


-
2000,

2a3 7

nf?
"‘
<

LIBRARIES
MICHIGAN STATE UNIVERSITY
EAST LANSING, MICH 48824-1048

This is to certify that the
dissertation entitled

Critical Literacy: Struggles Over Meaning

presented by

Gina Nicolé Cervetti

has been accepted towards fulfillment
of the requirements for the

degree in Educational Psychology

@%/ (Y=

Major'Pro ssor's Signature

5-20-04

Date

MSU is an Affirmative ActionVEqual Opportunity Institution



PLACE IN RETURN BOX to remove this checkout from your record.
TO AVOID FINES return on or before date due.
MAY BE RECALLED with earlier due date if requested.

DATE DUE

DATE DUE

DATE DUE

JuLl1lb ‘2006
PRI

N

6/01 c:/CIRC/DateDue.p65-p.15



CRITICAL LITERACY: STRUGGLES OVER MEANING
By

Gina Nicolé Cervetti

A DISSERTATION
Submitted to

Michigan State University
in partial fulfillment of the requirement
for the degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY
Department of Counseling, Educational Psychology, and Special Education
2004



ABSTRACT

CRITICAL LITERACY: STRUGGLES OVER MEANING
By
Gina Nicolé Cervetti

There is growing interest among teachers in critical approaches to instruction,
particularly in the areas of reading and social studies education. This study is an
examination of critical literacy in the context of one classroom, focusing on the
challenges confronted by the classroom teacher, Christine Miller, in adopting a critical
approach to history instruction. While many critical teachers have published reports of
their practice, this study was designed to meet the need for more systematic research
that examines teacher decision-making around critical curricula, explores in-depth the
challenges that critical teachers confront, takes an institutional, as well as instructional,
perspective, and includes the voices of the students.

Christine’s experience as a critical teacher, documented in this study, points to
the many challenges — personal, pedagogical, and institutional — associated with critical
teaching. Although Christine was exposed to theoretical literature on critical teaching in
her teacher education program, she was left largely on her own to work out ways to
apply these ideas and her personal concerns with issues of power and justice to her
classroom practice. As such, while Christine was philosophically committed to critical
teaching, she was, by her own account, struggling with implementation.

Christine experienced particular difficulty situating her critical practice within
the culture of her school and community. She struggled to make her approach

transparent and valued to many of her students and colleagues. As such, she faced



persistent resistance, both overt and covert. Christine hoped to use her role as a teacher
to address her lifelong concerns about inequity and discrimination. She believed that
taking a critical and thematic approach to history was the best way to nurture students’
empathy, self-awareness, ability to see the world from multiple perspectives, and
awareness of social justice. Christine’s students had an understanding of history that
differed in important ways from hers. While some students were moved by Christine’s
approach and found themselves unusually interested in learning history, most resisted
her approach. The students’ expectations for this class were consistent with their
experiences in past history classes, which were characterized by chronology, textbooks,
and an empbhasis on factual recall. These students believed that history was a set of facts
and events to be learned, and Ms. Miller’s class violated their expectation that these facts
would serve as the primary content for the course.

Christine also experienced more overt resistance from parents, colleagues, and
the larger educational community as she attempted to teach history thematically and
critically. From each of these sources, she received messages that her teaching should be
standards- and test-aligned. Christine felt constant disapproval directed toward her.
Moreover, she felt that this disapproval could ultimately have important consequences
for her teaching. She worried, for example, that she might eventually lose control over
her curriculum to departmental standards or state mandates.

All of this resistance contributed to Christine’s feelings of vulnerability and
marginality. While Christine worked to improve her critical teaching, to find support in
the school community, and to connect with students, she ultimately came to believe that

truly critical teaching was not possible within the constraints of her school.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

This study was designed to examine critical literacy in the context of one
classroom, focusing on the challenges confronted by the classroom teacher, Ms.
Miller, in adopting a critical approach to history instruction. The study provides
an account of Ms. Miller’s attempts to enact this critical approach and an analysis
of the ways in which she and her students responded to those attempts. It is not
so much an ethnography of the events that transpired as it is an analysis of the
ways in which the key players made sense of Ms. Miller’s approach to the critical
teaching of history.

There is growing interest among teachers in adopting, or at least
considering, critical approaches to instruction, