicitly list it, their congtrofclegitimate peripheral
participation entails the idea that learners are alwaydifferent places within the
community as they learn to practice; that the practice idaél@to be learned in its full
complexity, and that it is a given that as people approach full kngeletithe practice
they can legitimately stand at the periphery. The key is tieat are all authentically
engaged and making progress, that the practice is meaningful aladblavi@ be learned,
and that they are moving toward not only mastery of a practice,dmutaMing a kind of
ownership of it in which they not only learn it, but transform ithee/ttake on the roles
of mature members of that community of practice—they both learn ksodnaake

culture.

This brief literature review examines three themes cetatithlis project -- critical
pedagogy, action research, and the narrative approach to resears.tilee themes
compliment sociocultural theory in that they all involve the authgmispectives of
participants and reciprocity in the shared work of participdrtts.first theme highlights
the pedagogy that students will experience in my classroonsédoad theme illustrates
the duel role of teacher/researcher that | will play asnidact research in this project.
Finally, the third theme describes the method of inquiry used in this project.

Students are the essential element to all work regarding scBaeblIsols exist for
students and schools cannot exist without students. School policy is didetty or

indirectly written with students in mind. Research regarding scheagher directly or

10



indirectly conducted with students in mind. Students are centrahetoconcept and
application of schools. However, students rarely have a voice in shithpicgnstruct of
school (Mitra, 2004, p. 652). Students do not write nor do they enact pbiiesefore it
is not surprising that Students rarely engage in student-centetigdies where they
have the opportunity to experience pedagogical practices which apgprentin which
their learning is supported to acquire the new practices with gradual refezserol.

Similarly, students do not write nor do they enact policy. Stsdenely engage
in student-centered pedagogical practices. Students, while oftesubfect of school
research, rarely ever are participants in school researchcdorigpulsory education,
students are required to attend school, are tested, graded, evaluafealicald Students
represent the school stakeholders with the highest level of paibcipahile also
representing the stakeholders with the least amount of capaatd@u, 1990, p. 124-
125). This study changes the terms of research and also ohggamnways intended
explicitly to address the shortcomings of instruction and research olylunadiertaken in
classrooms. As such, it investigates the ways in which schaadtésl upon students
utilizing student-centered teaching practices and research metiaddlow students to
tell their own stories. This study may uniquely complement and esiaéh research
aimed at teachers involving critical pedagogy, action reeeand the narrative approach
to research.

Critical Pedagogy
Drawing from critical theory and inspiring many critigalactices such as critical

literacy, pinpointing a consistent definition of critical pedagogyno easy task. Peter
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McLaren (1989) offers a coherent definition of critical pedagbgydetailing its work

relative to resisting oppression and working towards social justice:

Critical pedagogy challenges the assumption that schools funstiorajar sites
of social and economic mobility. Proponents of this pedagogical theggest
that schooling must be analyzed as a cultural and historical gsroite which
select groups are positioned within asymmetrical relations of powé¢he basis

of specific race, class, and gender groupings. (p. 166)

Citing McLaren, Ernest Morrell (2008, p. 113) states that, “alittcholars reject
the claim that schooling constitutes an apolitical and value-neptaaess. Critical
pedagogy is intended to provide teachers and researchers witkiea fmeans of
understanding the role that schools actually play within a ratess-, and gender-
divided society.” Perhaps the most well known tenet of critiealagogy is “problem-
posing” education (Freire, 1970, p. 80). Problem-posing education is antaletoahe
“banking concept” of schooling (Freire, 1970, p. 72), in which teackienply transfer
knowledge to students via lecture. Problem-posing education also invaldestst and
teachers negotiating through dialogue the process of learngnda solving relevant
problems that exist (Morrell, 2004, p. 22).

While some theorists who write about critical pedagogy excluaation of
students and/or do not discuss the participation of students inngnegtical pedagogy,
a socioculural view of the process of teaching and learning asichat described by

Lave and Wenger would highlight student participation not merely lagpeoduct of
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critical pedagogy, but as explicitly involved in its enactmertt students’ experience of
learning as empowering. Stevens and Bean (2007, p. 12) defind Gtéremy as “active
guestioning of the stance found within, behind, and among texts. Criteracly is an
emancipatory endeavor, supporting students to ask questions about repoesenta
benefit, marginalization, and interests.” Drawing on Freire (1998hcan-Andrade and
Morrell (2008, p. 27) expand the notion of critical literacy beyond ssi@as practice
belonging to teachers by asserting that critical litei@ay be developed within teachers
and students as a lens through which to “read the word and the worddfe(&nd
Macedo, 1987). They say that, “This literacy revolves arounditkestages of critical
praxis. It creates a cycle of awareness, action, and refiegthereby people are
empowered constantly to analyze and act upon the material conditithesr own lives”
(Duncan-Andrade and Morrell, p. 27).

A myriad of critical pedagogues have written about how alitliteracy as a
practice and worldview influences students and teachers. Lewisand,.eind Harste
(2008, p. 7) examined the work of leading critical pedagogues lo&&irgpmmonalities
and came to describe the four dimensions of critical litedisyupting the commonplace
allows readers to analyze text to understand how people and thengesationed and
defined by the textgonsidering multiple viewpointsncourages readers to multiple and
contradictory perspectives relative to the text as well asko"#/hose voices are heard,
and whose are missing?tcusing on the sociopoliticaéquires readers to interrogate the

sociopolitical systems in which a text resides, takihg action to promote social justice
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engages readers in praxis reflection and action on the world to transform it.

Teachers and researchers such as Bean and Moni (2003), Beck 29039,
(1995), Jewett and Smith (2003), McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004), Morrell (2004),
Quintero (2004), and Van Sluys and Reinier (2006) have offered workltistitate how
critical literacy can be successfully implemented prityan elementary and secondary
schools. In younger grades, students may show more of a proahwigyds imaginative
play that lends itself well to the consideration of multiple pectves. In secondary
grades, in addition to considering multiple perspectives, studentdenayre open to
exploring issues related to privilege and access, which mdy&cgreater work around
focusing on disrupting the commonplace and sociopolitical issues. tegkarch has
been done in middle school contexts involving critical literacytmes to illustrate how
middle schoolers engage in critical literacy practices. i, plais research will seek to
explore how middle schoolers engage in critical literacy prastby highlighting what
the participants

are putting their energy into, the ways in which they are appmgdmowledge

of the world...; at the same time, it gives us [teachers androbsgs] a way to

explore the patterns and assumptions that formed the structure andt cdnte

...[one’s] own teaching (Ballenger, 1999, p. 14).

Critical pedagogy is not without its critics. While craiqgpedagogues challenge
the “banking concept” of education and “traditional education”, crigpadagogy has

been described as being overly theoretical and idealistizitgRa 2000, p. 393),
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intellectually soft and lacking rigor (Hirsch, 1987, p. 132-133), andrdphasizing the
role the teacher plays in imparting skills and knowledge relédivbe culture of power
that the poor and students of color must learn to be successful in §oktmt, 1988, p.
283). Morrell (2004, p. 24) echoes Delpit's concerns regarding the eufysower but
warns against teaching “the culture of power” (which might thkeform, for example,
of requiring students’ to master received interpretations oksvof literature rather than
teaching them how to read literature critical) without aitistudy of the social
mechanisms that create and perpetuate the culture of poweraWeee in Morrell's
(2008, p. 117) work with urban high school students in community-based summer
literacy projects in Los Angeles, for example, that it is dssto teach students
normative knowledge about text, while also helping them to understand sucleégewl
critically and develop alternate ways of and reasons for knowing abw@atting, and
interpreting text.

The term critical pedagogy cannot be attributed with allacgst to any one
person or group. However, it is widely considered that Paulo Frattethe publication

of Pedagogy of the Oppressg®70) is the most likely candidate (Duncan-Andrade and

Morrell, 2008, p. 24). Critical pedagogy is a contemporary movenernt the
philosophical influences of critical pedagogy are centuries oldré¥laj2008, p. 37)
offers a timeline of critical philosophy and credits Immanikiaht (1721-1804) as the
seminal work. Central to Kant’'s three major critiques is questiahmgource and nature

of knowledge. Enlightenment philosopher, Georg Wilhelm Fredrich HEg&10-1831)
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challenged the idea of absolute knowledge and was interested in howe paop to
know the world on their own terms. Karl Marx (1818-1883) is the Enlight@nm
philosopher most notably connected with contemporary critical pedagogy.eddorsed
a revolutionary “class” consciousness on the part of the proletariatder to better
understand and resist material conditions espoused by exploitivdisatology. The
collaboration of academics known as the Frankfurt School contributeditaldheory
from the 1920s-1960s. According to Morrell (2008, p. 43), “The Frankfititadrtheory
is one that gives humans, as social agents, language and tooldléageh#aken-for-
granted assumptions.” This study presented here attempts to expwedschdlarship of
critical pedagogy by illuminating, through the narrative apph to action research, how
this theory is employed as the conduit through which students stodyarticulate
empowerment and disempowerment in school, particularly within a sc¢haolis
subjected to strict NCLB mandates.
Narrative Approach to Research

Influenced by sociocultural theory, the narrative approach &arels is defined
simply as “the study of how human beings experience the world” (Gudmunds2iaaxir,
p. 16). Essentially, the narrative approach focuses on how individisadg aneanings to
their experiences through the stories they tell (Moen, 2006, p. 5). Tiaiveapproach
is not only subject-centered by drawing focus on the lives of asbjie also uses the
subjects’ own stories and interpretations as data and begins anith éinelstoried lives

of the people involved (Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007, p. 71). Subjects’ stoneetdae
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understood without attention paid to the context of everyday life (Bar@@08, p. 93).
Further, the aim and purpose of the narrative approach is not toalpmeand
universalize truth (Clandinin and Rosiek, 2007, p. 60), but narratives argratult
scaffolds or thinking tools that can be used to develop the professiomeatiigltl of
practice (Moen, 2006, p. 9).

Torill Moen (2006, p. 4-5) organized literature on the narrative agpr@and
found three basic claims. First, human beings organize theirienpes of the world into
narratives. Research that addresses the perspectives of indivddoaie supported by
the narrative approach. Second, narrative researchers maintathelrstories that are
told depend on the individual's past and present experiences, her oluess, ¥e people
the stories are being told to, the addressees, and when andtinhesze being told. In
the narrative approach context matters as well as the colliafeoralationship between
researcher and subject. Third, multivoicedness occurs in narraggearch.
Multivoicedness refers to subjects’ voices shaped by their expes, knowledge,
values, and feelings that are being shaped by the culturalpiiostél, and historical
voices in which they occur. Moen (2006, p. 6) goes on to explore the profcéss
narrative approach by highlighting that one of its main charattsris the collaborative
process between the researcher and her or his subjects. Sagecdsen more as
collaborators rather than informants. Also, stories are expressed $ubject to
researcher via dialogue in its many forms. Therefore, includatg the subjects’ and

researcher’s points of view in the research report is necedrargferencing her own
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experience with the narrative approach, Daniels (2008, p. 101) notéRéssarching
women'’s learning experiences through narrative inquiry lets wopesiks and speak in
their own words...”

The researcher using the narrative approach may have everyomtentet the
subjects’ stories speak for themselves. However, in realityregbearcher still makes
important decisions regarding what stories are told, for what peirposv the stories are
told and which contexts are favored over others (Daniels, 2008, p. TidRyesearcher
makes subjective decisions based in part on her or his stories. déeiseons are
unavoidable and are apart of the complex process called “restorVinti restorying,
the researcher collects and analyzes stories that have begmetetd, re-interpreted,
considered, documented, read, and re-read. It is a process of coltabanablving
mutual storytelling as the research proceeds (Connelly and Cland@®®, p. 4).
Therefore, the researcher must be transparent to her or hisneeidiegarding the
complexity of the narrative approach.

The narrative approach is a relatively new branch within theitafisag or
interpretive research tradition (Moen, 2006, p. 2). As statedeeathe narrative
approach relies heavily on sociocultural theory, primarily foxusn Vygotsky's (1978)
ideas on the developmental approach to the study of human beings, and B§ké86)s
ideas on dialogue (Moen, 2006, p. 2). Vygotsky’s (1978) notion that human tarnin
occurs in socially and culturally constructed contexts supportsdmative approach

theme that context matters. Bakhtin (1986) furthers Vygotskyeriams by stating that
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humans are in constant dialogue with themselves and others arldrdtugh interactive
dialogue that humans together create meaning and understandingrigtiee approach
is fueled by the dialogue or stories that are expressed sjhjestarchers, and all other
people and institutions that contribute to their lived experiences.

Narrative research is not abstract, remote, or inaccessibéy dre familiar,
informative, and relevant to those who read them (Moen, 2006, p. 9). idzsrhating
practice up close (Carter, 1993, p. 6), contributing to provoking, inspinginiating
discussions and dialogues, something that is crucial for refleotiopractice and its
development (Moen, 2006, p. 9). Given that the narrative approach is usstudyo
experiences of the less visible members of any group in sq®etyiels, 2008, p. 98),
and that using stories of experience to investigate learnisganehers can gain insights
that are not possible using methods that preclude individual expergeacgarting point
(Daniels, 2008, p. 104), this study attempts to expand on such scholarsiambining
it with action research involving middle school students.

Critical Pedagogy and the Narrative Approach to Research in Concert

There are important complimenting components that make the naappveach
to research a logical match with critical pedagogy. Rusth the narrative approach and
critical pedagogy recognize that learning is shaped by gedplteraction with others
and with texts and other artifacts, all part of the cultural comtewhich it takes place.
The narrative approach speaks to the multivoicedness of theoodliasghat extends

beyond teacher or printed text as authoritative knower or source of kigmsatie include
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the talk and writing of students. Not only students’ their voicesagt, plut so too are the
cultural and institutional voices that surround them. Similarlyjcatifpedagogy views
school as place where asymmetrical power exists along culitueal Through critical

pedagogical practices, students and teachers can become moeeohivee privileging

and marginalizing actions of school as well as become moiee ant challenging this

reality. For example, at Pioneer, America’s Choice becarpeweerful voice that was
privileged at the building, district, and federal levels that lgrgittated what, how,
when, and why curricula was to be transferred to students. Condgqtlemtvoices of

students and teachers were marginalized and alternative noticrecbing and learning
were not readily respected.

Second, the narrative approach involves the study of how students ex@énenc
world in which they live. Focus is given to how students percdiee surroundings
rather than forcing students to perceive their surroundings iniaypartway. This tenet
compliments the practice in critical pedagogy that callsfodents to “read the world”.
Students are to be more aware of their surroundings and becomeskilted at
articulating how institutions and individuals shape the world around tlagmerrthan
teachers prescribing a particular standard or making no mention to context at all.

Third, both the narrative approach and critical pedagogy aresteadran students
assigning meanings. Utilizing the narrative approach, tea¢wéhsthe help of students)
harvest students’ own stories and interpretations as privileged data inghe®om rather

than having researchers impose meaning on the students. With criticalgyedagohers
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involve students in asking questions regarding benefit, marginalizatioh jnéerests
within a context so that they can make meaning for themselves.

Finally, collaboration is key in both the narrative approach to res@ad critical
pedagogy. Both researchers and subjects work together in order toaccosately
capture the perspectives of the subjects when the narrative dppsobeing utilized.
Critical pedagogues use “Problem-posing” as opposed to “banking” meathtesching
so that students remain central to the work within the classroobatlincases, students
and teachers and/or researchers work together, reciprocdlbr tatin teachers and/or

researchers taking on a more dictatorial role.
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Chapter 3: The Research Project: Questions and Methods
Rationale for Methodology

Qualitative research is a means for exploring and understanungnéaning
individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem (Creswell, BGD9 It is
also a broad term applied to varied research techniques. Whataheyn common is
interpretation as a means of studying naturalistic activiteegl participants’
understandings and ways of making meaning as the focus of hesdéercstated,
gualitative research in general, and narrative research trcytar are ways to tap
students’ interpretations of school literacy activities and thesrthat students play
within them as empowered or disempowered learners. The naragjpreach is used
because the intent of the study is for students to detail themretations of school in
assignments they were given and for me to work as participant obsaenarrative
researcher to interpret those representations of experiencgeintoranswer my study’s
guestion.

In interpretive research, the interest is in social coostmu of reality as
individuals interact in social scenes (Geertz, 1973, p. 20-21). Fae#dsen, elements of
ethnography will also be employed. “Ethnographic field resesmablves the study of
groups and people as they go about their everyday lives” (Emersdn, &nd Shaw,
1995, p. 1). The participants in this study are the ones who will maeming of the
particular classroom context and its practices, and it i®injgctive to understand how
they make meaning and what meaning they make regarding their emmpemt in

schools. However, as their teacher, | will be engaging iroraaesearch (previously
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defined), trying to understand how my own practice is part optbeess by which my
students become engaged in meaningful school learning.

Due to my classroom use of critical pedagogy, in this proje¢the—rational for
which is described in Chapter Two — | also used a theoretamaleiwork and paradigm
for my research. By tapping into participants’ voices and studsigresi meaning,
utilizing the narrative approach to research complimented aatriparadigm. Critical
research is defined by the desire of the researcher to ssar¢k as a tool for social
change (Morrell, 2004, p. 42). Critical research is usually conduatbcowon behalf of
marginalized populations, the work itself is collaborative in natarel the work is
geared toward producing knowledge in the pursuit of action for changedBwAndrade
and Morrell, 2008, p.109). My use of critical pedagogy as a teachethandarrative
approach as a researcher illustrate my professional intentions ofcnigle.

Ethnographic field research supports the narrative approach torcresaad
critical pedagogy when it becomes critical itself, as Thom@wad O’Maolchatha (1989)
explain:

Critical ethnography refers to the reflective process of chgosiatween

conceptual alternatives and making value-laden judgments of meamitg

method to challenge research, policy, and other forms of human activity (p. 147).

Moreover, Jim Thomas (1993) helps to clarify some of the differebetgeen
conventional and critical ethnography while also connecting to thativar approach

and critical pedagogy via privileging participant voice:
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Conventional ethnographers generally spéak their subjects, usually to an
audience of other researchers. Critical ethnographers, by sipr@itaept an added
research task of raising their voice to spéalan audiencen behalfof their
subjects as a means of empowering them by giving more auttwtitg subjects’

voice (p. 4).

Action Research

Whether known asction research, teacher researabr practitioner inquiry all
are similar in their definitions. For the purpose of this studyllluse the term action
research when describing my project or the work of othersMoreasons. Firsgction
closely relates to notions of critical pedagogy in thatnieg is active rather than
passive. Second, usiragtion instead ofteacherallows for students to be co-facilitators
and more involved and equal participants in the research.

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993, p. 7) define teacher research ag bei
“systematic and intentional inquiry about teaching, learning, and soomdiried out by
teachers in their own school and classroom setting.” Fleming (200Q) gefines action
research as “a systematic inquiry into a school or classraaatisn with the intent of
improving the quality of teaching and learning and gaining a degjkerstanding of the
complex context in which it occurs.” What isn’t completely illagtd in both definitions
but is discussed further in both texts is the Freirian concept ofispré-reire, 1970).
Praxis is defined as “the action and reflection of men and women bpomworld in
order to transform it (p. 79). Noted by Cochran-Smith and Lytleheyaresearchers’

inside perspective on the ways in which students and teacheohsuct knowledge
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and curriculum allows teacher research to move towards praxigticalaeflection on
practice (Lather, 1986, p. 263). Fleming doesn’t mention Freire orspbgxname but
does describe how the process action research involves teaberg questions about
school or classroom practices, developing plans for investigating dhestions, and
systematically observe the results of their action plans on ratygformance. This
process leads to reflection, analysis, and informed decision makiich resembles the
Freirian process of praxis which includes the following stagasntify a problem,
analyze the problem, create a plan of action to address the pyratplament the plan
of action, analyze and evaluate the action (Duncan-Andrade and Morrell, 2008, p. 25).

Lankshear and Knobel (2004, p. 3-4) have identified three points of broad
consensus regarding action research. First, action research -guamaitative, non
psychometric, non positivist, and non experimental research. With onerdction
research has grown over the past 30 years in opposition to queamtiegearch. Second,
action researchers are teachers who direct immediate alegaaheir own classrooms.
Third, the goals of action research involve two key concepts: aag@arch enhances
teachers’ sense of professional role and identity and engagemeetion research can
contribute to better quality teaching and learning in classrooms. tampdo this study,
Critical pedagogue Joe Kincheloe (2003, p. 4) advocates a fudbal for action
research. Through action research, teachers can resist gedngtiechnical standards”
based on “expert research” imposed in a “top-down” manner by eoclahti
administrators and policy makers.

Broad characteristics may be easy to identify regardingracesearch, but
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Fishman and McCarthy (2000, p. 3) claim that there are two camgpsides” of action
research. One side favors “teacher story and retrospectives. dide emphasizes
narrative, personal voice, and classroom experience and iscatieized by being “too
narrowly personal”. The other side favors action research athabcates “systemic
methods of data collection and analysis.” This side emphasizesianalyademic voice
and theory but is often criticized for being “too narrowly académnliankshear and
Knobel (2004, p. 17) define this division as those viewing research iat smence/case
study and those viewing research as composition/writing exgeri@to knowledge. In
addition, Fleming (2000, p. 19-20) describes three major “camps” ionactsearch:
technical-scientifian which the researcher tests a particular interventiondbaise pre-
specified theoretical frameworkjutual-collaborativein which the researcher works in
concert with other researchers or practitioners to identify apbrexa specific problem,
and critical-emancipatoryaction research. Grundy (1987, p. 154) states emancipatory
action research “promotes emancipatory praxis in the partiocgpptactitioners; that is, it
promotes a critical consciousness which exhibits itself in palitis well as practical
action to promote change.” Duncan-Andrade’s and Morrell's (2008, p. 15) desctopt
critical research closely resembles critical-emancipatacgion research. “Critical
research is usually conducted with or on the behalf of marginaaaations, the work
itself is collaborative in nature, and the work is geared towarduaing knowledge in
the pursuit of social change.” By engaging in this projedighad myself as an action
researcher with theritical-emancipatory/critical researctcamp”. Through my research

| wanted my students and myself to have a greater opportunity hoatyareflect, and
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act in relation to empowering and disempowering influences in schamh effort to
affect change.

Similarly to the historical beginnings of critical pedagotie origins of action
research are unclear. Fleming (2000, p. 18) provides a brief chroraflagion research
with mention to McKernan’s 1991 study that suggests that actgsarch derives from
the “scientific method” in the late 19th century. Action reseasdater found within the
works of John Dewey in the 1920s and Kurt Lewin in the 1940s. Stephen Gutey a
others introduced the term action research at Teachers Coll€gduofibia University in
1949. Corey envisioned Action Research as incorporating a group oéteacther than
being an individual endeavor. The 1950s saw a decline in action researcttics
claimed it was methodologically poor and unscientific while resedetracted teachers
from their teaching. During the 1960s and 1970s action research wasweti\as a way
to produce generalizable results or theory, rather actionrobse@s used as a way for
teachers to engage in professional development and to improve @r&ximtemporary
notions of action research as teachers examining school and clagsemtites that can
improve practice, contribute to educational research, and precipitaty pame into
effect in the 1980s and 1990s. Based on ¢hecal emancipatorycharacteristics of
action research, it is essential to involve action researclsindy that involves critical
pedagogy and students’ perceptions of empowerment in school.

While it is generally accepted among those in the field #ttion research is
inherently non-quantitative and is done by teachers in their rotass, there is

disagreement regarding these two points. Lankshear and Knobel (2004&tgqte7 “it is
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neither desirable nor sensible to simply exclude quantitative robsé®ing done by
teachers from the domain of teacher research by fiat detoyition.” Further, Lankshear
and Knobel (2004, p. 7) challenge the mainstream notion that acti@raeshould be
done solely by teachers in their classrooms by supporting cesgamne by teachers who
“investigate historical, anthropological, sociological or psychoklgistudies and
theoretical work conducted in other places and/or other times.” In@addiinshear and
Knobel (2004, p. 8) advocate the teachers to research in other teadhssi®oms
because “we often get clearer understandings of ourselves aodimoyractices, beliefs,
assumptions, values, opinions, worldviews, and the like by encountering onesethat
quite different from our own, and that throw our own into relief and provideitisa
perspective on them.” A key component of action research is ttels are engaging
in research that informs and guides their current practice. CBmsbe done in a wide
variety of ways and in a myriad of contexts.

While | participated in this research, | felt constant tenbietveen my roles as
teacher and researcher. Even though | was new to this dual talke,ahwhat | felt was
familiar and did not carry with it a feeling of distress, mdtéad a feeling of eustress.
The self-assessment needed as a researcher was not unlikemabatsed to doing as a
teacher. As a teacher | was used to regularly evaluating Wvas bringing to the
classroom environment and how my history and intensions impacted stuatenmdeby
being reflexive (Bloome and Egan-Robertson, 1998, p. xii). Becauseofhe of
empowerment at Pioneer specifically intersected with my oyereences, | was all the

more motivated to take a critical look as to how | was shapingimtirMoreover, as a
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teacher | was experienced with “kidwatching” (Goodman, 1978) andimhgaabout
children by watching how they learn, which | found to be very useful as | took fiekdnote

However, participating as both teacher and researcher did teeaten that was
less than positive. As a novice researcher, | was constantly sgaessing myself in
regards to how thick and accurate my fieldnotes and data weran Asxperienced
teacher, | felt as if | needed to be teacher first andrelser second. But | also knew that
as a researcher | needed to collect data that was validstled with a constant, internal
uncertainty about my practice as both a teacher and resedhcbeghout my data
collection all the while trying to be mindful of the inquiry redaship with my
participants’ lives | had as a narrative inquirer (Clandinin andeRp&007, p. 69-70).
Another tension | experienced was how | was shaping the “authenticesvaf my
participants. Surely, | was making their words central to theareh, but | was in charge
of deciding what words were and were not used and how they weratcatited within
the research. Even though | called upon the participants to cheakdimacy of my data
collection, this tension was a dilemma that was not solved, but atniemsaged
throughout the research.

Data Collection Procedures

The data collected for this study was collected over a two-mpetind and
primarily followed an academic unit during most of the second &vsehool academic
grading period (November through December, 2009). Decisions about dati@olle
were based on the relevance to inform the research questioascd@atted included

field notes of class sessions, student work, digitally audio-redaldss sessions, and
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interviews with participants. All collected data were labeled and organyzddtb and by
activity type (e.g. data collected during class was labdl&?5/09, Daily Class Field
Notes or 11/25/09, Daily Class Audio Record).

Because of the brief extent of the unit (7 weeks, 37 school ,dthys)data
collection period was an intense one. The academic unit involved critgeafyrcentered
on the guiding question, “How does school empower and disempower studehés?” T
overlapping topics of inquiry that involved my students and me provided aensam
amount of data. Since everything we did in the class potenvaldydata that addresses
the research questions, | was prepared to collect data in one famotber at all times
during class. | collected student work that directly relatechéodritical inquiry unit,
digitally audio recorded class discussions and activities wHewxarg to the unit, and
wrote and recorded field notes regarding each class on abdeiy that reflected my
pursuit of the study’s research questions.

Field Notes and Digital Audio Recording

According to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995, p. 1), the practice of fakohg
notes is described as the ethnographer “writes down in regularystachatic ways what
she observes and learns while participating in the daily roundte afflothers. Thus the
researcher creates an accumulating written record of theswatimes and experiences.”
In writing them | followed conventions so that | could record eventsserved but also
attempt to note different layers of interpretation and bias imnvnting. A sample page of
field notes is attached in Appendix and shows the conventions | useddading. | will

say more later about how | further analyzed the field notes andléhthat “triangulation

30



of evidence” (Creswell, p. 191, 2009) played in crosschecking my ohsaatith
insights gained by collecting and analyzing other kinds of data @kgital audio
recording).

Writing field notes allowed me to examine the students and theugaways in
which they participate in the activities and assignmentdastcin making observations
and taking field notes, | have adhered to suggestions by Emerstm,dfe Shaw (1995,
p. 19-20) which include jotting down details of what | sense are keyaoemts of
observed scenes or interactions and jotting down concrete sensaity debut actions
and talk. From November 2, 2009 to January 7, 2010, a time period spanning 37 school
days, | paid close attention to how participants informally istechwith each other and
with me regarding class work and text. | was interested in seeing hdenst engaged in
their work, what motivated or prohibited their engagement, and how thHeadtabout
during and about their work.

| also digitally audio recorded and then transcribed formalized wdrolep and
small group discussions as well as my own reflections thaeders audio field notes.
This was done in order to get a clear picture of what paatitsphad said and in what
context they spoke. Sample transcripts are included in the Appemdtiori? of whole
group discussions during class, small group discussions during speasies] small
focus group discussions, conversations with participants regardimgcthieial inquiry
research project, and individual interviews with participants comginselata that was
recorded. In all, | accumulated 70 digital audio recordings thatetbtroughly eight

hours. Focused attention was placed on the types of questions studkeats vesat
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students acknowledged as experience, and what students and | countater@seeor
data during discussions. In further describing my analysis belovil] Explain how |
developed categories for analysis and also show how | applied thegeres in to my
observations and recorded data.
Student Work

Classroom artifacts in the form of student work were esseddi collected
during this project. The overwhelming majority of the participantsting activity
related to a text or topic connected to student empowerment in scRaolEipants
analyzed quotes, songs, and poetry to varied depths and lengthsparasicvrote
personal reflective pieces involving prompts relative to the unittuafys participants
conducted research involving the unit of study and was expectedsenptheir research
findings to a specific audience of their choosing. | photocopied atettzm all pertinent
student work. As | analyzed student work | looked closely for work sthadents
described as being highly engaging either through direct comntionica my inferring.
If 1 inferred that a participant was highly engaged by angassent | spoke with that
participant to confirm her or his level of engagement. | also lookesklgl at student
work that related closely to the critical inquiry projects lasytfocused directly on
participants’ articulating their empowerment in schools.

Interviews

Participants were individually interviewed at least once dutiegtime period of

the project. Interviews were facilitated more as discussieiased to their participation

and learning related generally to the unit on empowerment and specodically their
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critical inquiry research project. Interviews lasted betwed® $ninutes in length and
were conducted in a private setting during class. The purpobke ofdividual interviews
was to provide participants with the opportunity to communicate thoughtmiglat not
be as easy to articulate during a class discussion or ontamnagsignment. Through
dialogue, an individual interview allowed for efficient and deep thinkireg may not
have taken place in a large group or through solitary writing. &uyrttonducting
individual interviews allowed me to clarify with the participamyg assumptions based
on the data | collected. Together we went over their work and latyveefield notes as |
conveyed my interpretations. They were then able to accept or reject myataeoms in
order to best capture their perspective.

| also conducted two small focus group interviews, one with fivegpaatits and
the other with three participants that each took place during & lpadod in our
classroom. The two groups engaged in digitally recorded disnigsssacilitated by
participants and me through questioning and dialogue. Each focus group sémsexh
with me presenting the participants with a list of eight bréguics around which
participants could dialogue. Listed topics included schoolwork, teackintes,
classroom conversations, relationships with teachers, discipleg/r@xpectations,
participation, and preparation for the future. | created thenlsh effort to encourage the
participants to think and talk about instances in school when theyeri@@bwered or
disempowered. Because interviews were conversational in mannertaatgdsiin the
current work of the unit of study, no interview protocol was construdrestead, |

presented each group with the list of topics and encouragedpzartgto reflect on their
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experiences in school as they relate to the eight topics or tofhies. When needed, |
asked clarifying questions along the way to foster deeperctiefte and wider

participation. Observational field notes of informal class dialogo@ activity, the

examination of pertinent student work, and the facilitation of individnal small group
interviews allowed for a rich, and varied data collection for ginggect. All interviews

and focus group sessions were transcribed and coded. As | analyzedatfued data |
listened for recurring themes about which the participants spasopately and with
depth, in relation to other topics. | wanted to get a sense df wdm collectively and
individually most powerful in their schooling experiences and | usednioaiiat of talk

devoted to a particular topic, the vivid description used in articulatod topic and the
apparent emotional investment given to each topic as initial todscaof their

engagement. | triangulated data via the juxtaposition of writtendanthlly recorded

fieldnotes, digital recording of classroom activities, individuad afocus group

interviews, and evidence of participant work.

Referencing again the work of Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008, p. 15),
Collecting and analyzing data as | did in the form of fieldso®udent work, and
digitally recorded interviews of participants reflects my kvass a critical researcher
utilizing narrative methods in various ways. First, my researuh analysis was done
with and on behalf of a marginalized population. Given the recent hisfogross
miseducation within an urban, Title | school, that served a majoiitprity student
population; many of my participants had been historically and cqaterily

marginalized. Second, the research and data analysis was ilabon nature. By
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sharing with my participants my initial hunches regarding therceptions in relation to
our academic unit and their empowerment in school, my participarts positioned as
essential partners in this research, not just subjects. Thirdgodeof our unit, my
research and data analysis was to produce knowledge in the pursodiafchange. |
specifically coded for evidence that participants had or gainedl&dges that could be
utilized to improve schools.
Academic Unit at a Glance
The participants were introduced to the unit by my posing of the guiding question,

How are you empowered and disempowered by school? Preliminary vesrkione to
co-construct a shared definition of what “empowered” and “disempowenedht. The

viewing of clips from_Ferris Bueller's Day Qff986)and Freedom Writer&@007) along

with whole class discussion helped to lead students to createflistents in their own
lives as students that they deemed as being empowering antpdisering. In addition,
at the onset and throughout the unit participants were given qudtsgeto
empowerment and disempowerment to analyze.

From there, participants were introduced to Nikki Grimes’ Brorasfyierade

(2002) the novel that would serve as the core text for this unticipants were told that

Bronx Masqueradewas chosen because it involves issues of empowerment and

disempowerment within a school setting that the participants mightdmiliar, which
would provide participants with greater opportunity to share therainges as they use

the novel to articulate their experiences. To aid in this procgaed students a template
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that allowed them to identify in small reading groups evems) fthe book that they
defined as being empowering and disempowering.

The most important component of the unit was introduced last aftelt |
participants had a more confident and deeper understanding of empoiwernte
disempowerment within a school setting. Participants were askddrtify a practice or
policy in school that they defined as being importantly empowerimisempowering to
them as a student. Then participants were to create and péaeticipa critical research
project that centralized their empowering or disempowering .i$3ts¢, participants took
field notes in their classes making note of empowering and diseenipgwevents. This

mimicked the work they had been doing while reading Bronx Masquetadgfying the

empowering and disempowering events in the novel. Next, participasts their
preliminary data collected to identify the issue they found tmbst important to them.
Then, participants with a partner or alone, created a researchhplarequired them to
create a research question, an intended audience, methodology, dataltedved, and
intended outcomes for their research. Finally, participants conductgoresehted their
research according to their plans.
Data Analysis

The field notes, digital audio recordings and accompanying tiptsscstudent
work, and transcripts from focus group and individual interviews wéeddd and dated
as collected. In analyzing the data, | intended to understand havigzants define the
sources, impact, and effects of school empowerment and disempowénnoeigh the

academic study of school empowerment.
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This process really began before the unit was completed. Omastalaily basis
| digitally recorded audio reflections upon the conclusion of thesdagss. These field
notes allowed me to make note of possible patterns and emergingstlasmvell as for
me to reflect upon my dual role as teacher and researchas. &lso able to be reflexive
in my teaching and data collection as | developed a more foqussdit of emerging
themes in the midst of my data collection. This process of sisalyonsisted of
constructing and naming (i.e. coding) patterns and themes thatross dlce data that |
continued as my analysis progressed.

Upon the completion of the participants’ critical inquiry resegsoesentations
and at the close of the semester, | read through my entiretiiled¢ data looking for
supporting instances for my emerging themes while also opeat&otitat rejected my
identified emerging themes and/or data that illuminated newgengethemes, a process
that took the entirety of my winter break. | paid close attentennstances when
participants were highly engaged. It didn’t matter to me whetreparticipants were
highly engaged in an academic endeavor, an endeavor that was or \sasatimned by
me as their teacher, or any other context. | wanted to focus on instances wicgapts
were communicating effectively and energetically, the basicdard | used to define
engagement.

After these instances were identified, | looked more closelthatcontext in
which participant engagement took place. Specifically, what thergarticipants doing?
How were they communicating with each other? With whom weredbeynunicating?

How did their communicated thoughts relate to empowerment and disempent?
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What were the participants intending to accomplish? What werednditions in which
this instance of engagement is taking place? Who shaped theseocsnaiitd how were
these conditions shaped? Asking these questions as | reviewed dhketfsd me to
more substantively identify what students engaged in school vis-ayyigesearch
guestions.

Next, | reread the data, this time focusing on the instances chvlairticipants
were less than highly engaged. | asked myself similar qussthallenging the data to
show me something different or more than what | had read apdivat With a more
solidified set of emerging themes in mind | returned to my céts winter break
intending to share with my individual participants how | was pencgithe data that |
felt was most powerful. With copies of student work, field notes,titranscripts and
clarifying questions in hand, | met with each participant individualig shared my
interpretations of my findings to that point. Through questioning thécipanmts about
their particular work of reflection and asking for their feedbaelgarding my
interpretation, | was able to ascertain a rich addition of datamds vital in my analysis
process.

Guiding the entire data analysis process was the naragiw®ach to research.
Because the narrative approach focuses on how participants egpetien world, |
focused particular attention on data that reflected this eledméther through their
responses to assigned quotes, their critical reading and shaoedsts of Bronx
Masqueradecomments in whole group or small group discussions, comments during

interviews, or reflections during their critical inquiry projectsvanted to capture my
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participants’ understanding and articulation of the world in which thveg. My goal
was to provide my participants with opportunities to unpack their unddmsta of
empowerment in school and to be around to accurately capture and dissetmana

narratives in order to construct a broader, collective narrative.
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Chapter 4: Participant Critical Inquiry Profiles

An essential element of my research and my teaching unit stadent
engagement in critical inquiry. Through various reading, writapgaking, and listening
activities, student work focused on how school empowers and/or disemEiucests.
Pedagogically, | sought to facilitate student production of knowleddative to
empowerment, while providing an empowering environment and process in which to
work. By engaging students in critical inquiry, | was resistiigat Freire (1970, p. 72)
calls a banking model of education, in which teachers delivepassive students
apolitical maxims created by faraway forces intended taodeme hegemonic narratives.
Instead of being told what was empowering or disempowering, studegeged in
critical research that illuminated what they defined as beamgpowering or
disempowering. In contrast to the banking model, Freire and Mad&iRy,(p. 55)
promote critical literacy that enables students to be crib€ahfluential, hegemonic
practices around them so that they may free themselves fromatorg ideologies. As
my students closely examined the forces that surround them in schavhs my
intention that they would be better equipped to resist current hegefoaes as well as
better prepare them to resist hegemonic forces with whichctireéend in the future. As
a specific embodiment of critical literacy, Morrell (2008, p. 1afjues for students and
teachers to move beyond the mere consumption of critical textsd®weoduction in
critical literacy in what he call€ritical Textual Production(CTP). Critical educators
aim to teach students how to construct counter-narratives to domertmntiat they have

gained the ability to deconstruct (p. 115). For this reason, studemy iclass were

40



involved in a school empowerment research report that served parttegy academic
focus of this unit as well as the centerpiece of my data collection and analysis

Analyzing participants’ critical inquiry research projeafiacted my critical and
narrative-based approach to action research because participargssecially and
intellectually engaged with each other and with multiple texi$ artifacts. Further, the
critical inquiry projects promoted a “multivoicedness” that removedeif as teacher
from a position of an all-knowing authority figure and privileged the knowletge
products co-constructed by the participants. By participants engagiresearch that
involved a topic of their choosing, participants, and myself as ws®arhad the
opportunity to focus on how the participants perceived the world in whichlithez;
Participants assigned meanings and identified and explained wha¢m@owering or
disempowering to them in an attempt to make positive social chafigef which is
consistent with a critical and narrative-based approach to action research.

The bulk of this chapter is a collection of eight participant [@efiEach profile
highlights the participant’s background whereas | rely on mieciole knowledge of
each participant and utilize participants’ personal self-dasgiwhen available so as to
create the most accurate and affirming portrait possible, israsritical inquiry project,
and making meaning from his or her critical inquiry project. Thefilps are also
grouped according to how each patrticipant’s research and partaighiring the unit
framed his or her practiced definition of empowerment. This chafters a student-

centered lens through which to view what empowerment meant to my participants.
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School Empowerment Critical Inquiry Research Project

From early in the unit | told students they were going to be gavehance to
explore the issues in school they found to be empowering and disemmpweri
introduced the basic term “empowerment” by sharing with the stsident components
that were inspired by Ira Shor (1992, p. 15) and Geneva Gay (2000, p. 8&38jake
up empowerment: academic competence, personal confidence, hatguof,i and a
willingness to act. | explained that students could be empowerethbglan each of the
four ways. | didn’'t use the list of components as rigid criteria,ratiter for a starting
point to begin to think about the specific issues that students found fpbwetheir
schooling lives and how those issues affect them. This was done ttesptato have
students considered who had power within the school context.

During a whole group discussion | asked, “Who has the power to makeandes
policy in schools?”

Jordan quickly answered, “Districts.”

“The principal’s principal,” added Hannah as she went on to include, fave
that America’s Choice. We don’t get part of America’s Choita &we’re Americans. We
don’t get to choose.”

“You gotta be over 18", challenged Jordan.

“We're still Americans no matter what. I'm okay with CornBlibtes, but all that
other stuff, uhhh!”, responded Hannah.

| then asked students to think about and discuss the issues in schaobtisad

in them great passion, either positive or negative. | explainedatpedctice typical of
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great writers and researchers is to start with an issueighgersonally meaningful.
Writers are more motivated to their best work and fulfilled when ¢fe to pursue issues
that they deem important. Further, | explained that writers diiteihthe most meaning
and motivation in issues towards which they have the strongest teelWiten | was
introducing the brainstorming activity and that it would relate totwhey defined as
being empowering and/or disempowering in school Hannah interjecguhgs
“America’s Choice! | already know what I'm doing.” Raul asketea could research Mr.
Ethridge and | told him he could if he could come up with a more fapégpic that
relates to Mr. Ethridge.

Students brainstormed issues and thoughts related to school in ordamtiky ial
singular issue they felt greatly affected their empowernigérgn students were guided to
research their chosen topic with the intention of changing and impradwnigsue so as
to make it more empowering for themselves and others. For exathpegh their
research, many students sought to make changes in the school's ypolaoyn while
others wanted improvements made to the school lunch program. Througimdgjsteand
observing students initial brainstorming, the majority of students ktoaigout issues
towards which they held strong negative feelings and wanted to pssiesithey felt
disempowered them in school.

Students initially spoke at varying lengths and depth towards shesghat they
chose. In order to help students connect concrete experiences métlalgeelings and
pursue a final issue that they knew they could productively purameoluraged students

to take field notes. | provided students with a field notes packethiohvthey would
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observe and collect data in each of their classes for a weekn&tuamild go to each of
their classes and specifically look for events in class thay defined as being
empowering or disempowering. To help them think more deeply abouah@went was
empowering or disempowering students were to identify to whi¢theofour components
of empowerment the event connects. Students were to also whtetanarrative as to
why they felt the event was empowering or disempoweringhétend of a week of
taking field notes students were to then have observational dataothid help them
select an issue for their research.

Once students chose their issue to be researched they had the oppiortvoik
with a partner who had similar research pursuits or to work aloestricted their choice
to pairs or individuals for logistical reasons. While it would havenb@ore efficient for
larger groups to form and work such as interviews and Internetrobs® be allocated, |
wanted all participants to be involved in all aspects of the @se&his could have been
done with groups of 3-5 or larger, but | thought that groups this 1sizeling together
conducting interviews or sitting around a computer doing research aadingr a
presentation would be too cumbersome. Once in pairs or as solo reseaitlteents met
with me to set a course for their research by completi@gtecal Inquiry Project Plan.
Students answered the following questions: What is your focus andaésyit matter to
you? What do you want to create and why? Who is your intended audiethaehat do
you want them to think, do, and feel about your research? How can yoeldssl to
complete your project? And students identified their research gogskata collection

plan, and mode of research presentation.
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Finally, students were given class time to conduct interviews of studentsgrgac
administrators and staff, research on the Internet, time tce vemid create their
presentation, and to meet any other research needs expressegroegbeplan. In all,
about six weeks of class time was devoted to supporting studeniteirnresearch
pursuits. During the last two weeks of the semester studentsl ghaie research via
their presentations with the class and other intended audience members.

At the beginning of the unit many participants expressed that within thextah
school, power resided in adults who held authority positions. However, ithapaats
were eager to express their thoughtful opinions and enact their waités the context
of our class discussions. Essentially, participants viewed school agrbeibg the adults
“in charge” without being open to the perspectives of youth while thewouth, had
well-supported and formulated views as to how school should be run dilfferfiém fact
that the participants didn't feel as if there was space laiotdor them to have their
views be heard and respected made this unit all the more anpdttwas my intention
that the participants would be able to engage in self-directedragsthat supported their
views that could be articulated to school audiences so that thepgaarts would become
more confident and empowered at school to enact positive change.

All 26 students from my second block On Grade Level 8th grade Lgaghids
class were invited to participate in this study. Of those idyigaght volunteered to
participate. Three of the participants were female and fimewnale. Four participants
self-identified as African American, while two participastdf-identified as White, and

two participants self-identified as Hispanic. All eight papasits were identified by
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Pioneer Middle School’'s Data Leader as “Bubble Kids”, meaning lleyeither barely
missed passing the 2009 State Reading Assessment or barelg pgessz009 State
Reading Assessment as 7th graders. More specifically, foucipartis received an
assessment rating of “Approaches Standards” while four partisipadeived an
assessment rating of “Meets Standards” on the 2009 State Reading Assessment
The eight participants represented a typical range in peitsotralts, habits,
strengths, weaknesses, interests, and abilities found among a@u@énts in their
Language Arts class and among all 70-80 of my 8th grade Lgaghds students at
Pioneer Middle School. The following provides an overview of each paatitiand his

or her School Empowerment Research Project and Presentation.
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Empowerment i$laking Change in SchadHannah and Vasha
Hannah

Figure 1: Hannah
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Legend: 1 For interpretation of thereferencesto color in this
and all other figures, thereader isreferred to the electronic
version of this dissertation.
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Hannah’s Background

Loud, boisterous and stubborn, outwardly jovial, yet inwardly conflicted, and
hampered by a low self-esteem, Hannah was a self-describedmAmerican and the
most involved student during our Critical Inquiry Research Projextnblh was a middle
child in a large family whose parents were in the processpairagng. Hannah shared
with me that her relationship with her father was strong wiglerelationship with her
mother was extremely strained. Her mother was a parapaiesseacher within the
school district at an elementary school and Hannah often sharedh&rtAmerica’s
Choice Navigator teacher and me the specifics of her family’'s compheati

Hannah perpetuated a persona that was always happy and funny, ofteg put
herself at the center of self-deprecating humor. During a wbodeip discussion,
Hannah, through laughter and on the verge of tears, disclosed that gde@ye perceive
her as being happy all the time but that she has had to puthup i@t of crap in her life.
Hannah always stretched the boundaries regarding school uniformtiaadyatvearing
accessories and clothes that captured the attention of others ardsexrlpher unique
personality. However, Hannah wore long tights under her skirts, $begyves, and
multiple layers of clothing because, as she explained to anodwtreteand me one day
after school, she was self-conscious of her body.

Hannah was enrolled in Algebra class, the highest math clasedffer 8th
graders. She described herself as needing to be able to soaidiizeer peers in class

and that classes that did not allow that to happen were fragtriatiher. In my class,
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silent independent reading was extremely difficult for Hannah. She said thabtaiwas
boring and that she would often stare at a page in the book, run drnsfacross it, and
flip the pages occasionally to make it look like she was readiagnah did very well
working academically with her peers in my class. She was iadgolv the “Group of

Seven” when reading Bronx Masquerade was a vocal leader in that group that often

made constructive comments that helped further her learning atehtheng of the other
group members. During whole group discussion, Hannah was very eager to actemly list
and verbally participate, as she was regularly able to injegioint analysis and clever
humor into statements. On the 2009 State Reading Assessment Hamasswgned the
performance level of “Meets Standards”. Despite this, she stiisenrolled in the
America’s Choice Navigator class, a class that was dfficdesigned to address the
needs and accelerate the learning of students who were perceb@dne reading grade

level below. On the 2010 State Reading Assessment Hannah wigeedsshe

performance level of “Exceeds Standarés”.
While America’s Choice Navigator filled one of Hannah’s expluma classes,
Leadership filled the other class. This class was designedagiexursor to high school

Army Junior Reserve Officer Training Corp (JROTC) prograidennah was a decorated

> While | pedagogically question the goals, desagministration,
and influence of NCLB-mandated assessments, | mateeof the
participants’ ratings on the State Reading Assestsimehis study
to illustrate inconsistencies in the placementtofients in
remedial classes as well as challenge the institatiassumption
that America’s Choice was the only path to suctiesscould be
measured on the State Reading Assessment.
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leader in her class and lead the school’s Drill Team in distnd regional competitions,
during which, the team and Hannah earned numerous awards. After ith&eam
season concluded, the Drill Team challenged the faculty tollacBmpetition in front of
the school. Watching Hannah perform in a way that was so very diotdrg to how she
behaved in my class was surreal. | asked her after the demonstration hewtsbeao do
so well on the Drill Team since it takes so much discipline anelt docus, skills she
admits to lacking at times in classroom settings. She shruggedaahd‘Because it's
easy. It really is. And I'm a very competitive person.” Hannahiswer wasn’t
surprising, she saw the Drill Team as being relatively aasl she was relatively good at
it. | interpreted these conditions as helping to generate héngeeadf competence and
confidence, both of which increase her levels of engagement andssuocesms of a
traditional classroom setting, if Hannah experienced simiéeel$ of competence and
confidence then her focus, levels of engagement, and overall success would increase.
Hannah'’s Critical Inquiry Project

When | introduced the research project to my students my goatona®vide
space and time for them to formally and safely express opini@yswiere relative to
schools and to provide them with the opportunity to critique the potwestsre of the
school system. As noted earlier, Hannah expressed her feelingsd$ovxmerica’s
Choice early in the unit when | asked the class, “Who has powerk® migs and policy
in schools?” Hannah was aware of the hierarchical power struotwwkved when she
answered, “the principal’s principal’. She also alluded to the inmaiketing involved in

America’s Choice when she went on to state, “We have that Aae@hoice. We don’t

50



get part of America’s Choice and we’re Americans. We dorttt@gehoose.” “Like in
math, we’re doing ‘3,2,1’ and stuff, | didn't like that, but right wheu get used to it
they changed it. Now we have to do ‘Rapid Fire’. We have homework sirggle day.
Uh.”

This was Hannah's first public utterance regarding AmeriCagice in my class,
but it would not be her last. Over the course of our unit Hannaloveoutinue to pursue
America’s Choice in her research and in the process engagd heeelowerful critical
examination of school.

America’s Choice came to Mead the year before. Hired by\lohita Public
Schools for use in “failing” middle schools, this million-dollar inweent constructed
specific curricula for Math and Language Arts courses geargdrtls students at grade
level (On Grade Level Language Arts and Pre-Algebra andbfdge Math) and below
grade level (Ramp Up Language Arts and Language Arts NavigatbRamp Up Math).
Both Math and Language Arts teachers were expected to fotioev surricular and
pedagogical guidelines constructed by America’s Choice, however in myddie Gevel
Language Arts classes, | very rarely followed Ameridalwice to the degree | was
expected by building and America’s Choice administrators.

Later in my introduction of our research project | asked thescfddow many
decisions do students make in school? How many chances do students get to have a say, a
voice in school?” Hannah responded, “Zero out of a thousand.” | showed thec#ieat
trailer for the film_Walkout(2006) and an interview with one of the students about whom

part of the movie was based. The film was based on the realo$targroup of Chicano
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high school students in East Los Angeles in the 1960s that organized walkouts in multiple
high schools that primarily served Chicano students as a way &spd#humanizing
school policy and Eurocentric curricula. | showed the interview randie trailer as a

way to illustrate to my participants that thoughtful student actt@s not outside the
realm of possibility | their lives and had the potential to madad, rpositive changes
happen in schools and communities.

The class was quiet and | went on to explain the use of field imotes research
project connecting the data collection they will have the chance twitthothe data
collection needed by the characters in the movie clip. | demtedbtta the class how
they could take notes in each of their classes, mine included, anthithatas their
opportunity to have a voice and express an opinion. Hannah yawned loudly and asked,
“Since we do America’s Choice every day can | put it on everingles.. paper?” The
introduction activities were meant to provide students with the opportimnigke their
generic frustrations or feelings towards certain issueshaoscnarrow the field to one
issue to explore, and begin to articulate, with observable and spaedence, why they
feel the way they feel. Hannah clearly had a more developed goosgiative to
America’s Choice. Based on her initial statements made duriagwtimole group
discussion, Hannah felt disempowered by the mix of rigidity acdnisistency in her
Algebra class because of America’s Choice. Without her own clooipewer to shape
her learning, Hannah was cynical towards America’s Choice& asalemic program as

well as the cleverly marketed name of the company.
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Hannah's field notes echoed her earlier statements in clasgeevidg Hannah
missed parts of three days of school during the data collection dlagysto her
participation in an extracurricular school activity so her fialtes lacked breadth.
Nonetheless, on the first day of observations Hannah noted that ingedra class she
felt disempowered because, “We don’t get a choice in Amer@latsce. ‘Rapid Fire’ is
stupid and easy. (The teacher) talks a lot and little time to work. Boring.”

On the bottom of her field notes page for the day in the notestreflesection
Hannah wrote, “Mostly none of the classes allows you (to) get up or do anything.”

At the end of the unit | asked Hannah specifically what makesses boring.
Hannah responded by using silent reading in my class as an examplaething that is
boring by explaining, “We don’t get to interact. | like to interact.”

| then asked her for an example of something in her classesltbats for
interaction and that is fun. She cited the “forced choice” activity | do in n$g abewhich
| read a statement to the class and students move to a predeteptace in the room
that signifies whether they agree, agree with conditions, d@eagr disagree with
conditions. Hannah explained why she likes this activity, “We @eéalk about why we
chose it.”

“You like to be able to voice your opinion on things,” | asked.

“Yeah, in other classes we go to stations and we don'’t get to talk about it.”

“So there wasn’t an opportunity for you to voice your opinion?” Hannah shakes
her head “no”. |1 go on to ask, “So you like it when you get to voice gpunion? Why is

that?”
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Hannah answers, “Because, you can’t go somewhere, like, ‘Why dokgou?’
(shrugs her shoulders), ‘Why do you like...?’ (shrugs her shoulders). Yeah.”

Again, Hannah expresses her social and academic need to expredfsamers
interact with her peers. She sees that in life one needs to have the abilik twritigally
about the world in which one lives and articulate thoughtful opinions aesssowever
she doesn’t see that she is being prepared for this future se€lasch as her America’s
Choice influenced Algebra class.

When given the opportunity to work in pairs on the research projeshataand
Vasha both entertained the notion of working together. However, after discussion,
they decided that neither wanted to compromise and sacrificessbe each had
identified through their field notes as the most important to them., THasnah was
working alone on her exploration of America’s Choice. When the two saudown to
create her project plan Hannah expressed that selecting Arsdticoice was important
to her because, “America’s Choice is not fair because we ddrét ggy in it and we are
Americans. The way we solve math problems is changing and thenamf homework
is too much.” When asked who her intended audience was and what she wanted h
audience to think, do, or feel towards her research, Hannah responded, “Tiee whol
school. | want a little bit of a say in America’s Choice.” Harisaesearch question was,
“Why don’t students get choice in America’s Choice?” and shenglad to interview her
math teacher, a school principal, the school's math coach, aassadinduct research on

the Internet. Hannah decided on a PowerPoint as her mode of presentation.
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Hannah, who identified herself during many class activitiesnasding to work
with other people”, chose to work alone in order to continue her purséimefica’s
Choice as her research topic. There was no indecision on Hannah'egaading what
choice she would make. She felt compelled to pursue a topic thaelsloted and that
meant something substantive to her. During her time to reseamhss she was very
focused on her work. Hannah often gets in trouble in school for talkithgclssmates
or being too loud was focused, productive, and took her work very seriouslyiteDes
being discouraged about not finding anything online regarding America’ € tiwat
wasn't created by America’'s Choice and not being able to fithehend of her
presentation due to absences, Hannah was proud of her research and tlumitpjpmr
express it.

When the unit was complete and students were presenting theirctesdannah
was one of the first to volunteer. Hannah knew that she was reltdthiwith her project
but was eager to present as soon as she could. During Hannah’sgpi@sénivas clear
that despite gathering supportive information through interviews, Hesea her project
as a vehicle to express her opinions on America’s Choice, opinionglshpeeiviously
restricted to express. During her presentation Hannah stated:

| feel that America’s Choice is not helping as much as thigit think. It's just

making people not want to do their work because there is so much wodoyu

think you can finish so you don’t do it at all. | don't like it becats®n’'t see
why we don’t get any say in America’s Choice and we’'re Aca@is ourselves,

even though we are little kids we still have ideas and | thinlsiveeild. Nobody
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ever thinks that maybe our ideas might be as good or maybe even thatt

theirs. | think that since we're kids we know what can help @l¢€Hannah,

critical inquiry unit presentation).

Making Meaning from Hannah'’s Critical Inquiry Project

Hannah, an honor roll student who takes the highest-level math clatsbbe/
felt disempowered in her math class. Unable to express her opintbatszhange could
possibly be made regarding the curriculum and instruction in ma#is,cHannah was
cynical and disengaged. Hannah directed the majority of herowards America’s
Choice for making the strict rules that marginalized studenev@aven the opportunity
to explore and express her frustrations, Hannah took a criticalofiémnerica’s Choice
and was empowered by the research process. She seleobgic ahat she found
powerful, engaged in original research that supported her perspeetattver to
America’s Choice, and publically presented her ideas so as tabcthatto positive
changes at Pioneer. Hannah's end product fell short of cexaiectations in that her
presentation was incomplete, but her engagement in critieeddit as evidenced by her
critigue of the dominating ideology of America’'s Choice and heticati textual
production illustrates empowerment that could serve as a scaffoddiperience for

future acts of critical literacy in school or out.
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Figure 2: Copy of Hannah's PowerPoint presentaiioies
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Vasha

Figure 3: Vasha

Vasha'’s Background
Described by me as the “alpha” figure in our class, and perhapsntire 8th
grade and school, Vasha had a remarkable combination of charrhgents, social
maturity, strength, confidence, an eagerness to learn, and hurhdityntade her an
extremely powerful and compelling figure in our classroom. Had Brohad a student
body president, Vasha would have surely won unopposed. Vasha, a self-ddfinan

American was the daughter of a single mother. She wts atblete at Pioneer, playing
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volleyball, basketball, and running track as a multiple school rdeacter. She was also
a poet and rapper, periodically sharing her work with our classFr@days we would
often watch performance of spoken word poetry and | would open the dlcorybne
who wanted to share his or her work with the class. Very few peapl&l share, Vasha
being one of them. Her original pieces would draw great applause anohgenterest
from her peers, as well as comments such as “How did you do,that20 would want
to follow her?” and “I'd rather listen to Vasha than that other guy.”

In class, Vasha would eagerly read during independent reading times pauging onl
to share an interesting part of a story to her best friend.wslid also meticulously
finish assignments happily going above and beyond my general atxpest Vasha was
never shy about her peers seeing her do her work in a way ¢hiéd typically draw
criticisms towards other students. Instead, Vasha would exude comfidadccuriosity
about wanting to know more that would disinvite any outward teasmeydfy or
serious. During class activities Vasha was always engagadio@ated, articulate, and
confident, without being abrasive, Vasha would often unintentionally idditai
classmates from challenging her point.

Once in class, students were debating the ideal school. A mabtitg class felt
that a school that was more “non-traditional” and “student-centeved”’ideal whereas
only Vasha and another student thought that a school that specifiogtigred students
for college focusing on rigorous, teacher-centered curriculs ideal. Vasha had no
problem confidently arguing her point against multiple detractors. Atpmet, she

essentially calls out the mass of students who would prefer twm gbet “student-
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centered” school calling them “lazy”. Nobody responds to this pairitisterject, “Do
you want to stand up for your opinion, or do you want to say she’s right@hich Raul
says, “She might say something smart.”

Language Arts and reading were not always enjoyable schodatiastfor Vasha.
During a focus group interview Vasha disclosed that she used to fmb@geand
Language Arts and that this class was different becaitse|ike every time we read a
book in this class it's always teaching us something you'leg into the book.” Vasha

read Bronx Masqueradeith the “Group of Seven” showing that she was a vocal

academic leader as well as someone who was able to pé&rsmratect with the other
group members and be a part of and facilitate personal connegttbrtbe text. Vasha's
performance on the 2009 State Reading Assessment was rated ppsodhes
Standards”, although she was not enrolled in the America’s Chaiegdor class. On
the 2010 State Reading Assessment, Vasha's performance was “Extegeds

Standards.”

Vasha was an ideal member of the AVID program: smart, eagen, to learning,
and a leader. While many AVID students saw the extra worknejto be in AVID as
cumbersome, Vasha said that it was for her own good and the gobd wést of the
students. She followed by claiming that Ms. Gina was justgrionprepare the students
for what high school and college was all about. Vasha had a selatignship with Ms.
Gina, as well as the rest of her teachers. Vasha rarely had any bahasiggs within the
classroom; however, this did not mean she never got into trouble. Vasha wan“upitt

as well as given in-school and out-of-school suspensions for loudlglizog in the
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halls, tardiness, uniform infractions, and once getting into a showidg/@ling match
with a male student after school in the stairwell.
Vasha’s Critical Inquiry Project

For the Critical Inquiry Research Project, the very socialh¥ashose to work
alone researching the topic of gender segregation at lunch.li8bst gartnered with
Hannah, but both found the other not wanting to change her original focus ttheys
decided to keep their topics and research individually. At Pioseetents of each grade
had staggered lunch, meaning the 6th graders would start lunch ans, tbess 5
minutes later the 7th graders would start lunch and recess, ang th@l8th graders
would start lunch and recess. In addition to staggering lunch by gnraele beys and
girls were separated at this time. For the first parhefyear the girls in all three grades
ate lunch first while the boys were at recess first.elaster it was switched so that the
boys ate first and the girls were at recess first.

Vasha was the only student to research this topic. To some studeassa major
irritant to not be able to socialize with members of the oppasiteduring lunch and
recess time, while for others it was not a relevant isswemdern. True to form, Vasha
was eager to get started and did so with well developed directiomnidd spoke briefly
during class one day and Vasha expressed to me that she wasgptinsuiopic because
she felt that by separating the sexes at lunch, the schoolavdailing to prepare them
for the real world and even high school where men and women intérdet ame. She
felt it was childish to assume that girls wouldn’t want to hangwvattt boys and vice

versa. | asked her what she wanted to accomplish through her reasedrshe stated,

61



realistically, that she wanted the administration to consideingithings up and lunch
and at least trying to something different.

The course for Vasha's research had been set and intervieathgegun when
unavoidable circumstances disrupted her research. Vasha missedinctasshen her
AVID class went on a field trip to a nearby university. Ratl Brandon also went but
they had partners and were less delayed. Also, Vasha had belkcanteniissed multiple
days of school. It was rare for Vasha to miss school and/atl fatid Vasha had limited
logistical resources at home to help her create her PowerPaisihaWwowed to get as
much done during AVID class as Ms. Gina would allow, and when petggentday in
class came along, Vasha proudly but disappointedly presented her iatmmgsearch.
Only a couple of slides in and missing absent sufficient data, \iagbduced her topic
and explained to the class why she thought this was an importantddpéc and how
segregating boys and girls at lunch was detrimental to studdenelopment towards
high school and adulthood. The audience was listening intently and VashmednShe
closed her presentation as it was by explaining that if thergstnation would just let
students have the chance to show that we were responsibly enough ttisoughe the
students would prove them wrong. Concluding with, “but if we get the ehand we
blow it, that's on us.”

Making Meaning from Vasha’s Critical Inquiry Project

Like Hannah, Vasha chose to pursue an issue at Pioneer that wasmpertant

to her, even if it meant conducting her research by herself. Weatavell respected by

students and staff and viewed herself as someone who could, aasheelegage in
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dialogue with school power brokers regarding a proposed change, andraisthdeing
able to dialogue with school power brokers to make a proposed changeaauition.
She believed she had a case to be made and was confident, althoughi@ragrtine
ability of the students to hold up their end of the bargain and provénéngiroposed
change in recess policy would be a success. To both Hannah and &agloaerment

was taking specific action towards change within the school setting.

Figure 4: Copy of Vasha's field notes
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Empowerment iSelf-ExpressiarBrandon, Jordan and Raul
Brandon

Figure 5: Brandon
: .
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Brandon’s Background

Soft-spoken and reserved, Brandon was a socially and academiuigihyatic
African American youth. Often perceived as being aloof andyalmg his peers, | came
to know Brandon as being shy and sensitive. Midway through thedinséster, our class
added a student transferring from another school within the didthita was eager to
make friends but bounced around from group to group within our class neveigdaihi
social integration. Musa eventually found in Brandon a classmatemebtal work with
him without complaint as well as seek out Musa for certain psojant activities.
Brandon and Musa did not become best friends but Brandon demonstrateasnes
sensitivity towards Musa and his position in our class.

At school and at home, Brandon was a reluctant independent readag Slant
reading times in class, in which students could choose to readwehahey wanted, he
would often put his head down or draw. When questioned or redirected, Brandth
offer little explanation and then do what appeared to be readitipgugh on most
instances it was obvious that he wasn't reading for comprehensionogmemt. There
was one exception to his general lack of interest in indeperslting. The novel, What

My Mother Doesn’t Know(2001) by Sonia Sones captured Brandon'’s attention, along

with the attention of a lot of other students in class, for thef bme it took him to read

the book. While reading What My Mother Doesn’t Kn@randon’s physical demeanor

changed. Instead of lying the side of his head down on the deskigvidinm serving as a
pillow of sorts, Brandon sat upright and leaning forward. His lips moweldhés eyes

tracked as he read and on multiple occasions Brandon would work outside the
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expectations of silent reading and share an excerpt from the bdola wtudent sitting
near him. | asked Brandon what he liked about that book so much. Brandeal,smil
almost embarrassed, and said softly, “I don’t know, what that gidlkieng about. She’s
crazy.”

When it came to group or class reading tasks and discussion, Bramdon
regularly engaged by actively listening, taking notes, anchtalss hand to contribute to
discussion. In small groups, he participated with his peers anaftessvocal. During
the down times in class, usually at the beginning and end of diadents would speak
freely with their peers. However, during this time, Brandon wasndfly himself drawing
or putting his head down, while most of his classmates took fullnéaya of their
opportunity to socialize. Interestingly, Brandon tended to choose to hamseglf when
he had the opportunity to interact with his peers non-academicallhebutas at ease
with his peers doing academic tasks, and when given the choice, Braodlthalvoose
to work with others academically.

Brandon was a student in Pioneer’s inaugural AVID (Achieveantndividual
Determination) class. At the beginning of the year, Brandon complabedt the
workload involved in being an AVID student, however by mid-year, Brandon
communicated only positive things regarding AVID, and especially,@iisa, the AVID
teacher. Brandon was in part selected to be in AVID becamisedeived a rating of
“Approaches Standard” on his 2009 State Reading Assessment. Brandalsavasan
America’s Choice Navigator class. This class was also taogh¥ls. Gina and was

characterized as a class for students who were about one grddeelane in reading.
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Brandon was unable to take P.E. or Art classes, both of high interbgh, because
AVID and Navigator were taught at the end of the school day duhegdth grade
Exploratory class block. When Brandon took the 2010 State Reading Ass¢dsen
received a rating of “Exceeds Standards”, which is the sdughést rating given by the
state.

Brandon was also a member of Pioneer’s boys’ basketball tdaich Wwecoached.
During the basketball season, Brandon was a reserve who at thaibg@f the season
was unhappy about his limited role. He came to me asking whaiuleb do to earn more
playing time. We talked specifically about how he could elevatgdme and he took the
conversation to heart eventually becoming a part-time stanirthe team’s top scorer
off the bench. During basketball season Brandon was especially doonseis grades.
We had weekly grade checks for the players and Brandon was on threrdlbrior the
season’s academic quarter.

With his father in prison in another state, his paternal grandméftingrDavis, is
raising Brandon. Mrs. Davis is a Special Education teacher atd?iam® is retiring at
the end of this school year. She is also a senior member of dtietdi, state’s and
national teachers’ unions. Brandon has a good relationship with his &amthdre is kept
up to date about how Brandon is doing. During basketball season Brandbatswatte
me expressing his pride in Brandon and apologies that he wouldn’t béoabifer a

more supportive presence for Brandon during the season.
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Brandon’s Critical Inquiry Project
As our class became involved in selecting topics and partnerfidoBchool
Empowerment Research Project, Brandon and Jordan decided to work rtogethe
researching school uniforms. The two had been working together inGlreug of

Seven” while reading Bronx Masqueradad had had a positive rapport and working

relationship up to this point. Both boys shared a strong dislike for sahdorms and
both expressed their feeling that school uniforms hampered selfssigpreand made for
an overall uncomfortable feeling at school.

The boys went through the pre-research planning stages onhidgsilgeir project
and creating their interview questions and identifying theitigpants without issue.
Brandon and Jordan completed a Critical Inquiry Project Plan thateddghiem to focus
their research subject, research methods, audience, and reseaschlrgaaddition,
Brandon and Jordan completed an Interview Protocol Guide that provided tilem w
resources regarding the selection of interviewees and what quekgotveo should ask.
They sought to change the uniform policy at Pioneer by intervieasngany 8th graders
as possible asking them their feelings about school uniforms. Thiejpatdad a clear
consensus that could be articulated through their presentation thattoemlde used to
persuade school administration to make a policy change. The boysthskietiowing
guestions:

1) If you were in charge of a school, what would you do?

A. Keep uniforms

B. Not wear uniforms.
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Why did you pick what you did?

2) What do you think about uniforms?

3) Do you think uniforms have anything to do with learning? Why?

During the interviewing stage of their research, Brandon and rdoattang with
other research groups, were given the opportunity to leave the classitoispecific
destinations in mind and travel to other classrooms in order to cd#iést It was during
this time that tensions between the two began to emerge, ditltowgsn’t reported to
me until later in the research process. After students gigen class time and time
before school, after school, and during lunch to conduct interviews, stwdemtgiven
the opportunity to work in the computer lab and research using thendéntas well as
publish their presentation. During this time it became apparenBtaatlon and Jordan
were not working constructively together. The boys lagged behind pleens in the
guantity and quality of work they were doing. Jordan engaged in s&atign with other
groups and Brandon sat in front of their computer screen. When asked raoutark,
both blamed the other for not taking the interviewing stage of thecpregeiously and
both claimed to have done his share of the work while the other waslhitg his
weight. | encouraged both to work through their conflict and helped them gprwith a
strategy they could follow towards a successful completion. Mowngard, Brandon
would be primarily responsible for the data collection of studentstafidat Pioneer and
Jordan would be primarily responsible for research on the Intefihe. limit their

interaction for the immediate future in hopes that by the timeg were to create their
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presentation they would both be ready to work together again. Both bewjlydagreed
told them that | would check in with them the next day to look for progress.

Before | was able to check in with them the next day, Jordan came to metasking
be switched from his partnership with Brandon to that of his friwhd was with a
student who rarely came to class. | directed Jordan to think about anthisochange
could benefit all students involved. While Jordan was considering faetsafof this
change | met with Brandon and the other students to get their giarepeln the end,
Jordan switched partnerships and Brandon kept their data and worked alone.

Once Brandon became an independent worker, his focus and quality of his
research vastly improved. At the end of the unit, Brandon presenteesbkarch to the
class in the form of a PowerPoint and Brandon volunteered to be one d@fsthe
presenters. He focused on two main arguments against school @ismmool uniforms
cost too much money and they stifle freedom of expression. In regatte cost of
school uniforms, Brandon wrote, “Uniforms are not cheap and this iasameto be
against school uniforms. Because children are constantly growing e captive
market for new school clothes and manufacturers take advantage.” $peakimforms
restricting personal expression, Brandon wrote, “A uniform breeds unijorviie need
free thinking children to become thinkers of tomorrow, not drones...”

Making Meaning from Brandon’s Critical Inquiry Project

Both reflections in Brandon’s project presentation indicate thawdee able to

make complex connections between the concrete issue of school ura®iimaffected

him and abstract societal power structures. Brandon recognizeshtbagh school
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uniforms he is disempowered and without choice in regards to what he waméar to
school. But he also internalizes that school uniforms are attaclogioetodisempowering
forces like a clothing industry that capitalizes on uniform pdice well as a broader

American culture that encourages conformity.

Figure 6: Copy of Brandon's PowerPoint presentaimes
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Jordan

Figure 7: Jordan
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Jordan’s Background

Charismatic and popular amongst his peers, Jordan was one of the nabstnebc
confident participants. Jordan, self-described as being biraciarafvfilican American,
had many groups of friends with whom he would split time in my cldeswould often
spend a few weeks sitting and working with one group of friends andwitrh his seat
and spend the next week or two working with another group of friends. Wath
exception of his “break up” with Brandon, Jordan’s social oscillatiomitvdsie to fights
or a falling out with his friends. Rather, his social movementdugsmore to what/who
he was in the mood for at any particular time. While most otiuglests strictly stuck
with the same core group of friends and classmates, Jordan rgglaniged his circle
of friends with ease.

His appeal to his classmates came from many sources. Joagaself-assured,
articulate, athletic, and “one of them” as he was often driaca rebellious of the
practices and policies of school. However, Jordan wasn’t entioglg 6f them” as his
father was an assistant principal at Pioneer Middle School. Jorfddhé&y, Mr. James
was popular among most Pioneer students, however Jordan’s closerdismistiation
represented both a social obstacle and resource that Jordarguladydroubleshooting
to work to his advantage. Jordan mentioned that he didn't want to bedtraaye
differently by teachers because his father was a princidaioaeer, but Jordan enjoyed
having physical access to the school building that students wenpposed to have. He
didn’t like teachers “tattling” to his father just because hekedrdown the hall there in

the building, however, Jordan mentioned that he had capitalized on his Hatheg
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authority over his teachers when he complained to his dad about ong tefabhers
treating him unfairly. Oftentimes, students would say jokingly enosisly that they
would have to watch their words and actions while in the presérdoedan, for fear that
he would tell his father. Jordan was sensitive to this and would deggnand quickly
dismiss such comments and say directly, “Shoot, | don’t care.”

Jordan didn’t live within the enrollment boundaries of Pioneer. Insteadaror
lived in an upper middle class suburb on the outskirts of the city. Inadtit being an
assistant principal at Pioneer, Jordan’s father was also arfooiege and professional
soccer player. Jordan himself played soccer at an elitegiayehg for the junior affiliate
of a professional soccer team in a major city over 200 miley.a¥ordan and his father
would drive great distances to practices and games on school nightsvandhe
weekends. In the fall, Jordan was able to run Cross Countrydoedt, and even place
6th in the All City meet, but was unable to play basketball in tiewand run track in
the spring due to his soccer commitments. Jordan expressed frusteatobn
disappointment that he couldn’t participate in soccer and more schivitiesgtwishing
he could have had more social time with his friends, describing the situation ad™stupi

Academically, Jordan was very capable. He was enrolled in theAdgébra
class, which was the highest math class available to 8tlergragind Jordan made the
honor roll during the grading term that coincided with the majorityngf research.
Jordan was very eager to work in my class when working with othassaw option.

When the class started reading Bronx Masquetdmnidan asked at the beginning of a

class period, “Do we get to read in those groups again? Cool.” Joeaa wocal leader

74



when working with others and during whole group discussion often malateysints or
asking questions that furthered the thinking of others. However, hétedirthat he
“hates reading” and was notorious for doing everything possible to aamthgeduring
silent and independent reading times. Despite my efforts, | wgsabi¢ to find a few
books that were interesting to Jordan that he read independently diassg Jordan
viewed much of the academic work in school as irrelevant and unimpdktaarding to
Jordan, school didn’t relate to his aspirations of being a soccar@ay were therefore
uninteresting. On the 2009 State Reading Assessment Jordan’smeerée was rated
“Approaches Standard”. Curiously, despite this fact, Jordan wasnmrotled in the
America’s Choice Navigator class (a class comprised dispropately by males of
color). On the 2010 State Reading Assessment Jordan’s performasaated “Meets
Standards”.
Jordan’s Critical Inquiry Project

Jordan began his Critical Inquiry Project with Brandon, but aftetwoeparted
ways, Jordan wound up with another partner. Jordan and Brandon had beemgxplor
school uniforms, just as Jordan’s new partner had been previouslyngfudith his
previous partner. However, Brandon kept the data that the two had cbbextelordan
had to essentially start over with his new partner. Jordaneliased to have gotten out
of his partnership with Brandon and he assured me that in doing so he walitt lie
start over with his new partner and do even better. Weeks behindttbétresclass, but

with a new partner, Jordan was outwardly interested and excited to start fresh.
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By the time Jordan had started with his new partner the regteotlass had
completed their interviewing and they were researching on teen&itand working on
their presentations. Jordan and his partner were instructed thaivthiy need to be
creative in their use of time when it came to interviewingh&y were not going to be
given class time to conduct interviews. | told them that they haddy been given class
time to interview with their previous partners and that theylegeo interview students
and teachers at lunch, before school, after school, during passiodspénrough social
mediums such as texting, Facebook, MySpace, cell phone conversation and the like. They
agreed and while their classmates worked on computers in the comabutieey were to
work on their research plan and interview protocol.

Class periods went by and Jordan and his partner didn’'t make progtsiske of
class towards gathering data for their research. At this pmrdan and his partner had
outwardly disengaged from the project. | talked with Jordan and hisepabout this
and reminded them of their decisions to distance themselves from their fortnergao
that they could do better work. Jordan’s response was limited toatgitethat Brandon
wasn’t doing anything and that he got to keep their data. | askedwhat kind of
product he wanted to share at the end of the unit and Jordan wéfastaa his belief
that he and his partner would be able to gather data and createeaPBint for their
presentation that met the project’s criteria.

Jordan and his partner did complete their project and present it testhef the
class at the end of the unit. The two focused on how uniforms gstiiiddduality and

was a primary reason students came to school upset. They exphessédstration with
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constantly being watched in regards to following the uniform policg aot even
teachers can agree on how to enforce the uniform policy. Howewsssitclear that
Jordan was motivated to get something done and earn some sort ofahatethan
express himself through research. Jordan was disappointed and didm’t &ugopy of
his PowerPoint. When | talked to Jordan about his feelings towardsomsgleted
research, he offered little reflection stating that Brandonneadlone his part when they
were partners. Despite Jordan’s affinity for working with otharsl more specifically

working successfully with Brandon during the reading_of Bronx Masgigedordan

could not constructively work on this project.
Making Meaning of Jordan’s Critical Inquiry Project

What drew Brandon and Jordan together as partners, a feelingctiail s
uniforms stifled self-expression, may have been what contributdte tdemise of their
working relationship. While beginning to conduct their research, tlweyoung men
found the other to be distracting and bossy. Working with a new partner, who presumably
Jordan saw as someone who would allow him to be more self-exprafidive pan out
the way Jordan had planned and he withdrew further from the projecte lenih,
Jordan’s self-expression didn’t come through as it related docdése against school
uniforms as much as it did in ditching Brandon as his partner andltb&mgaging with

the project altogether.
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Figure 8: Copy of Jordan's Critical Inquiry Proj&tan
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Raul

Figure 9: Raul

)
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Raul’s Background

Self-described as a Mexican American, Raul was a comedlah@h, friendly,
and socially attuned youth. Raul was a first generation Americhasev parents
immigrated to the United States before he was born. Both paremsariyi speak
Spanish at home and Raul is fluent in both Spanish and English prefertuse English
in academic and most social situations. Around Pioneer, Raul is motably, the
school's best boxer. Among the 10-20 students who box in organized gyms and
tournaments around town and across the region, Raul is widely consuléedhe best.
Despite his short stature, Raul is respected physically anetysdedicated to his sport.
Raul’'s parents encourage his boxing career taking him to tournamerdseds of miles
away. During basketball season, Raul was a student managjee ioneer boys’ team |
coached. However, about half way through the season Raul’'s paradés him quit
because he was neglecting his training.

In class and at recess Raul, socialized primarily with gro@jhstinos, but also
with groups of African Americans. Raul chose to work with two ottsimbs during the

reading of Bronx Masquera@ad as he worked on his Critical Inquiry Research Project.

However, much of his socializing in class involved Vasha, Jordan andth&o African
Americans. As a recess monitor | saw that at recess Rautlwlay soccer with or talk
with other Latino members of his boxing club, but on occasion would hangitbuga
group of African Americans, most of whom played on the school bask&tbat. On
these occasions Raul would regularly interject himself in dneersation as the butt of a

joke. Raul would often joke about how he was scared the boys would jump Hepant
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him because he’s Mexican, or create free-style raps th& ewgaressed in a way that
would make him look inept and dorky while bringing the crowd to laughtest. &as in
these circumstances, | never witnessed or heard of Raul playitige physical skills he
obviously had and leveraging them against others. Instead, Raulplgyed his
physicality while illuminating his quick wit and satirical humor.

Raul was enrolled in Algebra class and constantly butted hedd#wiEthridge.
He was very sensitive to the way Mr. Ethridge spoke to the rtside his class and was
more apt to report instances in which Mr. Ethridge spoke unfairly hertthan to
instances in which he felt mistreated. Through the coursdeofyéar, the normally
reserved Raul became more and more confident in challenging #teeatinent of
students he observed in Mr. Ethridge’s Algebra class and in Mrs.sL8txial Studies
class getting kicked out of class more and more often. In thedalg a focus group
interview, Raul said of Mr. Ethridge’s treatment of students, “ The thdun' like about
Mr. Ethridge is the way he looks us down. Like | guess he don'tatangt our dreams.
He'll like, he'll tell us strait out, like if he thinks we'reigg to be nothing in life he'll just
tell us.” During spring parent/teacher conferences, Mr. @glerand | were placed next to
each other in the gym where all teachers were meeting stualedittheir parents. Raul’s
conference with Mr. Ethridge became particularly heated asBthridge challenged
Raul's work ethic and Raul challenged Mr. Ethridge’'s fairness.olé¢ point, Mr.
Ethridge responded to Raul's tone and comment by interjectingy,'Nou need to

watch it sir, you're being disrespectful.” To which Raul quickly fired ba&la are you!”
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In my class, Raul was a reluctant independent reader who dtaetgdar reading
and rereading books he had read in elementary school. Raul eveftuatlyin my class

Life in Prison (2001) by Stanley “Tookie” Williams, which he eagerly read. bals

brought in_The Greatest: Muhammad A001) by Walter Dean Myers and he engrossed

himself in that book as well. Raul didn’t come to my class with a history of lig@ading
or Language Arts classes, but perceived my class differedtlying a focus group
interview Raul said, “I like this class because usually likeyeyear since | was little.
Like reading and Language Arts would be the class | would ahal But now, this
class, from all my years, it's different like, it's fun drattually learn and in this class |
actually want to read like 'cause you actually give us a bookHgeif we want to read
not one that you're making us pressured to read.” Raul was anaetigeglged member
of class in small group and whole group settings. However, he would raftetarn in
major assignments or projects. When | talked to him about this hed vamgume
responsibility for his mistakes and tell me he apprecidtednhelp he got from me but
there was really nothing else | could do to help him. As it turned ocogf of Raul's
grades in my class were very low. On the 2009 State Readssgssément Raul's
performance was rated “Meets Standards” and on the 2010 Statendréadessment
Raul’'s performance was again rated as “Meets Standards”juXtaposition of Raul's
poor graded performance in my class and others and his satisfaettoymance on the
State Reading Assessment complicates both the validity ofystens of traditional

grades and the State Reading Assessment.
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Because of Raul's graded underperformance in many of hssedlahe was
recruited to be in the AVID program. Raul participated with thdDAclass throughout
the year but compared to his peers that | had in my classessm as interested and
motivated to outwardly adopt the program’s goals. Raul didn't takeAVID required
Cornell Notes in my class like other AVID students did, and whecugson in class
centered on high school, college, and beyond, Raul didn’t offer positive oet®goals
and intentions for himself, a response which was typical of other AVID students.

Raul’s Critical Inquiry Project
On the Critical Inquiry Research Project, Raul worked with onbeotudents he

had worked with while reading Bronx Masqueradlbe two selected school uniforms as

the focus of their research taking a critical perspective thatmeant to influence policy
change at Pioneer. Both Raul and his partner were extrenfelerdf at starting their
research. They composed their interview protocol before all otlempgrand made
excellent use of their time collecting data during the allattasis time. When | sat down
with the two and talked to them about their developing research Rally bpoke, while
his partner was very detailed and descriptive about the work thegded to do.
However, when | asked the pair what they really wanted to dutdby doing their
research Raul stated, “Why it is they make us wear them?”

From there, Raul and his partner successfully interviewed@itiers, teachers,
and principals, asking them:

1. What do you think about school uniforms?

2. Do you think uniforms are necessary?
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3. Should uniforms still be expected? Why or Why not?
4. Why do you think we should keep or not keep uniforms?
Data was complied and use to create a PowerPoint presentatiovathahared with the
class. While the presentation was a very strong reflectiomeodata collected, both boys
were hesitant sharing their work with their peers. Duringpttesentation, Raul and his
partner showed in very strait forward terms how student percemfoschool uniforms
differed quite drastically from the perceptions of teachers ahtinistrators. The
overwhelming majority of students asked found school uniforms to be netsay
(90%), a point that was not a surprise to the class, althoughstodents were surprised
the percentage was that low. What was surprising to the duo andafisewas the
percentage of adults in the school who were found uniforms to not bssaeg (30%). It
was widely assumed that almost all the teachers were in ¢dwmiforms, but the data
that Raul and his partner collected challenged this assumption. &wedation
precipitated the point a student had that there may be just a daghets and
administrators needed to win over in order to have a majority thatdwconsider
changing uniform policy. Vibrant discussion ensued that came abouttlfremresearch
Raul and his partner conducted. Despite the success of his hedeaut didn’t turn in
his PowerPoint after it was presented to the class.
Making Meaning of Raul’s Critical Inquiry Project
Raul’'s focus on school uniforms as a form of self-expression wétiwmol is
complemented by actions unrelated to his critical inquiry prokeatll was proud of and

outspoken about his Mexican heritage. His dress, art, and specific ctsnmeggards to
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his heritage all illustrated a need for him to comfortably esgphes cultural affiliations at
school. In Mr. Ethridge’s class and with regards to the school unipoimy Raul was
school entities as being confining his self-expression. For Rauilg ladle to express

one’s self culturally and be respected for it was the essence of empaowerme

Figure 10: Copy of Raul's interview protocol guide
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Empowerment ig\ddressing Social IssueRenée

Renée

Figure 11: Renée
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Renée’s Background

Renée, similarly to Jordan, found very little use for the acadewfiisshool that
was not directly related to music. Renée described herselflagina and her family
migrated to the United States from El Salvador before shebaas She would often
feign defensiveness when people described her as being Mexidéwer Rsan being
upset that she was being affiliated with Mexicans that pesged a sense of superiority,
her hyperbolic reaction was used to challenge and satirize thenpsons that all
Latino/as are Mexican. Renée was born in East Los Angelegyrawd up speaking
Spanish. Her family moved to our city when Renée was eight péhte seek safer and
cheaper living conditions. Throughout her elementary years and during head¢hygar
at Pioneer Middle School, Renée was enrolled in English as a SecOtldenri_anguage
(ESOL) programs. Renée was very happy to be exited out &3@Lt classes as a 7th
grader because she reported that being in ESOL made her feel dumb.

Music was central to Renée’s persona. Students and teacheisnaikérenée to
be an accomplished guitarist and rock musician. This notorieteedrer a great deal of
respect at school. Joan Jett, Paramore, and Lady Gaga inspireglsR@anéical and
personal stylings and Renée was constantly pushing the limig sthool’s dress code
with her wearing of navy jeans instead of navy khakis, exposedamtkroll t-shirts
under cardigan sweaters, and assorted wristbands and other acedhsbneere often
dubbed “distracting”. Renée performed solo between Pioneer baskgtiveds and lead a

three piece band of other 8th graders in a cover of “We Got thé liBe&o-Go’s during
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the Spring choir concert. When with her guitar or talking about musicédrexuded
confidence and poise.

Despite having her performance on the 2009 State Reading Assesataedrdas
“Meets Standards”, Renée was enrolled in an America’s CiNag@yator class. She was
also initially enrolled in AVID. These two classes took pldoeing Exploratory classes
causing Renée to miss being in Band class, a situation that dait mell with Renée.
She and her Navigator teacher tried to get her out of Navigatorcdult not.
Subsequently, Renée dropped out of AVID a few weeks into the schoolagdar
immediately enrolled in Band class. When asked about why she dropped AVID,
she explained with great seriousness, “There’s no way | c&®@tdamusic class. No
way!” Later in the school year during a class discussion regardrobable district
budgetary cutbacks, Renée said with certainty that if musicutalsom the high school
she attended, she would drop out.

In my class and out, Renée was an active reader. She was atlfenTafilight
series, although she said she scaled back her following of the bduksicters and
movies’ actors because it was getting too popular. Renée reatk aamge of books in
class, although she rarely documented her reading in the way thatneauraged at
Pioneer via America’s Choice. She was often reserved durisg dlacussions or small
group work, but at times would passionately express her thoughts atlg gpgaeciated
any opportunity for the students in class to engage in discussioneaath other. In
referencing this point, Renée once said, “I like it because, yeateagh each other and

like, it's like equal. Just like with teachers teaching us,stdfdon't really get it.” Renée
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failed to see the importance in her math classes becauseashgnable to connect the
work she did in math with her future as a musician. While Renéevargsengaged in
activities where pieces of music were the central textynclass, she was often quite
engaged with subject matter that had nothing to do with music.

At the end of our empowerment unit we watched and analyzed the movie
Walkout, which is based on the true story of students in East Los Angalbh schools
who organized collective walkouts to protest school policies, resourmksuaicula that
marginalized Chicano/a and Mexican American students. Durirgsa discussion of the
movie, Renée, visibly affected, expressed how hard it was foo heatth students being
beaten and sprayed with fire hoses by police officers. When askedk@hée responded
that those students could have been her parents. On the 2010 Statg) Rsadssment,
Renée’s performance was again rated “Meets Standards”.

Renée’s Critical Inquiry Project

When it came time to select a topic and direction for thec@kilnquiry Project,
there were few issues that inspired Renée. Most students geaiedesearch in a
direction that was critical of a current school practice ah&er and advocated a policy
change. Renée was also quite critical of America’s Chackool uniforms, school
lunches, and other popular issues that drew the critique of maimgrotlassmates.
However, Renée wasn't interested in doing what she perceived ahswgmneveryone
else was doing.

A couple of days into the project | began making my way arobediassroom

asking students what topic and direction they had in mind and if they geeng to
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research with a partner or alone. When | approached Renée | fountb Hme
disconnected from the project sitting alone. This was uncharaictesfsRenée and |
talked to her about where her thoughts were regarding the projeaxfiessed to me
that nobody was doing anything that she was really interestoing. She told me she
was going to work with Hannah and research America’s Choice buivahied to do
something different. | told her she could really do almost angthiith the project and
that the point was to focus on and practice empowerment. Many aftutlents were
going to empower themselves by researching issues in school that theefapaligered
themselves and others. However, | explained to Renée, that she could empowfdnyhersel
researching a topic of her choosing that she feels has eitheemgowering or
disempowering affect on herself or others. | encouraged her maobe creative in her
thinking, focus on what interests her, and come back tomorrow with a few ideas.
The next day Renée came to class energized and with addiggic. Despite my
guess that the topic would be music related, Renée told me thaashgoing to research
international sex trafficking. Surprised, impressed, and intriguegkéd her how she
came up with that topic choice and told her | was surprised thabpier didn't have
anything to do with music. Renée responded by telling me theatsitsomething that she
had recently learned about, not a lot of people knew about it, arekiawery serious
and sad problem. She also told me that she wanted to organize w chiacirt to raise
money to fight sex trafficking. The two of us sat down and plottezs@arch course for
Renée to pursue. Here, Renée wrote in her Critical Inquirye@rdplan, “I am

empowered by music. Music is the only thing keeping me alind (&od). And music
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moves people. Music has meaning to many people.” Renée planned foorat®ra
fundraising component to the winter choir concert in which she wouldarld sing a
song or two and audience members could donate to a cause that esl\focahose
affected by sex trafficking. After approaching the Band andrGkachers with her idea,
Renée was told that the program had been set and they wouldtitebim accommodate
her idea. Disappointed, Renée designed a PowerPoint that she shared with the class.

Renée’s presentation to the class was visually compelling aridastiellated.
While the beginning of Renée’s presentation mostly focused ontistdtifacts, her
delivery of those facts commanded the collective attention of th&s.cRenée also
focused on the work of Love 146, an organization that advocates for the entil afezhi
slavery. Renée’s presentation was far from what she hadahgenvisioned and lacked
the personal touch that she had been able to create had shebleetnmfollow through
with her fundraiser. This frustrated Renée, however she wag hagp her work and
slightly embarrassed by the positive response from her clessm& the end of the
presentation Renée read a poem she wrote that incorporatedicstetisted to child sex
trafficking and the work of Love 146:

#146
| wear the number 146
| have no friends
no family
well that's how it seems to me
| seem to be the only one alive
here behind this glass

all the other girls don’t seem to care
they seem to be watching 146 cartoons
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| don’t

| look to see the men who watch me
$25 and they have me

The pain | feel every day

not ever having time to play

and be myself

| don’t want to go with these men
but I have no choice

like they have no life

They spend hours watching us

| want to break free

to never see these people

and be back with my family

but for now it seems I'm stuck here

But do you care?

Do you care if | go through
pain every day?

Well, it doesn’t seem like it

Making Meaning from Renée’s Critical Inquiry Project
Renée had disagreements with many in-school policies andcpsadiut none of
them had the weight and importance to Renée as social issuesh¢habw as being
outside of school. Renée was highly interested in the Workers’ Rvghtement and the
social conditions surrounding the Civil Rights Movement, particuldudge highlighted
in the movie_WalkoutFor her project, she continued to think beyond the school. To

Renée, empowerment was addressing social issues that weetegated to the school

context.
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Figure 12: Copy of RenéeRowerPoint presentation slides
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Empowerment isreedom Luke and Henry

Luke

Figure 13: Luke

Luke’s Background
Quiet, contemplative, polite, and sarcastic, Luke was a self-deddWhite youth
with a quick wit and a dry sense of humor. Raised as an only chi&d daygle mom,
Luke would often stay after class for a few moments when 8teofghe students had
left, to engage in conversation that was usually spurred by a quesltaded to pop
culture. Luke would ask if I'd seen certain movies, watched certdishibws, or played

certain video games and we would briefly carry on in a wayféfatat times, more like
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two adult friends talking rather than an adult and a middle schged &oy. The
conversation would usually end when Luke would say, “Ok, well | bettert@et
Consortium, have a good rest of your day, Mr. Horn.” At times, Luke waskdne if I'd
seen movies or TV shows that were more sophomoric in nature stitheHangover”

or “The Family Guy”. It was apparent to me that Luke would ebging surprised that |
had seen many of the movies and shows he mentioned and enjoyedhg@ngag
conversation about them with me. | would pay particularly clogmi@dh to what parts

of these movies and TV shows | would talk about and how | would talk abaut the
tacitly acknowledging the professional dynamic of our relatignshilke respected the
boundaries | worked at upholding, while also finding humor in testing them.

Luke described himself as someone who would work really hard fowéhd
teachers he liked and respected, but would not for teachers he #Hdnitias not a
student who would naturally be engaged in class work and homework, butefttrer
won him over, so to speak, he would work hard to be successful in her atass, be
apologetic if he didn’'t meet expectations, and willingly do whati¢heher wanted him
to do trying to get the best grade possible. In my class, Lukedlweawer engage himself
vocally in whole group discussions and hated working alone. While Luke was

constructive and additive presence in the “Group of Seven” reading Brasgudrade

he preferred to work with just Henry and another friend in class.
Traditional texts and literature did not easily interest Likece Luke stated that

novels bored him because they were so long.
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| responded, “You liked The Peg945/1993) though, right?” knowing that he
was engaged when we read the Steinbeck novel together in class.

“Well, we read it together and Coyotito getting shot and ik the end was
really surprising.”

During silent reading time in my class Luke read the fewplganovels and
comic collections | had and never chose to read traditional novels dodagendent
reading. He didn’t like our school library because of its lacgraphic novels and my
classroom library didn’'t have enough graphic novels for his liking. Lulseried
himself as a “gamer” that played a lot of video games withe action and adventure
genre at home. Once, he dismissively told me that doesn’t readhona®vork at home
because it gets in the way of his video games. | responded img shgre are a lot of
people who view video games as text and legitimize their presdangside fictional
novels, non-fictional articles and books, poetry and other pieces didanadliliterature.
Luke was pleasantly surprised by this and with a slight, wryesatross his face he
asked me of he could then get credit for playing video games at liemgeople get
credit for reading books. | liked his idea, told him I didn’t think why, raotd said we
should sit down and work out the specifics. Regrettably, neither afllosvéd up, and
Luke’s idea never came to fruition.

On the 2009 State Reading Assessment, Luke’s performance teas am
“Approaches Standards”. However, he was not enrolled in the AmerChtsce
Navigator class. On the 2010 State Reading Assessment, Luke’syarber was rated

as “Meets Standards”. When | shared this information with him akebldsm why he
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thought this increase occurred, Luke mentioned that he worked a lot hradass this
year than last year. He added that he took the class and theotesseriously this year.
Luke partnered with Henry for his School Empowerment ReseaojacRrGreater detail
regarding their project will be provided in Henry’s section.

Henry

Figure 14: Henry
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Henry’s Background

Imaginative and bright, unorganized and a loner, Henry was alestfibed
White youth. Henry’'s mother was a single parent and a parapiarfes teacher in an
elementary school that was a part of the Pioneer feeder palemry was an
academically successful and sensitive student. He was enroliddebra and professed
to liking math and being skilled at it. However, Henry was tiegly affected by the
coarse and public admonishing he received from Mr. EthridgeAlfebra teacher.
Henry conveyed that most of Mr. Ethridge’s badgering was bedaskdn't take and
keep neat and proper notes, often failed to turn in complete and/bleldgimework
assignments, or wasn’'t paying attention in class. Henry would cfiene to my class
from Algebra verbally frustrated and emotional.

During one class period early in our empowerment unit, | circled rdom

checking on students’ progress with Bronx Masquegatte the template. | noticed that

Henry’'s template was incomplete and | asked him what he thougkkfgestations for
the assignment were. Through my discussion with him and clarification of igarasst
Henry became dejected and angrily began erasing the workdhagoha. | told him that
we had just started and that if he continued from this day forwaedting the
expectations of the assignment he would be fine. As | asked hins itvas all right, |
noticed that Henry was beginning to tear up. From that point forlvaithed to be
accommodating towards his writing needs and thoughtful in the ways | redirecte
Henry had a history of getting good grades in his classes andtheatenor roll

multiple times during middle school. His performance on the 2009 Stedelif)
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Assessment was rated as “Meets Standards”, while his perfoenman the 2010 State
Reading Assessment was rated as “Exceeds Standards”. Henry kgkly engaged
independent reader. He thoroughly enjoyed silent reading time inasy and always
took full advantage of it, often extending his reading after thatttedl period of time was
over. Henry read more books over the course of the school year than ats@ne his
class. Most of the books he read were adventure books, and he was pigrficuthof
the Alex Rider series. Henry described himself as a goocredio hated writing. His
handwriting was very difficult to decipher and obviously caused Herog af stress.
Despite this, Henry had a vivid imagination that he could eastieulate in conversation
and was very capable picking out and describing the nuances ofuliéerslowever,
Henry very rarely spoke up during whole class discussion. During thmes Henry
would often lower himself in his chair or pull out a book to read, esdigntoing
anything to assure that he wouldn’t have to speak in front of the etass. When the

class read Bronx Masquerathenry chose to read and work alone. Near him other

students worked together, but Henry simply hunched over his book and read without
complaint.
Luke and Henry’s Critical Inquiry Project
As the class began to turn attention to their Critical InquiryeReH Projects, |
was interested to see how Henry would respond. Henry preferredkalooe, and even
though he had the opportunity to do so, this project really catered totstwad®o could
work constructively with others. This project also had a presentatbmponent and

encouraged interviews as a form of data, social and academicgsatat were not in
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Henry’s comfort zone. After brainstorming ideas for possible taoicssharing his ideas
with his classmates as a way to facilitate likeminded stsdenpartner together, Henry
found that both he and Luke were interested in homework as a topitwdtegreed to
work together and decided to research homework from the perspectivi bzet a
detrimental affect on students.

After | read the boys’ Critical Inquiry Project Plan, | eallthem over for a short
conference during a class library checkout time. | startedsking the boys why they
chose homework as their topic, “Why of all the things that go @chiool, why is it that
homework is at the top of your list?”

Luke answered, “Like in math class, we work all day on problems affcast at
the end of the day we get ... and its pure nonstop work, work, work.”

“So why does this matter to you?”, | inquire.

Again, Luke responds, “Because we work all day long and even though ale do
this work we just have more and if we don't get it done we batlagrade and stuff. We
should just have to do the work we already do.”

Henry adds, “Basically the time takes away from the tmeewant to spend
doing something else that doesn't involve school.”

Luke continues, “So many hours of our day are taken up and they jusiutake
the rest and that's all we have after school. Then even the weakerstametimes taken
up. Sometimes | just don't do it.”

I’'m interested by Luke’s response that he just doesn’'t do his horkesoa

response to being overwhelmed by it and ask, “You don't do the homework, and the
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what happens if you don't do the homework?”

“l just do it in class the next day. In like science clagdsn't do the homework.
We only have science every other day so | just do it in sotidles class. We barely
have any homework in there,” Luke answers.

Temporarily satisfied but still wanting to learn more,dpsinyself from asking
too much as | don’t want my questions to lead their thinking or rdseaoce than it
should as this early stage. | return to the Critical Inquiry Bréjéan and ask clarifying
guestions. “What's your question? What do you want to learn more about?”

Henry is quick to answer, “I want to know why teachers give usngoh
homework.”

Looking for clarification, | ask, “So do you want to go to the beas who give
you lots of homework and the teachers who don't give you lots of homewaerhkvite
their opinions on homework are, their professional opinion on giving homework is?”

Both Luke and Henry nod as | jot down notes on their Critical InquioyeEt
Plan. Then Luke breaks the momentary silence by adding, “In Ms. Sutton’s class'twe don
have to do homework but if you want to get a good grade you kind of have teh@&ut
doesn't make us. It's kind of like a, sort of like a, psychologically kind of thing.”

| stop writing down notes. Intrigued and humored, | ask, “OK, what do you
mean by that?”

Luke expands, “Sort of like saying, she's trying to make usthke she's
saying you don't have to do it, but you'll get a bad grade trgipgit that in my memory

that we have to do it. Just trying to trick us.”

101



| return to writing notes and can’t help but to smile and chucglly at
Luke’s critique. Luke seemingly picks up on me being entertained aig] ‘atou don't
give us that much, but the homework that you do give us is really hard.”

Having recaptured my attention, | stop again to look up at Luke and/ldad
ask, confused, “I give homework?”

“Yeah, sometimes | don't get done with all the stuff and | takeome,”
responds Luke.

Once again I'm interested by what Luke and Henry are gaségarding
homework, but keep myself from being too inquisitive. This time they haamtioned
how put off they are by doing schoolwork at home and Luke even mentionekethat
often does his homework at school in other classes. However, Lukeongetitat | give
some homework, and that the homework is hard, but does not mention shirking it
doing it in other classes like he does with math and science homework.

With time in the library almost up and our conference winding downry
interjects by stating, “Mr. Ethridge claims he has no powerussca | have Algebra,
which is high school, so he has to do what the high school people are doing so he's saying
that he has no power over our homework.”

Before | get a chance to verbally respond to this adept refietiuke jokingly
asks, “Why do you like to psychologically mess with our minds, niakeem like we
have to do the homework and get a good grade when you know very welketicauld
just do it in our other classes. Why do you make it seem likeewd to get this done or

else you will fail?”
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“Are you saying me like, me as a teacher or me spedtyfc&l/hy doteachers
do that?”

“Why doyoudo that?”, clarifies Luke.

“Do | do that? Have | done that?”

“I think you do that.”

Sensing Luke’s playfulness | ask for proof, “When have | done that?”

Mockingly, Luke answers, “If you don't finish this Bronx Masquersideet

you'll fail, you need to get it done, you need to do whatever you can dx tbdpne.
Take it home.”

Allowing Luke his fun | contend, “I said that, | said you'd fail@oin't think |
said that, did 1? | think you're putting words in my mouth.”

“You use the words ‘pass’ and ‘fail’, you don't useB, C, D or F. The ‘pass’
word comes out a lot and the “fail’ word comes out a lot,” Luke gibes.

| play along, “I didn't notice that. That's interesting thoughh#ive to think
about that.”

The two worked diligently and effectively together during the datéection
phase of their research. They ascertained interview data fronthlgra&lers and from
four 8th grade teachers, myself included. They followed the iet®rgrotocol they
established closely asking me, and other teachers:

1) What are your general thoughts on homework?

2) Why do you assign the homework that you assign?

3) Do you think students should be assigned more or less homework? Why?
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Henry and Luke also created a well-designed and thorough PowerPoint
presentation that reflected their interview data as welleasarch they found on the
Internet. The two generally reserved boys who rarely voluntgpibkes in whole class
discussions volunteered to present to their class and were one afstherdsenting
groups. The duo appeared nervous and uncomfortable, but they also carrisel\tbem
with an aura of confidence in this context that was refreshiagjgical. The title and
opening slide of their presentation read, “As Homework Grows So Rmuments
Against It”. The presentation proceeded to show arguments against bdafesn the
students’ perspective found on the Internet. The presentation went onrastsitie-by-
side, arguments for and against homework. Perhaps the most diftoylioaent of the
project presentation for the class was to acknowledge and fairtylate opposing
viewpoints. In their presentation, Henry and Luke did very well at ingeahis
expectation.

The presentation then shifted to pulled quotes from the teachers’iemts.
Again, Henry and Luke were able to capture opposing views. For examngléeacher
was awkwardly quoted as saying, “I think that there is songthizsit you need to do it at
home (study reading) and there is stuff that could have been donadbit meed more
work that is creative instead of worksheet type.” While anothesher was quoted as
saying, “l like to give it when you need to practice | don't thinkhbuld give less
homework.” The presentation concluded with a summary of the issuetharbys’
opinions that reflected both an acknowledgement of some positive aspacitmework

and instances and types of homework that are important and necessaeyl as an
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overall critique of how homework is generally administerediand®r and how it could
be improved. Henry and Luke concluded with a quote from Albert Einsteamagination
is more important than knowledge. It is a miracle that curiosuwives formal
education.”
Making Meaning of Luke and Henry’s Critical Inquiry Project

Not wanting to be hassled with irrelevant curricula and haweir‘ttime”
infringed upon at home by schoolwork, Luke and Henry sought freedom from the
teacher-centered construct of school. They worked on homework in otsseslar
didn't do it all together. Luke and Henry even playfully accused ahassigning
homework, surely an insulting distinction to be made regarding thectbiacd a teacher.
The two viewed their empowerment as being connected to havirfiggt®m to choose

what and how to use their time in a school setting.

Figure 15: Copy of Luke and Henry's PowerPoint @négtion
slides
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Participant voices together

Viewed individually, the descriptions of these participants show egylytunique
and distinctive lives. Students with varied skills, interests, riitishs, and inspirations
all cohabitating in the same 8th Grade Language Arts.clswever, when viewed
together, greater patterns of similarity and overlap can be a®eng the participants.
First, the participants had an acute eye for fairness. Whdikegmtere focused on self-
preservation ends or thinking about the common good, the participantsnpssly
talked about, thought about, wrote about, and researched topics and isstedatéddhto
what they perceived to be fair or unfair in the world in which tinegdl Second, the
participants were eager to learn and take action. Despite chéh&d they largely felt
suspicious of any notion that their collective or individual voices cauatdally affect
change in school, they still maintained and expressed their vhroegh engaging in the
critical inquiry research project. Finally, the participantsried from each other. During
the times in class when students were sharing ideas in gmoalps, whole group,
structured discussion, or impromptu interaction, the participanendéd to what their
peers had to say. Further, the participants did not experientsdhlves as students or
empowered learners in isolation, but rather, within a sociakesysif which each
participant was a part.
Eye for Fairness

Throughout the unit, and in varied instances, the participants were attuned to what
was and wasn'’t fair. Whether we were analyzing a quote, i@adsection from Bronx

Masqueradgelistening to a poem, or reflecting on a current event or schomakastic,
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fairness was a shared value among the participants. To ti@gaauts, fairness involved
individuals having a measure of control within groups so that their neddbe@needs of
others can be met. One of the most striking examples of this neéisrwhen the class
was asked to read the synopses of three fictitious schools tfemedliin pedagogical
practices and then rate the schools in relation to which schoowblgl most like to
attend. During a whole group discussion, students compared their ratidgsxplained
how they came to their conclusions. It was during this discussionRitaée, Raul,
Henry, and Jordan articulated their selecting of the school thatfelteafforded them
more freedom of choice. It was this key element that mades¢hsol more fair in that
students could pursue what they wanted as individuals and therefore more attractive

In reference to a traditional model of school that tracks studentgacher-
centered, and utilizes the “banking concept” (Freire, 1970, p. 72), Joetad st that
school, “everyone thinks you're dumb.”

Henry adds, “Because you won't feel as smart if you're put inaweclass. You
won't feel as smart so you think that you won't even try.”

Jordan nods and adds, “Yeah, that ain’t right.”

In comparison, Raul brings up another hypothetical school that ignéeisto be
student-centered, detracked, and ascribe to a “problem posing’e(Fi€ir0, p. 80)
model of schooling, “Students are not given grades. | like that.”

Renée continues, “Yeah, | like it because we teach each other and it's liké equal

However, Vasha disagreed. She aligned herself with the schoolvéisamore

closely related to preparing students for college. To her, this sitlistiated fairness as
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it too prepared students for what they would individually want to acésmas adults. In
response to Raul's mention of the more student-centered school, Véshects her
disagreement, “I think this school is unnecessary because how yoa gora a school
that barely teaches you anything? And it says right heescfiers use the lives and
curiosities of the students...’. So basically this school is for kias eon’t want to go to
college because if they're trying to pick they own stuff and thmyt even get grades
you aren't really learning.”

The participants didn’t outwardly acknowledge the similarity in thedlyses, yet
both perspectives illustrated that a component of fairness, parljcut schools, was
having access to resources that would help one achieve their gdidés For Jordan,
Raul, and Renée their goals were less connected to the ionstibditschool and corporate
institutions, as Jordan was an aspiring soccer player, Raupamgdoxer, and Renée
as aspiring musician. Therefore, school would be fair to theinwhs more organic
wasn’t working to prepare them for a career they didn’t wantMasha, as an aspiring
child advocacy lawyer, school would be fair to her if it helped barnl how to best
navigate school in order to gain access to more schooling and a professional career.

Another example of how fairness was an important focus of theiparits was
the subject matter of their critical inquiry research prgjetmost all of the participants
chose issues in school in which they felt they did not have a @asosay in how that
issue took shape in school. Homework, America’s Choice, school lynahesschool
uniforms were all topics that the participants, in one way or anakpressed as being

too constraining. They felt that they were old enough and responsible etwumgh
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treated like adults and granted with more respect. To them, ibmadair to be able to
have greater say as to what they wore to school, what food they dtabkevto them at
school, and the academic work they did in school and out.

The concept of fairness attracted the attention of participants iwkas present
in the texts we experienced in class. When there was an oppottutitynk about and

discuss fair treatment and instances of social justice andiggjymarticipants were eager

and able to discuss. During the reading_of Bronx Masquetad@s discovered that
multiple characters encountered bullying from classmates. ®anmall group and whole
group discussions participants would regularly admonish behaviors thegdiestair
without specific encouragement from me to do so. ldentifying inssaoicejustice was
also practiced through formal and informal discussions regardimgntuand historical
events. While the participants were interested in fairnessoabBow it pertained
individually to them, throughout the course of my research they also deatedshow
they were interested in how others, locally and globally, wensewe not being treated
fairly.

When school resumed after Winter Break, Vasha spoke regularly thieogtcent
earthquake in Haiti. Based on the interest of many students througbowgchool,
Pioneer organized an “I Heart Haiti” day that raised awasnethe students and staff
and money for the Haitians. Vasha, Hannah, and Renée were key condrittuthe
facilitation of this school-wide project d&enée noted during a planning meeting, “Man,
this is just like those projects we did last semester, Mr. Horaddition, during the

Spring our class studied the legacy of César Chavez and théchistmd contemporary
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struggle for workers’ rights. As we studied the expanding gap betiveaverage pay of
an American CEO and that of an average American workeranitiourly wage, Hannah
noted, “Dang, this is just like the doctor in the The Ped&ihg advantage of Kino.” Later
in the unit, Luke said he wasn’t going to drink Coke anymore becatisa recent
workers’ strike for better wages and working conditions. To which Brandioed
saying, “That’s fine with me, Coke’s nasty anyway.”

Finally, the issue of fairness was strongly expressed irpdinicipants’ critical
inquiry research projects, albeit in different perspectives. Baahdon, and Jordan each
focused on school uniforms. When they thought of the most pressing issieel t®
empowerment in schools they thought of the personal issue of sedfseipr through
dress and style. To them, fairness was viewed at the persoriakhere youth deserved
greater control over their own personal choices. Vasha focusedskarake on the social
aspect of gender segregation at lunch and recess time. To \émspawerment and
fairness involved youth being able to enact greater control and ckom&rly to the
ends of Raul, Brandon, and Jordan, but with the added component of youth interacting
with each other. Hannah’s focus on America’s Choice and the dua fdcHenry and
Luke on homework illustrated their collective conceptualization ofnéas and
empowerment in schools relating to academics. Student choice and &ipropntrol
were still underlying themes present with Hannah, Henry, anc,Lbut the context
towards the work done in school constituted a unique difference betweetihéypand
the other participants viewed fairness. Finally, Renée took a gholbbal perspective in

her examination of sex trafficking. Being empowered in school and eyeingdaimeant
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taking social action to combat social injustices. Having accessrtwula that fostered
study of and action towards social justice issues was a aegessnponent of school for
Renée.

Expressing Their Voices in New Ways

Just like having an eye for fairness, participants camehi® unit with a
developing ability to express their voices, their speaking persgn#téir speaking
consciousness (Bakhtin, 1986, p. 7), in new ways. For my participanizingtitheir
voice in new ways illustrated the social, cultural, and contextatire of language,
whereas the dialogic use of language involved the sociocultural acknovdatigf
speaker and listener as well as the temporal acknowledgementeafrl@r and later
version of the speaker’s self (Bakhtin, 1986, p.7).

Participants had been expressing their voices on policies antt@saa school
already in many ways. For example, participants had verbalirectly to other students
their feelings by stating problems in school policy and practicé explaining the
problems’ effects. Also, participants had indirectly communicatedr tleelings to
teachers and school officials through disengagement in certaitiegond practices,
sabotage of certain policies and practices, and complaining abaziep@ind practices.
Their specific abilities and avenues for expression weredjan@wvever, all participants
expressed the need to express themselves. Perhaps the mostusgdefprm of self-
expression was through rule breaking. Vasha, Hannah, and Renédegrateform
policies by slightly adding articles of clothing or accessotied violated the stated

policy. Brandon and Raul would untuck their long shirts so they could “salpivaas

111



possible without the athletic shorts they wore under their unifomms d@eing exposed.
Luke, Henry and Jordan would not do assigned homework or leave their textbooks
other classes to protest classroom policies. Still other ipamits would not bring their
student ID to protest lunch and recess policies. This form oksgian was not intended
to espouse policy change. The participants didn't feel abeif tvoices were fairly
respected in school so they had realistic intentions relateditddbi protests. Instead,
their goal was to simply express their voice to satisfy {hears and their own individual
conscience.

Exhibited less often, especially without institutional encouragenparticipants
would on occasion directly express their voices to teachers and sahmalistrators.
Primarily because participants largely felt pessimistmous teachers and school
administrators positively receiving their concerns, only a feartigpants felt
comfortable confronting school officials uninvited. Only Vasha and Jordpressed
their experiences speaking up towards school officials regardingcsm. However, all
participants conveyed experiences in speaking directly to a scHaalofegarding a
criticism when they had been encouraged to do so as an isolatadcensr their
speaking up was a regularly fostered component within a class wigidcher. Despite
having the opportunity to speak and be respectfully heard, mostigeamnts still
expressed doubt that their voice would in fact lead to change. Hovedlvparticipants
felt they deserved a respectful audience to express thetems. While | attempted to

encourage them to take a more idealistic stance towards ergressself to school
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personnel, | understood their reticence was based on histories of mistrusiulan’t be
easily trumped by my simple encouragement.

There was interest in the idea of taking greater, more exgliefis towards
enacting voice for institutional change. Participants wereasgad by the efforts of the
students in the movie Walkoand Raul, Renée, Luke, and Henry would often joked
casually about organizing walkouts or other forms of nonviolent protesthool, jokes
that | always took seriously and told them | would consider encowgyagut jokes that
never came to transformed into serious ideas of action. Also, participantdikielga of
sharing their critical inquiry research projects with schobtiafs but eventually opted
for their peers being their audience. Jordan, Brandon, and Raul spaekengfwhat they
experienced in our unit and utilizing what they learned in high schaml@ge or later
when the issues were more important. In all, participants fudingloped their voices
and the ways in which they could express themselves.

While all participants expressed their voices through theiic&ritinquiry
research projects, many struggled to comfortably direct thddidé of their voice. At
the beginning of the introduction of the unit the participants felt rgdgecsager to be
able to express their opinions in a concrete fashion. Many were ex@ted at the
possibility that they would be able to invite teachers and adnatossrto view their
presentations, an option | actively encouraged. However, as | workadppmort their
ability to construct a research project, for some, the procemmhle feel like another
“assignment”. Raul, Luke, and Jordan conveyed dissatisfaction towatwsiggtfield

notes and following the steps I laid out for them. Others were distrustful mhpaet our
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research would have within the institution and uncomfortable intemgtéachers and
principals, let alone having these people as audience members. JoatagrBrLuke,
and Henry felt as if they were almost dressing up and plagsegarchers rather than
being bona fide researchers themselves. Vasha and Hannah didtlsednid follow
through as researchers with the skill and confidence to communioatetrsng
personally important for them to say. Not all participants va¢tbe same place as Vasha
and Hannah, although all participants did engage and express thes thoimegh their
critical inquiry research projects.
Learning From Each Other

Throughout the entirety of the unit one of the most powerful therpessed by
the participants was their desire to learn from each othergiithg of seven was the
most concrete example of this with seven diverse students wodgether to enhance
each other’s learning. Participants bounced ideas off of each olfaedspersonal
connections to the text that aided in the comprehension and appreciahert@tt. With

the sole exception of Henry who chose to read Bronx Masqudradamself, all

participants were able to learn from others while reading the novel in groups.
Hannah mentioned that learning from other students was more powreaful
learning from teachers. Hannah, along with all participantspéxidenry and Luke,
expressed how much they learned when our class would engage in dirtifduced
choice” activities. As | read statements of opinion constructectither students or
myself, students would move to the section in the room that matchedegpmonse to the

stated opinion:agree agree, but..., disagree, disagree, butThen students would
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explain their opinion and listen to others explain theirs. If studemtsls were changed,
they would move to their new section of the class. This actiogiefed lively debate and
discussion and was widely heralded as one of the best activities we did in class

Regardless of the topic or the presenter, the participanesagévely engaged in
the research shared by their classmates. As participanedsteir work, those who
comprised the audience listened and responded so as to create gheatenoksolidarity
within the classroom. Heads nodded in agreement, side comments anaKedicheed
to the presenter supported their data and conclusions regarding seeircke A feeling
of togetherness and shared experience undergirded the preseniladiaisb other time
in class. Through the research presentations, participants leaynmeddch other in terms
of the ways in which their classmates engaged in researclttanthunicated their
research, but also they learned that much of their observationslinggachool were
being echoed and supported by their peers.

Summary

Through my work to make critical literacy a central comporé the classroom,
participant voices were privileged and brought to the fore. Iredasiays and in varied
degrees, participant voices, in concert, illuminated the power andtipbtef youth
engaging in critical literacy practices. Primarily throutje critical inquiry research
projects but also through shared reading and analysis of vaeats participants
critigued the often-disempowering institution of school around themfrese and
Macedo (1987, p. 55) suggest, so as to free themselves from dominatlogiee In

addition, participants moved beyond the critical consumption of text, su@roax
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Masquerade and worked towards critical textual production in their criticejuiry
research projects, as Morrell (2008, p. 115) argues. As the teachework was

complex, wrought with obstacles, and in constant need of self-reflection and upkeep.
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CHAPTER 5: BUILDING EMPOWERING LEARNING COMMUNITIES

In the previous chapter the lives and work of my eight researticipants were
outlined. Some important similarities were apparent betweenattieipants, of which |
made brief note. In this chapter | continue to explore patterns dastynwithin the
work of my participants, but more deeply as | develop the idea pbwering learning
communities as well as more broadly as | connect the lives gatdiences of my eight
participants to established research and literature. Spegifidalill explore how

participants engaging in the shared reading of Bronx Masquaratthe exit interviews

of a couple of participants illustrate the socially situatedstuaded learning endeavors of
a community of practice. Also, | will explore how the two focusugranterviews
illustrate culturally responsive relationships with teachers.

Here, empowering learning communities takes on multiple meaningd, F
empowering learning communities suggests that learningsisaeed endeavor among
group members, in this case, classmates. Second, because thigy aspipowering
learning community takes place in a classroom, the student-tegethgonship is of
great importance. Finally, the actions of the teacher inititailg the development of an
empowering learning community are critical. Therefore, Vettgped three main themes
that describe and explain the building of empowering learning comegirtcommunity
of practice, culturally responsive relationships with teachers tlamdeacher’s role. In
this chapter | will show that in each of these three themes pawerful potential in
providing students the conditions in which to develop as empowered students and

individuals.
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My identification of the three aforementioned themes came aboutleeourse
of teaching and regularly reflecting on my students work duringuthits After nearly
every class period | digitally recorded my immediate verbalatdies on the work of the
day and what possible themes | saw emerging. The daily repoftifvghat | saw” was
able to transition into “what I'm seeing” reflections that revebolstered by the
conversations | heard my students having, the responses to structurgotsprom
assignments and in interviews, and in their critical inquiry rebeprojects. Therefore,
these reflections, which began broadly, began to narrow towards commupigctice,
culturally responsive relationships with teachers, and the teadmde’'sbased on the
frequency and the depth of the foci in my observations.

For example, much of my early reflections came about from seging
participants read together and engage in whole group discussions dimanlypby me.
| wondered, “When students work together, what work is their individwaltah work
and what work is their groups collective or socially distributedking? Does it even
matter to tell the difference between the two?” From heteedan thinking more
specifically about co-construction of knowledge and communities ofiggaé few days
later after a whole group discussion | facilitated, | refléct®iscussion was dull. | think
they are more active. Stuff like that isn’t what they're lookimig Move in the direction
of interdependent student work.” The next week a phone went off in clagsh 8
against school rules. Instead of interrupting class by idergifyime culprit and
apprehending the phone, | paused and gave a nonchalant smile refusiok tor Ithe

person turning off the phone. After class Hannah approached me laughing ssibglya
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and confessing that it was her phone and she was sorry for it@obimgclass and that it
would never happen again. After this exchange | reflected, “I'm thin&baut this in
terms of school empowerment and relationships. How do relationships yeuwliti
your teachers empower and disempower you? What encourages tabsegieps, what
discourages those relationships, what potential do those relationships have?”
By reflecting immediately after my daily teaching | walsle to begin to identify what
was empowering and disempowering to my students and then resporairagggon my
future teaching practices. In short, | wanted to do my best tteci@n empowering
environment, listen to my participants, and make appropriate changessuit mirmy
developing hunches all in pursuit of best identifying what empowerediaachpowered
my participants.
Community of Practice

Throughout my research, | was drawn repeatedly to the noticanefmunity of
practice Internally, | felt that facilitating student engagement tiravided students the
opportunity to co-construct knowledge was a “best practice”. | alas reminded
through various ways the social nature of my students. Defined byngtiWenger
(2007), acommunity of practicas "formed by people who engage in a process of
collective learning in a shared domain of human endeavour." Whileng&ve
acknowledges that communities of practice are “everywherepliaginin Wenger’'s
definition is the notion that members of a community of practiceedgtco-construct
knowledge. Within most schools, students engage in group activitiesdthatot

necessarily meet the definition of a community of practice. Mucheofyroup work that
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goes on in traditional school settings does not allow for students to constructgreaahin
knowledge through collaborative efforts, rather students are folloteacher-centered
“assembly line” work with others. Further, Wenger (2007) idestiffeee elements that
distinguish communities of practice from other groups and commurthiestomain, the
community, and the practice These three elements will be further explained and
connected to the participants’ work later in this chapter.

Participants spoke and wrote often about being able to work in canstra@ays
with their peers while doing common tasks. They reflected that sk was a
necessary resource in troubleshooting challenges found in classregignnaents.
Students also spoke of the desire and need to simply interadheiithiriends and peers
in the context of a classroom setting. Perhaps the most powerfolpkxdrom the
research of students participating ina@mmunity of practicevas a group of students that

regularly formed during their reading of the primary texthe unit, Bronx Masquerade

by Nikki Grimes. While the development and execution of the maats’ critical
inquiry research presentations were good examples of working in awguty of

practice, the students shared reading of Bronx Masquerasi@ more powerful example

due to having more working parts, so to speak. Reading Bronx Masqueradst cases
involved a bigger group of students than the pairs researching togeeerwih a more

structured task at hand imposed by me with the reading of Brongudeasie groups

had a greater obstacle to making their work together actwaltit. The fact that the

participants were so successful in establishing communities ofiggravhile reading
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Bronx Masqueradefurther punctuates the potential of developing communities of

practice within the classroom.

Shared Reading of Bronx Masquerade

Bronx Masqueradés a novel set in Mr. Ward's freshman high school English

class in the Bronx, NY. This novel was introduced towards the begiohitng unit and
was chosen as the core text of this unit for multiple reasmnss, the book's lexile score
of 670 was within or just under the lexile range of my studentsrdiog to the latest
Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA) reading assessmentn8gt believed the
age and sociocultural traits of the characters as well agrbaa context of the school
would be culturally relevant to my students. Third, the novel providespieuéxamples
of students being empowered and disempowered by school, which | fett wavide
my students opportunities for conversation and thinking regarding school emmpenmt.
Finally, the characters in the novel express themselves througly.pSaidying and
creating poetry was a key academic component of this unit ambted's use of poetry
reinforced this aim.

The book was divided into sections that centered on members of Mr.sWard'
fictitious class. Each section would open with a first-person ma&ratbm a student who
disclosed powerful events in his or her life and the student's resptng®ose events.
Following the narrative was a poem the student wrote and read altrd Ward's class.
The context of the poem always reflected the experiences ttilenss narrative

disclosed. Finally, the section concluded with a reflective naer&tom Tyrone, one of

the students in the class, responding to the poem that was read aloud in class.
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Each class period, students in my class were assigned tiansefitom_Bronx
Masqueradeo read. These sections could be read individually or in selftedlgcoups.
In most cases, students chose to read in groups of four toVikide reading each
section, students were to keep track of the events the chamaetersiriting about in the
narratives that then showed up in their poems. My students wenggvthieir own poems
and | wanted them to see how one might use the actual events ilifeh&s inspiration
and context for writing poetry. Students were to also make note of examples ofpadetic
literary devices used in the narrative and poems. Poetry i@sus of this unit and |
wanted students to become more adept at identifying literary edeuictexts and also
more creative in using literary devices in their own poetry antingr Finally, students
were expected to identify how the characters were being emgdwand/or
disempowered by school. Analyzing how students engage in eventsntpatver and
disempower them, albeit in fictitious circumstances, would expanstugents' personal
understanding of empowerment in schools. To assist in the record delepamstructed

a template that students used to guide their work with Bronx MesipieOn this

template students were to collectively identify the connectietween each characters’
narrative and poem, poetic devices used in the poems of each chaadtexamples of
how each character was empowered and/or disempowered.

Responsible Shared Reading

From the beginning of my students' reading of Bronx Masquetadeted the

ease with which students were able to effectively and responsiétlyaloud with self-

selected peers. This came to no surprise to me as this hadhleeease during readings
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from earlier in the school year of Maya Angelou's "High Sch@ohduation”,John

Steinbeck's The Peadnd Howard Zinn's A People's History of the United States:-1492

Present1980/2003). An illustrative example of students participatingaoramunity of
practice occurred during the class period in which students read the "Dewh

"Sterling" sections of Bronx Masqueradg&tudents had been reading Bronx Masquerade

for three weeks. Originally, students read with the classnadtesdy sitting with them in
their four-desk group. However, some students eventually began to reacralooge
around and form different reading groups as they worked to meetritieidual needs.
The largest group formed in the class was originally a groupunfthat eventually added
two students from an adjacent group, whose third member was often, amgbahother
student from a different group who drifted away from his origimalig under amicable
circumstances. Together, this group of seven students included six oéighy
participants and became a regular site for "collective learning".
Group of Seven

About halfway through the day's class period, the focus of th& wshfts to

Bronx MasqueradeBooks are passed out, students shuffle through their three-ring

binders to find their templates, groups rejoin, and many studentsrsenvasually. |
circle around the room availing myself to students with questionsrareens, assisting
when needed, and otherwise witnessing the groups of students transitiothly into

their reading. Brandon and Jordan scoot their desks a short distande beenear the
desks of Renée and Hannah, who are sitting in their desk clustey &ach other next to

Luke and another student, both of whom are facing each other. VashaHeawssk
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from the other side of the room to rejoin the group. She sits insralaandoned desk,
which he left for my extra office chair that he rolled fromar my desks over near the
group. Jordan is now at the end of the large group by Brandon and Vashgrolp of
seven gets into position to begin their work and figures out who eatl what with no
apparent rush or with no major distraction. Group members talk fradlyeach other
discussing logistical issues related to the book as well as pegonal topics. Within a
couple of minutes the group begins reading. While members take tudisgredoud
paragraphs from the text the other members of the group readsdllemity. Reading is
briefly and regularly paused to discuss the work related to theldtamor to personal
connections made by the students to the text.

| continue to circle around the room stopping by each group listeairigeir
reading, watching their collective work, and helping if neededn§dhbat the groups are
working constructively and that there are no more immediate studseds to be
addressed, | come back around to the group of seven for a longeratiose Students
are discussing the literary devices in the section. Jordan aesetgion from a poem and
suggests that the line is an example of alliteration and assomterea pause he self-
corrects and states, "I mean repetition, I'm sorry."

Vasha, looking up from the poem, asks me, "It's not assonance?"

| review how repetition, assonance, and alliteration arerdiftefrom each other
and read a line from the poem and ask, "How about 'even cereat bossting
champions', what's he mean by that?"

"What's that even mean?", asks Vasha.
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"Isn't that personification?, answers Jordan.

Discussion continues regarding literary devices used and how thatstudbe
book later used the word "flake", and its many meanings. Jordan, Harastrg, and
Renée vocally participate in the discussion, while Luke and Brandon participatly.s

The discussion shifts when Vasha asks the group, "So whatspdaering? |
know what's empowering."

Jordan is quick to answer, "Bullying!" Jordan goes on to explaithimking and
group members make note on their templates and Hannah and Vasha add thei
interpretations of the topic of bullying within the context of the book.

Hannah then interjects by exclaiming; "You can't judge a book by its.tover

Jordan responds, "Thank you."

After a pause, Hannah, thinking, adds, "Well sometimes you can."

This triggers Renée to take the conversation off topic to sHaten't read books
with dumb covers." Jordan asks Renée about this and while the two oftaentheir
own side conversation Hannah continues to tell the group about how she would be judged
if she were a new student.

While Luke and Brandon write on their templates, Jordan and Vasjia to
quietly discuss bullying at school while Hannah talks to Renée &lgoutoming off as
shy in certain situations. Eventually the two conversations cogether and focus on
where they went to elementary school. After about a minute Igfeta this side

conversation and seeing that the students not engaged in the conveasatidone
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writing, | interject asking, "So he was disempowered by the ingify How's he being
empowered?"

Vasha, Renée, Hannah, and Jordan all speak up at once to collectively explain tha
Devon likes Tanisha. Vasha turns to the book attempting to referemeghsng specific
Devon said to support their claim. She notes that Devon didn't wantptesexhis
feelings towards Tanisha because he didn't want to be likkealither guys. To which
Renée states, "l hate guys like that."

| push the group to look at the end of the Devon's narrative in twddentify
what Devon did and how it relates to empowerment. Vasha, frustsaigsl, "Y'all gotta
help me." Members of the group find the part in the book and Hannah and takelam
the persona of Devon in order to explain how he was empowered.

Jordan, alluding to Devon reading a book on the team bus despite beied bulli
for it, proudly says, "I'm reading!" Then tells the group, "I hateding.” To which Renée
responds, "I'll read if there's nothing else | have to do."

Hannah, as Devon, adds, "I'ma make sure everybody sees it!"

| ask the group why Devon wants to flaunt his reading of the book and both Vasha
and Jordan say they don't know. | go on to ask what Mike wants Devoal.ttlémnah
answers, "Like a nerd!" | continue by asking the group what Devartswa do by
showing off that he's reading this book? After a pause, Renée resfidadiesn't care
what people say." At this point | worry that my presence, wagparently helpful in

spurring conversation, might stifle critical thought and communicétatvween the group
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members. | leave the group where they are and begin to makeumys checking in on
the progress of other groups.

The next day in class | make it a point to stop by and clodslgrve the group of
seven again. As | find my same spot as the day before | nlotitehe group is physically
positioned the same as the day before. Jordan repeats a lina froem in the book,
"many moons ago." Confused, Jordan looks up at me. | ask what thenderes and
Vasha answers, "A long time ago." Jordan continues reading atouldisfellow group
members continue to read along silently.

When Jordan is done reading his section Vasha asks me, "tgpftett my brush
in the sky' metaphor?" | tell her it is and we go on to idemiiff "the stench and sting of
chlorine” examples imagery. Jordan reads another excerpt fnempaem and he
discusses it with Hannah, Vasha, and Renée.

As was the case yesterday, Luke and Brandon listen to the catiersead
along silently, and add to their notes without vocally participatirggdan, Hannah,
Vasha, and Renée, the more vocal members of the group, continue tdkgmtdorth
between reading, discussing the text, relating the texieio dwn lives, completing their
templates, and having side conversations unrelated to the task atQmangared to
yesterday and days before, there is less reliance on messuace and more reliance on
each other. At one point during discussion, Vasha interrupts by askieigée RYou like
this color, don't you?" Jordan, Renée and Hannah respond and after abauttya tw
second conversation, a student mentions empowerment and both Vasha and Jordan

quickly state that the character in the story is empoweredaly. Rasha supports this
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point by reading directly from the text and both Jordan and Hannahoaaishents in
agreement. Jordan adds to that what took place in the story liarsmnivhat he has seen
in "old time movies". He describes his point focusing the attentidimeoéntire group and
espousing laughter from Hannah.

Discussion remains on-topic as a student asks if the chasadisempowered by
anything. Renée remembers from earlier in the book how the rhamaater's father
played a role in the character's empowerment but is unsure. isharpause from the
group and | encourage them to look back in their notes to see fowbkateve learned
about this character earlier. Members of the group flip back thrdugh notes and
Renée finds out that she was right about this character's fathsha, Jordan, and
Hannah talk about this character's empowerment as they and the wtiteron their
templates stopping periodically to return to the text to spadli read aloud parts that
guided their work. Later, as more and more conversation becan@puff-Luke spoke
up to say, "We only have like, five minutes.” And Vasha added, "You, ging up.”
After this interjection, the talking members of the group did retiveir attention to the
task at hand and all members finished reading, discussing, and \befioge the end of
the work period.

On both days the group of seven worked together positively towarois@an
goal. Social interaction and collaboration was encouraged by thetus& of the
classroom environment and successfully utilized by the membehse ajroup. On the
first day there was a greater reliance on me as thather to ensure that they were on

the right track and doing accurate work. Also, my presengetidbcus the attention of
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the students. Whereas on the second day students were more apt to problem solve on their
own and manage their work and time without as much assistancarfeorihese two

brief examples of classroom work illustrate the students desire to workaandvigh and

from each other, their learning how to learn in a community oftipea@nd the success

they experienced learning in this environment.

The group of seven engaged in authentic intellectual work arospec#ic topic
with a specific purpose. The group was self-constructed andeggifated as students
chose to work together and kept each other on pace challenging andtingppach
other as they worked. While their work was largely intellectodl @academic, it was not
linear. Students didn't work along a straight, uninterrupted trajetbovgrds efficiently
completing the tasks of each day. Instead, students took “side trip&ipaf making
personal connections to the issues of the text or making no conneatiafis At first
glance it may seem as if these “side trips” were aatison to the learning process,
however, it is because of these diversions that the group was able to thrivelas it di

Participation in a community of practice is predicated upon thmlsitand
routines of the group that are practiced by its members.l\Bs&tering conversation
away from the literal text was a tacitly agreed upon Iribdfidhe group that met the needs
of its group members. Fostering this practice in this groupeased the level of
commitment to the group from the members, which in turn increaggsyement and
overall success. Communities of practice matter in that thew &br students to take
more active roles in order to tailor their learning to mbeir needs. As the teacher

witnessing their work, | was struck by how many “best prasticegarding group size
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and “time on task” | had learned over a decade ago were being broketherstudents’
development of their own community of practice trumped two widedg@ted “rules” of
teaching.

Knowing that | was making best guesses regarding much of wdtserved as
the group of seven engaged in their community of practice, | nadpaint to sit down
individually with each participant and ask them about their partioipat their group as
well as in the other aspects of the unit in order to get a swrplete view of how the
participants conceptualized their community of practice and theirrstadeing of
empowerment. Hearing directly from the students at the end afrihebout specific
happenings within the unit provides a more accurate portrait bfssadent than relying
only on field notes.

The following interview data from Luke, Renée, and Vasha support the
assumption that the practice of interspersing casual and tangelktiaith academic and
specific talk serves both academic and social ends. For many nsdadd®l youth
socialization is empowering and developing a community of praetiogvs for vital
socialization to occur. The interview data also show that student@sngpowered to set
their own course when participating in communities of practice. Lukré® and Vasha
all participated in the same group for both different and simglasons. Regardless, they
all had the freedom to select with whom they could work and how tloeydwvork in
order to best meet their needs. Finally, much of the empowernuet Renée, and

Vasha expressed was related to process of being able topzaetion a community of
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practice. While the inner workings of the group was empoweriagoswas simply
knowing that they had the freedom to choose their own route in class.
Luke’s Exit Interview

At the conclusion of my research timeframe | spoke with glhteparticipants
individually. Prior to the meetings | had made copies of all theiten work including

their Bronx Masqueradgemplates, responses to weekly quotes, critical inquiry

PowerPoint presentation, critical inquiry field notes, and other pettiagsignments
from the unit. | read through their work and made notes regardingirgctinemes in
their thinking as well as questions | would like to have them glanfaddition, | closely
read through my field notes that | had produced and listened tocfamedigital voice
recordings so as to again make note of predominant themes antiomsl¢lcat | wanted
my participants to clarify or further expand.

Luke was one of the most reserved members of my clasgreddly disliked
activities that required moving around and talking to people other thamiegroup of
classmates with whom he was most comfortable. He was abierkoindependently and
a proficient level but still preferred to work with others, but ohiyéy were classmates
he considered his closest friends.

When | sat down with Luke | wanted him to speak more about his observations
regarding the types of activities in his Math and Scienceetad began by asking him
about his few reflections regarding his Math class that heidjsisbefore our Language
Arts class and his Science class that he has every otheftelagua Language Arts class

and lunch. | read back to Luke what he had written, “In Math and Sci&heve do is
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work. When | get out of Math | am so tired and | can’t focus as gnddametimes that
effects the work in this class.”

| then attempt to clarify, “So if you're more active and giveore of the chance
to talk and move around, although in this class you said you don’t likmotce
around...”

Luke interrupts, smiling, “I like to talk in this class.”

| respond, “Oh, | know. But what you're saying is that if you don’t get that chance
it sort of effects the rest of your day.”

Luke clarifies, “That’'s why I like it when we get to have graligcussion. ‘Cause
then we can discuss and we can write down the problems and we dhe vsst of the
time to talk quietly.”

| went on to tell Luke that | noticed that during the readingroh® Masquerade

his group did very well working together academically and sociaflgl that while

watching them work | was very impressed. During my sharing obbservation, Luke

nodded in affirmation and had a slight, yet confident smile acrodsdes When | was

done complimenting the work of him and his group Luke simply stated, “Thank you.”
Later during Luke’s interview | read a response he had writtemhich he said

about his Science class, “All we do is get in trouble therasked him to explain exactly

what he meant by this statement and to provide some context to this reflection.
“Truthfully that's basically it. | always get in trouble there.”

“Yeah, but how?”
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“Um, sometimes | don’'t even know. Sometimes I'm with a group of kil
we’re working on a project and they're talking about it and ligetouble for it. Or
sometimes | say something that I'm not supposed to say whike telleng and | get in
trouble.

Luke then gets more emotionally attached to his reflection aslue raises and
speeds up. He adjusts in his seat, sitting more upright, “Shg dealén’'t even give us a
chance or anything. If you mess up once she basically holgairst you. Doesn’t really
give you a chance.”

Renée’s Exit Interview

Conducted right after Luke’s, Renée’s exit interview offeregartant insight as
to how crucial it was for her to be able to participate in and ¢@figtruct a community
of practice in our classroom. Renée, like Luke, was more soosgrved in whole class
settings. She tended to open up only in small groups of peers whéedt slade. She was
self-conscious about what she described as a stutter so she rarely spoke up.

| started by paraphrasing multiple reflections she wrote tflatted her desire to
talk and interact with her peers in class. | asked, “You liketiceal aspect of class? You
like to be able to talk and work at the same time?”

Renée confirms, “Yeah, because like in Math we get to talk subrily math-
related. And we started last week that if someone getiigwve get in trouble. And to
be talking it's funner because like if your friend is feeling bad you can helpdbein

Just like with Luke, | mentioned to Renée how | noticed and was impressed by the

work she did with the other students (what I've called @eup of Seven While |

133



detailed my observation of t&oup of Seven'svork Renée hung her head with a small
smile looking embarrassed by the compliment. | then asked, “What wduwde been

like if you had not had the opportunity to work with these other students? You could have
only worked alone and quietly. Do you think that would have been differéat as how

well you did?”

“It would have. Like, | wouldn’t have been doing that much becausevduld
have gotten stuck on something | would have been like, ‘Oh, | can’aragbkody for
advice or for someone to help me.” So I'd a been like, just sitheget drawing or
something.”

Next, | asked Renée what she liked about the unit and what healgefiections
were towards the concept of empowerment and how the unit influencedRémée
responded by stating, “I liked to read the books and that we gotteowirat we thought
about them. And like, we got to see how other people feel.”

Vasha's Exit Interview

Vasha was one of the most engaged and confident students in myStiaswvas
quick to speak her mind and share her opinions with others. Vasha wawtabiefin
class, both academically and socially. Vasha valued hard work drdetaimination
and was proficient working individually. However, she also valued workatigctively.
While in theGroup of Sevenyasha eagerly involved herself in discussion specifically
and tangentially related to the novel’s topic. She was open to theoidethers and often

relied on the analysis of her fellow group members for providing clarity aadtidin.
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Throughout Vasha’s interview she spoke of her need for physicaityacnd
variety in her classes. | asked, “Could you say more about how wollkecarore active
and fun? The work we do in class can be more fun and more engaging?”

“Pairing up, moving around the room, doing activities. Staying actiotjust
staying in one seat writing, constantly staring up at the baaddwriting the whole
time,” replied Vasha.

“lI noticed that when we read Bronx Masquerdde group you worked with

worked pretty well. How would have it been different had you just hade#aol
individually, silently?”

“l think it would have kind of taken more time, because when wereading in
our group we would read together and after that we went over it ked @bout what
we read about and then we started writing. And we went bacleipages and actually
had a discussion.”

Etienne Wenger (2007) describes three crucial elements in distimyia
community of practicklom other groups and communities:

The domainA community of practicgoes beyond a group of friends or a social
network of people. “It has an identity defined by a shared domainntefest.
Membership therefore implies a commitment to the domain, and therafahared
competence that distinguishes members from other pegpleif).”

In the case of th&roup of Sevenparticipants did not come together as a group
because their teacher had assigned group membership to them. Nor paditi@ants

decided to work with their best friends. In fact, in most casggipants in theGroup of
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Sevendid not work with their best friends in class, in the group. Tfeeesl domain of
interest for theGroup of Sevewas deep engagement in the text. Members oGtioeip

of Sevenwere committed to their learning, both individual and collective, and b
extension their group, which served their best interests and servib@ aghicle by
which learning would occur.

The communityReciprocal communication that involves and goes beyond the
task at hand is key to @mmunity of practiceRather than doing parallel work next to
each other or having some members do all or most of the work ethiges do little or
nothing, participants in aommunity of practiceshare responsibility and connect with
each other at a more personal and human level than just being cersvoriclassmates.
“In pursuing their interest in their domain, members engage m jactivities and
discussions, help each other, and share information. They build relatiotistigsnable
them to learn from each othen( cit).”

Group of Severmembers oscillated between work that explicitly involved the

reading and writing tasks related to Bronx Masqueeadkcommunication that was more

personal, helped to bond the group members, and also helped to contegtriings of
the group members. Renée talked about helping out a friend wheeliag foad and the
opportunity to get advise from a group member if she was confusetessities. Vasha
alluded to deeper and more accurate work done due to the availabi@jow group
members as a resource. The presence of a community wasea \and imperative

component of th&roup of Seven
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The practice Over time members of @mmunity of practicelevelop routines
and rituals that are utilized to get their work done. Their worlotnes efficient and
comfortable because it has become personal and collective. “Meofte community of
practice are practitioners. They develop a shared repertoiresofinces: experiences,
stories, tools, ways of addressing recurring problems—in shortradspeactice. This
takes time and sustained interactiop.(cit).”

While Luke wasn't at his most socially comfortable working witthie Group of
Seven he spoke of the upside of working in a group that ran smoothlynétgioned
how his group was able to efficiently work so that they were &blspeak more freely
later in the class. Th@&roup of Sevehad developed the practice of being able to diverge
discussion from the academic topic at hand. This ritual wasngigsigroups found in
other classes according to Luke and Renée. The members @rdbp of Severnad
established their group to meet their needs, worked together in aurdtyymand
developed their own rituals of behavior, of which everyone at taagty agreed with
and was accountable.

Culturally Relevant Relationships with Teachers

What was not intended to be a foci of this studturally relevant relationships
with teachersemerged as a powerful theme in my participants’ notions of empuwamner
and disempowerment in school. Geneva Gay (2000, p. 29) notes that “alttedlegl by
many different names, includingulturally relevant, sensitive, centered, congruent,

reflective, mediated, contextualized, synchronized, and respptisviglea about why it
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is important to make classroom instruction more consistent witbulheral orientations
of ethically diverse students, and how this can be done, are virtually identical.
Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) also explores the notion of culturadlievant
teaching. She notes that “Almost forty years after the Supfeooet decision declaring
separate but equal schools to be illegal, most African Amestaaents still attend
schools that are in reality segregated and unequal” (p. x). Siieslefilturally relevant
teaching as “a pedagogy that empowers students intelle¢ts@atiyally, emotionally, and
politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skifind attitudes. These
cultural referents are not merely vehicles for bridging or exipig the dominant culture;
they are aspects of the curriculum in their own right” (p. 17-1&)sbn-Billings outlines
these practices as entailing three main aspects- “teacbareptions of themselves and
others, how social interactions are structured in the classroonteatters’ conceptions
of knowledge.”
Peter Murrell (2002) claims that teachers have had difficatyapplying the
culturally relevant framework. He proposes the difficulty is twofold:
First... developing culturally responsive practice is difficult wh@u are at the
beginning stages of understanding the historical struggle for yedlitcation for
African American children. Secondly, for many teachers wasdifficult to avoid
dichotomization of “mainstream” versus “African American” au#tl experience.
(p. xxxvi)
Murrell critiques the shortcomings of culturally responsive pedg@s a framework for

designing effective pedagogy for African American students, assénang
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...it merely repositions the African American experience d “Dther’—
something out of synch with the universalized mainstream culexpérience
represented by school. It implies a process of closing the gapsnakithg
connections, without interrogating the deep-rooted cultural values dtea
antithetical to the African American conceptions of education, dpwent, and
struggle (pp. 14-15).

Geneva Gay (2000) more specifically addresses the role of stiedeher
relationships in regards to cultural relevance as she notes trgties characteristics of
culturally responsive teaching. Multidimensional culturally responsive teaching
encompasses curriculum content, learning context, classroom climadentsteacher
relationships, instructional techniques, and performance assessnipnt81). My
participants reflected often on the content and the context ofdhsses. They spoke to
how classes were established and how their interactions withtéaeiners influenced
their feelings of empowerment.

During Gay’s description of culturally responsive teaching beingosvaering she
states that, “Teachers must show students that they expectdlsmceed and commit
themselves to making success happen... This is done by boostering Stodeats,
providing resources and personal assistance, developing an ethos wéraemie and
celebrating individual and collective accomplishments” (p. 32). & s@nmon for my
participants to express their desire to have teachers who matht@ir and accurate

expectations for themselves and their classmates.
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Focus Groups

During my research, participants often wrote about and talked abthueach
other their relationships with teachers. Much of the participaeti€ations related to the
frustration with the disconnection they felt towards some of tle@ichters. However,
there were also times when participants reflected on positiv@p@mdrful relationships
they had with teachers. While most of the participant conversatand written
reflections were brief, there were occasions in which | vikes @@ capture participants’
detailed musings related to their relationships with teachées miost powerful of these
occasions was when | conducted a focus group interview with some of thegopattcin
this context, participants were able to express their thouglas open forum that was
rarely made available to them. It was here that | captuhned participants’ most
illustrative reflections of their relationships with teachers.

The importance of culturally relevant relationships with teeclieecame most
apparent when | conducted my two focus group interviews about midwaygthtba
unit. Participants Vasha, Luke, Henry, Hannah, and Raul met for one fiaxys \ghile
Jordan, Brandon, and Renée met for the other focus group interview. Both gteups
lunch in my classroom during their lunch and recess time. Discussi®prompted by a
list of topics | provided that were projected on the SMART Bodpics included
schoolwork participation expectationsteaching stylesrelationships with teacherand
rules The list was meant to provide a starting-off-point for particgpaatthink about
and articulate how they are empowered and/or disempowered by schivede areas. In

addition, the list was not meant to exclude other important topicp#natipants found
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be a place for either empowerment or disempowerment. Throughdutfdmoats group
interviews three common themes related to culturally responslagorships with
teachers emergedeachers providing explicit academic support, teacher expectations
and affirmationsandculturally responsive texts.

Teachers Providing Explicit Academic Support.

After both groups of participants got settled, had a chancat tiheir lunch, and
visit casually, | spoke briefly about why they were hertald them | wanted them to
have an added opportunity to express their thoughts on school empoweraeontext
other than in an “assignment” or in a whole class setting. heygd the listed topics and
mentioned that | wanted everyone to communicate effectively andctegbe | figured
that in the first focus group Hannah and Vasha, two of the most v&tmnts in the
class, and Jordan in the second group would have no problem being expidessige
this focus group interview. | was, however, concerned yet hopefulatisatall group
setting would be more comfortable for Raul, Henry, Renée, Brgndnd Luke,
participants that weren't as apt to verbally participate in class.

At the beginning of the first focus group Hannah quickly raisedhlaed and
wanted to start. | asked, “OK, Hannah, what do you want to talk about first?”

Hannah responded, “Teaching styles. At the beginning of the yelaadvio take
Cornell Notes in math. It's actually helped.”

“How has it helped?”

“’Cause it helps you stay organized in the steps that you do.”
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There was a pause and no other participant added to the convessaltiasked,
“Anybody else have anything to say about Cornell Notes or tegatyles in general?...
Can you think about a time when a teaching style really helpedjmi®%ay in which a
teacher taught you something, it really clicked, it really helped you?

Vasha answered, “Like in this classroom when we did that poem thing. You wrote
out the steps for us, the six steps. You wrote out the poem for ymeadis time to pick
out our topic and brainstorm and stuff. Use different words and use @gr aie stuff.
For the people who don’t really know how to write poems, gave them an idea.”

Raul picks up on this thread and asks, “Does it have to be how wedearhow
we were not learning?”

| answer, “It could be either one. It could be a bad example or a good example.”

Raul continues, “I have a bad example. Like in Math, Mr. Ethridgeallyshe
gets off subject. You could be talking about, like government, and he’dtarstalking
about government and take up half the class. And when that happens alshe slap
the work on the EImo projector thing and he just tells us to do tnk. Wie don’t even
explain it. But like five minutes before class ends, that's when he explaihtlé.&

| interject and ask, “So you like it when teachers give youuastsire. A step-by-
step structure on how to do things. How things... what's expected?”

Raul answers, “He told us that if we needed help we couldgoktdff the book,
but | can’t do it off the book. I like it better when the teachks tee how to do it. Not

tells me to just read it off something.”
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Hannah adds, “Me too. | don’t get the steps in the book. ‘Just look in the book.’
am looking in the book. Then he says look at the answers. How are weelippasow
how to do it if we are looking at the answers?”

| noticed that Luke and Henry hadn’t verbalized yet so | aikexh if they had
anything on the topic that they wanted to add. Luke responded, “Blbt, feut there’s
one thing that Miss Johnson does like, she’ll show us how to do this oblerrthen
we’ll go to work and they're be like the same problems aniéréiit ways to do them
and she doesn’t show us how to do them.”

Similarly, during the second focus group | noticed Brandon not hatiag
opportunity to speak. While the topic was on teachers who connect \telstwdents, |
asked, “How about you Brandon? Do you have a teacher?”

“Yeah, Ms. Gina. Like, whenever | can’t get through the work she thleeme
to help explain it to me. Or if she gots to help other kids real quick I'lledftay class and
she’ll help me then.”

Brandon’s main reflection towards Ms. Gina was that she wasablea to
provide appropriate help and feedback. This is very similar to how p#récipants
described their need for explicit feedback and support. Participantedvieachers who
would directly, skillfully, and sensitively support them in a wayt tivauld further their
confidence and learning without being dictatorial in what and how thwege done in
the classroom.

Hannah, Vasha, Raul and Luke have quickly expressed their dedieadbers to

provide resources and personal assistance that is linked to achevenmese
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participants are expressing a desire and expectation to led \want for teachers who
can concretely help them. They want to feel confident going itdskaand supported if
they have difficulties. When given the opportunity to reflect on dewiariety of issues
related to school, the first topic discussed indicated particippalgable want to learn.
Perhaps this opening of discussion started by Hannah and continMeghayindicated a
“testing of the waters” in which participants became aat@n to sharing certain
feelings with a teacher in a school setting. If so, this still does netctl&tom the general
and individual statements the participants were making.

Hannah expressed a positive view of an organizational tool used in her math class,
a class that is the basis for much frustration in her liseladol. Despite her deep-seeded
anger towards math and America’s Choice, Hannah acknowledgee@fé denved from
a strategy espoused by the establishment-privileged Ameribais€ Hannah’'s analysis
that highlights a positive within such a negative authenticatesrligue of America’s
Choice and her teachers as someone who can thoughtfully find pospeets of
something that she deems, on the whole, as negative.

Vasha’'s comments came from a student who is less cynical @mdatcepting of
the structures of school. She is also very creative and confidieet abilities. Her views
regarding the steps that could be taken in order to write i podicate her desire to
have good work modeled for her and a clear path set before ¢y alith the
opportunity to express herself in her writing as she sees Belegting the topic. Vasha
wants to know what teachers expect of her, what quality work lolkd&sdnd then the

freedom for her to create.
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Raul is less verbally expressive than Hannah and Vasha. Howevestill
possesses a lot of personal pride when it comes to the worketldes in his classes.
Here he connects with Vasha in terms of discussing the needlpfoors from teachers as
he alludes to the frustration felt by not knowing what to do or hodotd. However,
Raul provides a “bad” example. He mentions how he wants a teacler able to
explain things to him rather than just directing students to readfautbook. Hannah
adds that she can't learn by just looking at the answers in tikeobdabe book. While
looking through the book and consulting the answers in the back magiee, &aul and
Hannah communicates that this does not lead to their better amdkngt and mastery of
Algebra.

Luke finds very little creative outlet at school. He likes whieimgs are run
efficiently and prefers to be able to do his own thing, and when thdt legppen he
would rather be told as closely as possible what exacthh iseeds to do so he can do
it. Luke’s final comments add another wrinkle to the topic of haehers best support
their students, primarily through direct instruction. His math teaddiéss Johnson,
explains one way to do math problems to the whole group, assigns prablbssolved
that require different problem solving strategies without providimg $upport the
students require to successfully solve the problems. He wantsdgisers to be direct
with him and to tell it like it is on a personal and academielleMiss Johnson’s
explanation of math that doesn’t connect with the textbook assignment is vertifigstra

Teacher Expectations and Affirmations
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The conversation turned briefly away from the academic suppactidesagive or
don’t give and began to address the multidimensional nature of teadnéngas student-
teacher relationships, communication, and expectations were examandds the first
to steer the conversation in this direction when he states:

The thing | don't like about Mr. Ethridge is the way he looks us down. Like

guess he don’t care about our dreams. He'll like, he’ll telltrast out, like if he

thinks we’re going to be nothing in life, he’ll just tell us. Hedtblalf the class
already that you're not going to be nothing in life. And one day hesdtétling

Lance that in his first job he’ll get fired if he doesn’t tunrhis work right. Lance,

he tries, he tried hard to do his work. I've even seen him. Likeadthit, he

works harder than me, but you have to be an A student to make Mr. Ethridge
smile.

Hannah picks up on this shift in topic towards expectations and saysyeélone
for expectations. Teachers set expectations because | know treeyoh®dut sometimes
their expectations are too hard and they still expect us to tineet And we’re like,
‘How are supposed to meet the expectations if we already knoeawereach it, and
we’re trying to tell you that?’ At least at a lower exadenso that we can actually feel
confident and meet the expectation.”

Henry finds his opportunity to verbalize in the conversation, “Yeah Bthridge,
he keeps telling us we’re the elite like, ‘Act like elitad#nts.” And I'm like, ‘OK, we’ll

do that, stop yelling at us, come on. Why do you have to yell at us every single day?””

146



| then ask the group, “So what's a teacher to do... because he’s gdorhgfyou
all a disservice by having expectations that are too low, anddhaxpectations that are
too high. Saying you’re not going to amount to anything and sayingliyateeelite and
you need to do better.

Vasha, who isn’'t in Mr. Ethridge’s class, pushes, “He’s probafdyienging you
all, trying to push you all to do better.”

Hannah is quick to respond, “We already try to do better. Do hardematter
how hard we try we need to do harder and try harder and just...”

| step in and ask, “So he tells you, ‘try harder, try hardgrharder’, but what
more do you need, what is he, what's missing, | guess?”

“He expects some to fail, but maybe he can just help them”, answers Luke.

Raul states, “We need somebody who believes in us, not somebody who sloubt u
and puts us down. Because it makes us feel bad. It makes us nob wardirtything at
all.”

| continue to push, “So what would that look like or what would a teacher w
really believes in you do? Like what would they say, how would they act?”

Raul answers, “Teach us. Not just get off subject and not do anwhialg and
yell the whole hour.”

“We came to school to learn, not get lectured,” Henry adds.

During the second focus group interview Jordan took early control of the
discussion by echoing the sentiment of Raul and Hannah stating that MdgE thiewed

his Algebra students as elite and at times his expectatieres umcomfortable. Brandon
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and Renée both added non-specific insight related to teachers whb xpeuch and
who are unfair. There was a distinct lull in the dialogue amndhmted to gear their
thinking and discussion towards more concrete directions so | askedytQdalk about
a time when a teacher’'s expectations, we talked about a time wh&acher’s
expectations hurt you, can you talk about a time when a teacher'staimes helped
you?”

Jordan quickly answers, “Ms. Sutton. Like she will help you but ii go
something, it's equal for everyone.”

“So what do you mean by equal expectations?” My question sparkskaahd-
forth exchange between Jordan and me.

“Like, let's say that Brandon does something. He’s going to thget same
consequence as | do if | did the same thing.”

“So there’s no favorites or anything?”

“There’s favorites, but everyone’s a favorite.”

“Oh, everyone’s a favorite. That’s pretty cool. How do you know e¢kiatyone’s
a favorite in her class?”

“Cause like she jokes around with all of us not just individuals.”

Brandon joins the conversation and says, “It's not like she just pickene
person.”

| ask, “Pick on one person like in a bad way or call on somebodwassTMWhat

did you mean by ‘picking on one person’?”
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Jordan steps in an provides an example, “Like Ms. Sutton, if stleesayou with
your phone she’ll just keep it. She keeps it in her pocket for thefrése day instead of
sending it to the office. But if she catches you with it againllsfend it to the office.
Like she gives you the chance to fix your mistake.”

The idea of fair administration of rules sparked the next topicoatersation
with the second group. | asked, “What makes a class and thecarg@srtable and
empowering for you?”

Renée starts by answering, “When kids pick the rules. Teackkrs'vehen
someone does something wrong, what should their punishment be?””

Jordan adds, “We used to do that. ‘Raise your hand...” ‘Cause teadset<0
struggle with what to do with students. They didn’t want to sound mesoneething so
they would ask us what to do for consequences.”

“You had that in other classes before? Why did you like that? Waatgood
about that?”

“Because you got to pick, | mean, granted you're the one who gaiuhlér but
you still got to pick on what you wanted. Most of the time she would agree with you.”

Brandon interjects, “Sometimes people will do something and Huhée sees
them and is like, ‘What do you think your consequence should be?”

Renée adds, “Sometimes teachers blame kids for stuff thadtrély even do.
Like in Ms. Johnson’s class she hears someone talking and she always gets Ricky.”

“She always looks at me too”, says Brandon.
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“And she says how she doesn't like to embarrass people, she esabdrrae
when | said, ‘present’.”

“What?” | asked.

“She was like, ‘Say here when | call your name’ and | was liPresent’. ‘Go to
the back of the line.”

These two brief exchanges relate to the need of the othesieants in receiving
comfortable expectations and affirming communication from teacMssSutton was
clear and consistent with her expectations and Jordan and Brandon wiemwg@sence
in her class as being fair. This fairness resulted in anfgelf respect within the class
between students and teacher. Jordan didn’t note initially thatiWMtenSvas easy or fun
relative to her expectations, both of which might be easily d&gdigs a student not
wanting to be challenged, but instead Jordan noted that Ms. Sutton iwas Ifeer
dealings with misbehavior and with how she interacted with her r#id€onversely,
Ms. Johnson was described as being inconsistent and arbitrary inhieolmassdled so-
called misbehavior in class. Participants noticed unfair treatto@rrds classmates as
well as themselves. The actions of Ms. Johnson alienated RenéBramitbn that
resulted in withdrawn engagement and a strained relationship with Ms. Johnson.

Participants express with great passion their current exgesewith teachers
whom they feel contribute to disempowering classroom climatesedatibnships with
students via expectations. Participants are strongly influence€alohers’ expectations
and are very sensitive to the ways in which teachers commumithtéhem, especially

if communication positions students in deficit ways. Through teachweosts and
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actions, participants construct teachers’ perspectives of thémsh vinfluences their
levels of engagement in classroom and school activities.

Raul was greatly affected by Mr. Ethridge’s claim that soof his students
weren’'t going to amount to anything in life. Personally, Raul ¢nesat pride in his
Mexican roots. He sees accusations leveled at him that atiutientbeing incapable or
lazy as a direct reflection of how the institution of school oftewsilLatino students.
Raul also indicates a want for teachers to positively recegtiments in academic and
non-academic ways. Raul wants to be able to go to school and know the&dtisrs
respect who he is racially, culturally personally, and academically.

The notion of pleasing the teacher that Raul addresses spurs Hamsalosse.
In math she feels that there is great pressure placed ondheeaclassmates to perform
to high standards. However, she feels she is unable to meet thamalHhas expressed
her desire for support and want to achieve in school but is now indicdhahghe is
being expected to do something that she hasn’t been sufficientlyrguiepa do.
Hannah'’s reflection speaks to teachers going beyond simply weexaécting students
to learn something and instead fairly matching rigorous expecsativith necessary
support. All of which is complicated by the fact that Hannah doese’ttisat there is
room for her to express this disconnection to her teacher and hateabtleer address it
flexibly and constructively.

As Henry adds to the conversation he succinctly verbalizes thecessé Raul
and Hannah'’s frustrations. Henry is a very sensitive and sostall young man who has

been a frequent target of Mr. Ethridge’s public admonishments. Iryldaroice one can
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hear the desperation he feels towards not being scolded in class.feEhng of

desperation is articulated by Raul’s feelings regardingB¥tiridge’s views towards his
Mexican heritage, by Hannah’s feeling of not being supported to timedigh standards
placed before her, and finally by Henry’s feeling of not beingtenally safe in his
math class.

After questioning from Vasha and myself, Raul and others are@blenstruct a
positive alternative that includes rigorous expectations but also es/aultural and
emotional safety. At the foundation of what Raul needs is simplgsnenwho believes
in him and doesn’t put him down. Someone who despite perceived student background,
strengths, and weaknesses will treat students as capable atiy Wwoman beings
without using their social or academic mistakes or culturdiagibns as leverage against
them.

| wanted to eventually hear about positive examples of teachatmgelvith
students so | asked if they could reflect on teachers who havertabd expectations,
who are challenging, and who are affirming. Luke was firsespond, “Ms. Sutton. She
lets us work in our own speed. She helps us if we need help, she makegesalways
gets our work done at the end of the day. She basically just nhakalyi easy... kind of
tells us if we're doing good or stuff.”

Vasha adds her experiences with Ms. Sutton, “And she empowers elerhe
don’t never tell us we can’t do it. She be like, ‘Well you need tohi® dnd do that,

maybe you’ll get it next time. You can do extra work if you want to get your gnade
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Raul says, “I like this class because usually like every si@ae | was little, like
reading and Language Arts would be the class | would fail.”

“I didn’t like Language Arts,” added Vasha.

“Me too,” said Hannah.

“But now, this class, from all my years, it's differeridi It's fun and | actually
learn and in this class | actually want to read like ‘causeagtually give us a book like
that if we want to read not one that like you're pressuring us to read,” continued Raul.

Vasha elaborates, “It's like every time we read a book indlass it's always
teaching us something, you'll get deep in the book. You connect witieadttidents and
it makes us want to have a connection with you.”

Participants articulated a few key characteristics that #ssociated with good
teachers in regards to expectations and affirmations. Teaghezsflexible in how time
was structured starting with an expectation that students could @und succeed. The
classroom climate was more comfortable, teachers wareniif through encouraging
and respectful feedback that positively influenced participants’ aemée levels, and
participants were engaged by specific classroom curriculatbgtfelt further affirmed
their cultural experiences and interests.

Earlier in the focus group Luke spoke to how important it was fartbibe more
in control and for teachers to be direct with him and provide hirh mibre specific
academic support. This assertion is supported by his claim th&sn provides help
when needed, offers regular and constructive feedback, and allows for stiedgntde

much of their own work. Luke’s need of wanting to be left alone, so tkspéile also
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having access to supportive and constructive teachers was a comiaotorefamong
the participants.

Vasha speaks to the impact of the ways in which teachemngoitate feedback
to their students. According to Vasha, Ms. Sutton provides speeédback that
addresses student weaknesses but does so in a way that &i#irshsdents’ self-concept
and helps them strategize towards the future. Not only are stuslgints treated with
respect but they are also being constructive feedback that dheyse to support their
learning, which reflects the earlier notion of participants vwgnspecific academic
support from teachers.

Culturally Responsive Texts and Instruction

Raul and Vasha further the need the participants have for rigorousspettful
relationships with teachers by illustrating how the chosen texte a conduit for both.
Raul’s, Vasha’s, and Hannah’s eyes have been opened to the possititityg reading
and a Language Arts class in part because they have hadpplogtunity to read
culturally responsive texts, not just material that has beedetbéor them that may not
relate to their life experiences and interests. By matcthiegcurricular materials and
texts to students, Raul and others feel their lives are ceatthe classroom, they are
more respected, and they have greater room to voice opinions. Athioh lead to
greater confidence and engagement. In addition, Vasha also speaakspotential of
teaching illuminating depth in the connections between student andf térd. students
lives are connected in important ways to the text, often via cukfiBations, and the

text can be studied in academically rigorous ways, then theredast depth to the lives
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of students. Not only are students’ lives and experiences beiegteeflin what is being
studied in class, but their lives are being shown as worthy -oepth study and
intellectual.

During the second focus group discussion | wanted to learn more #imut
participants’ feelings towards their relationships with teachgorompted, “Talk about a
time when the relationship you had with a teacher that really drew you in.”

‘I don’t have her, but Ms. Gina,” starts Jordan. “She’s not a folloBke’s a
leader. She has her own teaching style. You know how most SouadieSteachers
make you take notes and you study them and you take a test. \igels hgou get to
build stuff. It was hands-on; you got to build it. | guess it wasoae fun way of doing
something.”

Renée then describes her band teacher, “Ms. Lawrence. She’s funyweluat
done with our playing she’ll sometimes let us have free choidastruments or she’ll
have Youtube days and we’ll get to watch music-related vided%atube. She relates
to us. Like if you say something she’ll be like, ‘Oh yeah, that haggbéo me.’ If there’s
something wrong with us she’ll go to us and ask us what's wrong and like, help us out.

Jordan alludes to the importance of the content of Ms. Gina’s Elagsarvels at
how Ms. Gina, not even his Social Studies teacher, disregards arathtienal mode of
curricula delivery and instead thinks for herself and createdshan opportunities for
her students. To him, Ms. Gina is independent, fresh, exciting, chalgragid relevant,
unlike other teachers he experiences. Jordan’s reflection of Ma. i§ireminiscent of

Raul, Vasha, and Hannah’s reflection of our Language Arts clashigh wtudents are
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challenged by curricula that has deep meaning in deep wayse'Reeftection of Ms.

Lawrence is in contrast to the reflections of Mr. Ethridge. WaeMr. Ethridge scolded
his students and demanded perfection, Renée communicated that Ms. deawsn

flexible with her curricula and sought to listen to and connetit Wwer students on a
personal level. Rather than feeling less than Mr. Ethridge likeynparticipants noted,
Renée felt equal to Ms. Lawrence.

Both focus group discussions most powerfully captures the participiaintang
towards the content and context of their classes as well asnfieeactions with teachers
and how these interactions influence their feelings of empowerarticipants want to
receive specific academic support when needed. They also wantréateel with respect
and flexibility by teachers having positive expectations of themd engaging in
affirming dialogue with them. Finally, participants want tol fsnected to the texts and
curricula of the class. By making students the center of #es adurricula in terms of
what content is studied, how the content is related to students, howstimsed in the
classroom, and how feedback is provided to students, participantsdeetanfident in
their abilities, more apt to seek out and be given constructive supportmare
comfortable as a participant in school. In short, more empowered.

Also, the focus groups illuminated participants’ thinking about fair acdrate
personal and academic expectations for themselves and othésp&as expressed an
acute sensitivity regarding how they felt teachers perdethem. They have varied
degrees of confidence but all require teachers who inherentgvéeh them no matter

what. They want to be judged as capable and know that their tearkawilling to work
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with them and for them to insure tangible learning. These messageperhaps most
powerfully sent to students when they are at their worst; dingggvith a concept,
coming to inaccurate conclusions, or harkening back to pre-establishiedisnof
whether they are any good at a certain subject matter.hibvisteachers interact with
students in their most vulnerable state that conveys to studdrds &imessage of hope
and possibility or a message of frustration and failure.
Role of the Teacher

Looking at my participants’ work and listening to their pergpestas they relate
to their empowerment in schools in isolation isn’t necessaripressive. Much of what
they expressed affirmed what | already assumed about studemgsneral and my
participants more specifically in regards to empowerment in sshbl@wever, looking
at how the individual pieces fit together to foster empowerment exdeemely
illuminating. It wasn’t enough to simply let students work togetaed form
communities of practice, participants had to do relative work thatast cases could be
done better with the help of others. It wasn’t enough to tell paants that in the name
of critical pedagogy students would be in charge, | needed toenterand provide the
right amount of support at the right time. In essence, it waththeghtful and reflexive
blending of what the students and | identified as empowering compohantzided in
the participants’ empowerment and furthered my learning as a practitioner.

Planning, engaging in, and assessing critical literacy withiragilyaegimented
standards-based school was an incredible professional challemge. fDespite my most

heartfelt intentions, the actual facilitation of the work I intehde explore with my
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students was made difficult due to the obstacles related toidaiseChoice expectations
within the building, the prior experiences of my students and my prior experietetesi r
literacy pedagogies, and the role of assessment.
America’s Choice

The summer before the school year began | took part in extensiesgoofal
development designed to support On Grade Level Language Artsreachanerica’s
Choice schools. The district was clearly investing a lot of tand resources in the
program and wanted teachers to closely follow the prescribed Anitstica’s Choice
units strictly followed the clock. Individual lessons were to be diraecording to the
Workshop Model and units were to be completed in accordance to disitiog guides.
In addition, America’s Choice units were universalized in what students veeliegeand
what writing and other assignments students were to complete.nStad@ teacher
freedom to co-construct curricula to meet the local needs, #Hiengnd interests of
students, teachers, and the school community was not of importance.

Professionally speaking, | could not follow the prescribed Ara&ri€hoice
curricular expectations. | worked on designing with my students aolartbat reflected
critical literacy practices and my students, while addredtiagtate standards that | was
hired to teach. This was a difficult task considering surveiafrom administration and
a quasi-administrative Literacy Coach, in Ms. Davis, was a aegghool practice.
School administrators and coaches would make formal observations andl data on

iPods related to how America’s Choice directives were beingwel in Language Arts
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and Math classrooms. These observations occurred on a monthlyrizhgsehers were
told they were not to be evaluative, just a form of data collection.

However, Ms. Davis, in her role as Literacy Coach, played a nggressive role
in the observation and evaluation of teachers. On a weekly basisavis. \Rould come
in to observe my teaching during the entirety of a class. Shalvake notes and speak
with students and on occasion speak with me during the class pesod@avis would
also have follow-up conversations with me during my plan time regardingt
America’s Choice unit and lesson | was on and how | was or wasofiowihg
America’s Choice expectations. When asked what unit and less@s low; | had to
measure my words closely. | did not want to be perceived ag bempletely dismissive
of America’s Choice curricula for fear that my insubordinatioould draw more
attention to my class from school administration and more sivietsight. However, |
did want to explain what | was doing, how it reflected rigorous atelast teaching
practices that related to state standards, and make it soolodely related to America’s
Choice as | could in an attempt to ease suspicions | felt MssDwd towards my
teaching.

As the year progressed, the professional tension between Ms. Ddviggyeew.
During our follow-up conversations, Ms. Davis become more probing imguinestions
towards the critical literacy work we were doing in my aasguxtaposed with how
America’s Choice was researched-based and offered a péthrtowards students’

academic success on the State Assessment when there Wwastéid@ée program. | too
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became more defensive in my position and was more expressivaguaing America’s
Choice and defining and supporting critical literacy practices.

At one point midway through the year | was called into the prinajudfice to be
reprimanded. As the meeting with Mrs. Thompson began | thought of vas ¢oing to
clearly and professionally articulate my teaching practsoeas to convince her that the
work of my students and | shouldn’t be so closely monitored and challengédussed
out the basis of the meeting did not have anything to do with me rawiiad) America’s
Choice, per se, but rather that | wasn’t following the Workshop Made more
specifically my lesson openings were 10-15 minutes rather thamprdseribed 5-10
minutes. | conceded that my openings had been around 10-15 minutes anadhiat |
do better at shortening them. Eventually, Mrs. Thompson did tell md tieeded to
follow America’s Choice and stated that | had been told atnteyview that | would be
required to teach it, a point that | didn’t remember happeninga Ipatint that | wasn’t
going to argue.

| left the meeting having said as little as possible so afficse tension and in
hopes that administration would want to do the same by not beprgsent in my class.
That was the only conversation | had with Mrs. Thompson specificatharding
America’s Choice and for the rest of the year Ms. Davis’ obfensaand follow-up
evaluations, while still frequent, were less adversarial and acmepting of my teaching
practices. It was disempowering enough not having institutional and fmfab
development resources and support in our critical literacy work, butdhavifigure out

how to circumnavigate America’s Choice while also developing and gbirjecritical
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literacy practices in the classroom was extremely dilfid took refuge in being able to
share my frustrations with certain colleagues, but voicing my cosceavith
administration affected no change.

Prior Pedagogical Experiences in Literacy Instruction

Aside from the repetitive dodging of America’s Choice, buildingagsrioom that
practiced critical literacy while being populated by a beacand students who did not
have lengthy experiences with this pedagogy was a palpabkckghdduring my life as
an urban public student, | remember having a few excellent rsathe none of whom |
would retroactively describe as engaging in critical ltgrpractices. | definitely didn’t
grow up experiencing critical literacy in the k-12 urban pubdicosl classroom as a
student. Moreover, | wasn't given support during my teacher educatiop@Eservice
teacher or as a beginning teacher regarding criticaldigetacame to understand that the
professional practices | developed as a teacher early in ragroaere reminiscent of
critical literacy after | left the classroom and was expo® critical pedagogy during
graduate school. When | returned to teaching in the urban public schooltdesdeaght
to further my development as a critical literacy practitidcr@wing that | lacked a firm
foundation based on years of varied experiences.

As | worked on developing the conditions in which critical litgraould take
root and thrive in my class, | regularly had to manage and quesiofiraditional”
proclivities. From seating arrangements to homework expectatioos) grading
practices to classroom management techniques, from assignmentictoorsto making

decisions, | was seemingly questioning and challenging my ewewe. Accepting my
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unfinishedness as a critical practitioner and being patient wytldemelopment was an
essential step | had to take in order to maintain professionay @dad personal sanity. |
knew that there were times that | fell short of the crititaracy expectations | had for
myself, but | also knew that | had to make professional decisiohs/éna responsive to
what my students and | could comfortably and successfully handbent fthat taking
field notes, specifically the digital audio recordings of my mbsss reflections, was a
valuable tool in my attempt to strike this balance in my classrdémough the process
of actively unpacking the day’s class | was able to analyzetewend identify the
positive and negative conditions | was creating that affectedvdnk of the students,
which positively influenced my future decisions.

My students were also inexperienced when it came to critieedcy practices.
While many of them outwardly expressed interest in curricula and a learnimgrenent
that was less rigid and tied to a linear textbook model andwhatmore focused on
students and being flexible to their surroundings, there wadesigion between what
many said they wanted class to be like and what they wetktaslass being like. Many
of my students were not used to work that involved stating a nuanceshgepssition
with supporting details and evidence in either an oral or written.fddso, many
students were inexperienced in analyzing text in regards to whomhat the text
privileged and oppressed. Most students had been trained to consume teyttifde-
choice test ends or for the purpose of crafting strictly agidtatriting that focused on the

regurgitation of unquestioned “facts”.
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Because my students and | were relative novices to criiteahdy, despite
general interest and skill towards critical work, we had tolehgé to move each other
slowly and in flexible, varied ways. For example, | createdctrmumstances in which
my students could think more independently and creatively about textsastidents
took advantage of more divergent, intellectual work | pushed them to leepradicient
in how they communicated their thoughts. However, when students requipedies,
and asked for more direct instruction or when | required moretsteudictated by me,
both the students and | needed to be flexible. In all, co-construcithgstudents a
classroom that engaged in critical literacy wasn’t something:thddl be done overnight,
but was rather a process that we had to work on throughout the course of the entire school
year.

Assessment

A related offshoot of the dilemma of developing critical litgrpcactices was the
assessing of student learning. Early in the year | made a pagxptess to my students
that assessing their learning was going to be a joint ventureeaghkarning would be
assessed by themselves individually, their peers, and by mewakisa concept that
proved to be quite foreign to most students and clumsy for us all. Tsthegpure the
concept of assessment as being personal, connected to priordeardniongitudinal, |
introduced portfolios to students that would house their work throughoutttbel sear.
Seeing the value in keeping and revisiting work over the couraesohool year was a
difficult concept to sell to students who had the inclination to imneglighrow away

completed work that had been viewed or graded by a teacher.
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What was easier for my students to embrace was the aetf@ssessing their
work. While co-constructing with my students rubrics for assignsnewuld have been
ideal in a critical literacy classroom, | found it to be cumbers and a distraction from
developing their self-evaluative skills, which | saw as beingoee immediate necessity.
Many of my students were excited to have the opportunity to rateothie work and did
so with seriousness and honesty. Many students also became mastedtand skilled
at assessing the work of their peers on a rubric. Episodasaitism or overt harshness
towards oneself or one’s peers were the rare exception throughooouhse of the
school year.

Much of my effort throughout the year in regards to assessmergngasraging
the students to look differently at assessment. Overall, most Suslemtassessment as
something handed down by teachers, often arbitrarily, with Nley explanation as to
how or why a piece was assessed the way it was. In theobyesst students, learning
concluded with assessing work, rather than learning being furtheninbted via
assessing work. Even with such practices as rubrics and shaeedigsnany students
would still comment on me giving them grades, which indicated éotineir deep
perception that assessment was mysterious and done by an eui$idaty figure. |
worked at encouraging students to take greater ownership of tlemninig with
assessment as a means to that end, but my efforts were oftenitmeleeply held
contradictory assumptions regarding the assessing of learning, edéispit general

appreciation of the direction | was encouraging them to take.
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This task was made all the more difficult when considering the ienbble
amount of dictated, standards-based assessments my studentsxpeatedeto take
during the school year. In just my Language Arts class alamersts were to take the
NWEA, Gates-MacGinitie, and DRA reading assessments irathé'hey were to write
two prescribed writing pieces that adhered to district mgiassessments also in the fall.
In the spring they took another round of NWEA, Gates-MacGinitid, RRA reading
assessments, along with the State Reading Assessment. Thisotloaise into account
the district and State Science, Social Studies and Math assgssthat occurred during
the school year as well as classroom assessments, most fatadriga’s Choice unit
assessments in Math classes. All told, students took a foedassessment on average
once every two to three weeks. Encouraging them to take a mbaefetd look at
assessing learning in these conditions was a task that rivaled Sisyphus’.

Despite many of my students feeling as if they were btstpd to the point of
exhaustion, | found it important for them to critically examinepfactices of assessment
in a heavily standards-based environment. Rather than following tlegicdais Choice
prescribed Testing Unit that was to be administered just poidhe State Reading
Assessment and was designed to provide students with the mitkeds to succeed on
the State Assessment, | opened the class to conversation agdecofi formalized
assessments throughout the school year. | wanted students to notdegtand their
emotional reactions to assessments but to also be able to read formaks=inests as a
text and examine in terms of who they privilege and oppressjkasive did with other

texts. | wanted students to not just reject assessments wholesale bethesksabmfort

165



they may inflict or accept them without question because the uitstit of school
condones their use. Rather, | wanted students to acknowledge thdayeansyof their
existence; formalized assessments are typically unjushéytare a powerful reality that
will be used to one’s advantage or disadvantage regardledsetiiev they are accepted
or rejected. Therefore, it is in the students’ immediate iheé=test to gather the resources
they have available to them and do the best they can on thkrtestisig how privileged
formalized test scores are, all a while maintaining inteli@ rigor and relevance that is
often not reflected on such assessments. Which was oftenséhevhan | asked students
to consider traditional school practices differently, there wagli interest and traction
gained by my engaging students in this conversation. However,whaesralso a certain
level of confusion as to how specifically make this practibalst and a lack of trust that

this strategy would really equate better performance on standardizeshaessiss
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Chapter 6: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS
Summary

As standards-based policies and pedagogies take greater hold of suiaad
curricula, teaching, and learning assessment, the alreadly Viaice of the student
becomes even more marginalized. Teaching practices thatoatenstructed with
students, put students’ voices at the center of the curriculagspensive to students’
lives, and encourage critical action for social justice struggfend room within the No
Child Left Behind driven public school that obsesses over universal, ipadits all”
practices in the name of equality and constant surveillance andlipethassessment in
the name of accountability.

No Child Left Behind measures are intended to empower students acaldem
so say the adults who authored and support the law. But what do studenigorikho
within classrooms affected by NCLB policies say about thepa@merment in school?
This study was designed to address that question. By craftingcal inquiry unit based
on the guiding question, “How does school empower and/or disempower yso@§ht
to capture the voices of my participants as they unpacked theghttsoand experiences
relative to empowerment within an urban school that was beingytigtghaged due to
NCLB policies.

Primarily, over the course of a two-month period, students examéseeés of
empowerment in school through the shared reading of and response to tearsed
Students also conducted a critical inquiry research project aohdyesshool

empowerment. Participants participated in individual and focus group ewenand |
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collected data from participants that included written work, recgsdowf small group
discussions, and observations of students in the form of field notes. bfuaty
observations and perceptions were shared with the participants ittearptato more
accurately capture their voices.

Conclusions

At the onset of this study | sought out to pursue three key quosstiVhat
empowers/disempowers students? How does student empowerment confeAndbe
What teacher/school policies and practices empower/disempowemtstidat the
conclusion of this study I'll address the questions acknowleddiag Itm unable to
answer each in exclusive entirety but can offer implicatiogaroing preservice and
inservice teacher preparation and professional development.

What Empowers/Disempowers Students?

Starting with the end in mind and in a very broad sense, what emgpstudents
is having a sense of personal control situated within an environmentidheot control
to meet positive ends. Students are able to make decisions thahbavessibility of
shaping their surroundings while their surroundings shape them. Raterbeing
overwhelmingly manipulated by their environment in ways thaedtieir ability to act
upon their surroundings, students are empowered when they act wittiomtand their
actions result in positive outcomes for themselves and others.

The above description represents a very general end product fiorreia
empowerment. More specifically, and within the context of schoaidesits are

empowered by a myriad of conditions and experiences. First, stadergasmpowered by
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opportunities to take responsibility for themselves in ways thdtegyond what they've
experienced before during their youth. They want to be able to “béarmge’ of
themselves and learn how to balance competing interests so ad tehtt best serves
them. Rules involving seemingly trivial issues, as defined byp#récipants, such as
school uniforms, homework, and recess rob students of the opportunity to leatn how
reconcile “work” and “fun”. Students want to be trusted and want to bengihe
opportunity to grow into adulthood.

Second, and closely related to students empowered to make responssibaslec
students are empowered by school curricula and experiencedlolatleem to shape
their own knowledge for their own purposes. Instead of being dictdtat knowledge is
by others who have produced knowledge and being told what knowledge is sugposed t
mean to them, students want the opportunity to delve into the complefitesncepts
and information, grapple with controversial texts with others, aedterfor themselves
what knowledge is. Creating knowledge for their personal pursuits eenpdhem to
develop as independent intellectuals.

Third, whereas students are empowered by teachers who provitieeforthe
space to create knowledge, students are also empowered by deahbecan serve as
caring, capable, and challenging resources. In order for studenéve the opportunity
to develop responsible decision-making skills students need teaichdrslp them
appropriately take on new challenges and opportunities. Students etsteaehers who
are skilled at guiding students to develop knowledge for themselvhscaieé. Where

students aren't yet able to do for themselves, students need teabhbarghey can trust
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to support them in tangible ways. Given the apparent contradicttuyenaf these last
two points, it is important for teachers to acknowledge and mahagauances in what
students require and act accordingly.

While identifying what disempowers students was a focus ofstidy at the
beginning, it became less so as the research progressed. As a tesahtad students to
move beyond complaining and critiquing the structures of schools and thirk mor
critically so as to illuminate how they are empowered by schésla researcher, |
thought that focusing more on how students explained their empowermerdepravi
more important addition to academic understandings of youth than foecnsnegon how
they were disempowered. By engaging in their critical inquirgjects and other
activities, participants’ did indeed explain what disempowered therachool. For
example, Raul, Renée, and Henry spoke about being disempowered by tratideni
actions of teachers like Mr. Ethridge while Vasha, Brandon, Lhlesry, and Hannah
spoke about being disempowered by demeaning school policies. Becamsay of the
participants were drawn to devote their research to disempowstimapl practices, |
spent more time developing explicit opportunities for the participtmtghink about
empowering practices in school and to explore the relationships dretligmpowering
and empowering school practices.

Empowerment as a Negotiated Process

Identifying what empowers and disempowers students involves tsaahd

students establishing the conditions in which student empowermentpiakes which

illustrates how empowerment is a negotiated process betweemtstuatel teacher.
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Student empowerment isn’t fostered through a process of teachatsg or permitting

empowerment. Certainly, teachers are active in shaping thaingaenvironment,

discourse, and practices of the classroom, but teachers’ endgingwn power in the

classroom does not involve “giving power away” to students so thgt ahe then

empowered. Rather, student empowerment is a negotiated pretesei students and
teacher whereas student power is acknowledged and valued so teatsta@ able to
assert themselves in constructive ways. In addition to the afotiemed conditions,

students need time and repetition to allow empowerment to develop. rFstident

engagement in critical literacy and inquiry practices can fasihitate the negotiated
process of student empowerment.

Having the opportunity to gain responsibility, creating knowledgd, access to
teachers who challenge with care doesn’'t espouse empowerment ovesoighispeak.
In order for students to gain empowerment they need time to develppheveourse of
many years. Just as my participants balked at sharingctiiteal inquiry projects with
school administration, over time they may see that taking siagtaon in the future may
be an illustration of their empowerment. Much of student learnitigirwschool cannot
be measured within a strictly determined timeframe, usuellgwing the course of a
nine-month school year; the same can be said for student empowebtuelants need
time for their experiences to impact their short-term and long-term behaviors

Along with time, repetition is needed for students to develop empuoswver
Experiencing repeated and numerous empowering opportunities over tlse cbua

student’s school career is essential. As illuminated throughrdéisisarch, too often
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students come to know school as a place where they will be disengpovirestead,
students need to see that school is a place where they gain emeotyetherefore
consistent opportunities in every grade level and in every school contesttbe made
available for students.

What Teacher/School Policies and Practices Empower/Disempower Students

While this research didn’t focus on teacher empowerment, ftabse teacher
empowerment is complimentary to student empowerment. Teachersbeusble to
reflexively shape the learning environment to best foster stuaspiomsibility and
knowledge while presenting themselves as resources. Therefossobed to be more
conducive to teachers receiving the needed resources and support seriestheir
students.

Specifically, schools and teachers that shift focus away the textbook or the
standards as being the curricula to the students and their enviroasndre curricula,
empower students. Localizing curricular focus creates a ma@omsive schooling
experience for students that allows for students to take gmest@onsibility over their
lives, as they are more central to the work in school. It alsoldvallow for a more
relevant context in which to build knowledge. In order for teaclel®etable to support
students accordingly, they need to become more criticalipugirand knowledgeable
about their students’ individual and cultural lives. Along with a shifturricula, schools
need a shift in professional development. Less time spent on adteeriggl curricular
guides and more time given to teachers to creatively and gélctddress the lives of

students has the potential to greatly empower students.
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While schools creating conditions in which teachers can more effectivetytimee
needs of students leads to empowerment, schools and classrooms nestduictured in
a way that actively involves students in decision making proceSaetents are engaged
and empowered when they are a part of the process of schootahhigmppen through
teachers’ critical practices and culturally responsive mextwithin the classroom and
students’ appropriate representation when institutional decisions ade rat the
classroom and building level.

To meet the aforementioned ends, critical literacy praciicesiable avenues for
teachers to better empower students. Specifically, criiteshty practices have a dual
function in the empowerment of youth. First, critical literacy pcas empower students
intellectually. By engaging students in problem-posing educatiadests and teachers
negotiate through dialogue the process of learning around solving repgoalems that
exist (Morrell, 2004, p. 5). Students construct knowledge rather than comtsanteare
more actively and intellectually engaged in the schooling procgssond, critical
literacy practices are a conduit for student communication, whid¢érkslows teachers
to identify and meet student needs. Stevens and Bean (2007, p. Spalestical
literacy as being emancipatory in that students ask questions &eoefit and
marginalization. By engaging students in culture of question-gskid critique, teachers
invariably also open the lines of constructive communication in deger how the
institution of school impacts students.

Through the process of conducting this study, three major conclusianbeca

derived: positive and culturally relevant relationships with teacloars have an
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empowering affect on students, critical literacy can empowetests while meeting
standards-based requirements, and much can be learned throughhrésstaeems at
specifically illuminating student voice. Repeatedly, through vareeshtexts, my
participants directly and indirectly spoke to the power of relatimsswith teachers.
Henry, Hannah, Raul, and Jordan spoke to the frustrations theyretfards to the ways
in which Mr. Ethridge would communicate and relate to them and hawvcbnflict
negatively affected their performance in his class. Converselghd/ Raul, Hannah,
Luke, Renée and Brandon spoke to relationships they had with teati&ioneer that
were personable, comfortable, and culturally and personally respon3ihese
relationships were described as being key contributors to theessum their teachers’
classrooms. In the era of NCLB, there is relatively vergeliconsideration to the
potential of building culturally responsive relationships betweerh&gaand students. In
fact, in some instances such efforts at the preservice andigaeséevels of teacher
development are viewed as lacking rigor. In a NCLB classroormlgiknowing one’s
subject matter and delivering it to students will create stusieotess. However, the
collective voices of my participants contradict this assumption.

While participants experienced varied levels of proficiency cBggrtheir critical
inquiry projects, all participants successfully engaged in afiliieracy practices through
the course of this unit and this school year. All participants wager, albeit sometimes
clumsily, to take deeper and different looks at texts of widesti@si and connect those
texts to their environment and understandings. Hannah, Vasha, Raul, RehBearadon

made particular mention of how critical literacy practigesur classroom had increased
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their engagement and positively affected their empowerment &s.cNot of primary
focus, yet still important to note given the currency of NCLRsssients, as 7th graders
the performance of four of my participants was rated as Apprga@tandards and the
performance of four participants was rated as Meets Standatbe 8009 State Reading
Assessment. As 8th graders, the performance of four of my panticipaas rated as
Meets Standards and the performance of four participants wad aasteExceeds
Standards. While it is naive to assume that these successeslastvely attributable to
critical literacy practices in my classroom, these sueseds challenge the assumption at
Pioneer that Language Arts teachers needed to strictly féllnerica’s Choice curricula
and pedagogy in order to best prepare students for the State qRéadessment. Also,
the successes of the participants on the State Reading Assessrggests the real
potential in critical literacy being a tangible component tp@mwering students in many
ways, including NCLB mandated assessments.

Stepping back from the product and taking a look at the process, ulis st
highlights the value of student voice in research. Much of resealatked to schools and
subsequently policy related to schools involves adult stakeholderg actime supposed
best interest of students. However, the assumptions that inform stichsaare rarely
based on a survey of student voices. This comes to no surprise to snkpals are not
generally constructed to allow students to shape practices acg, gbérefore it would
not be a common practice for researchers to center student wotbeg work. Through
my listening to the voices of my participants, | found that studefies a rich and

nuanced perspective regarding the realities of the classroom areffébts enacted
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policy has on their learning and lives. Their voice is a ramdpected resource that has
the potential to guide research and policy that more accuratetgsaed the needs of
students.
My Learning

Earlier, | mentioned the numerous tensions | felt as a teaebesrcher, some of
which were discomforting. However, as challenging as the tensiexigerienced were,
they contributed to my learning in meaningful ways. This rekearovided me the
opportunity to look more acutely at the process of teaching in athedyincorporates
critical literacy practices within a school that was not pedelly supportive. This was
not my first venture into teaching critically, but it was fivst time | was explicitly
mindful of how to go about “getting away” with engaging in crititeracy with my
students. | also learned as a researcher utilizing thetimaregproach, while it is a stated
goal to capture as “authentic” a voice of the participants aslppesit is difficult if not
impossible to do so. Regardless, the pursuit of authenticity should bevttbnearnest
and with transparency as to the challenges and limitatmribet research. Finally, |
learned about how teaching can be cathartic. Given my histaaysasdent at Pioneer,
my efforts to return to my former school and engage my studendésway that my
teachers didn’t engage me so many years ago was hopefully enmapiee my students
as it was certainly empowering for me.

Implications
A study of this nature has the potential to address the needssef\yice teacher

education and inservice professional development, while also inford@aigions that
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districts make regarding NCLB compliance. Regarding preseteasher education, this
study further illustrates the preponderance of the “apprehtges$ observation” (Lortie,
1975, p. 61) that affects teachers. | found it extremely diffiouttetvelop critical literacy
teaching practices having never seen them in action when | was a public setieot st
as a preservice teacher, let alone been introduced to critexacy. Not only was |
teaching against the grain of Pioneer, | was teaching againggréne of my own
experiences as a student and teacher. Preservice teacltetionstican provide specific
support and proficient examples of teaching that engages in clitéracy practices to
better equip and diversify new teachers as they enter theodassin addition, teacher
educators can bring to the fore the potential of new teableerg responsive to students’
cultural affiliations and voices as new teachers further consthair identities and
practices as a teachers.

Once new teachers enter the classroom and inservice teatheesomes
primarily the school and district’s responsibilities to profesally develop teachers. If
teacher education institutions provide introduction to and proficiemhgbes of critical
literacy practices, culturally responsive teaching, and theofalistening the voices of
students to inform teacher practice, it becomes the responsibithg sthool and district
to continue support to meet these ends. At Pioneer, the overwhelmjogtynaf
professional development opportunities and resources were dirgetigd to America’s
Choice curricula and preparing for, administrating, and drawiogclasions from
formalized assessments. There was no room for teachers tigeliework on building

better relationships with their students, despite the observed nesdnferteachers, as
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well as no space for teachers to develop critical lite@egtices, despite the observed
interest and potential.

The legalities of NCLB cannot be changed at the diskentl. However, how
school districts choose to address the requirements of NCLB cdrajpedsat the district
level. Our school district chose to make a million dollar investrimeAimerica’s Choice
for schools that failed to meet annual yearly progressfasedeby NCLB policy and the
district and individual schools chose to enact how America’s Chaoitdevutilized in
the schools. What this research can provide districts and schoolare/fiacing similar
circumstances as we did at Pioneer due to NCLB policy is the opggrto think more
creatively and possibly quite differently about how to better suppatests in reaching
NCLB mandated goals. Districts and schools don’t necessarily teawmiversalize,
depersonalize, and essentialize teaching and learning in order tsthdepts rate higher

on state assessments.
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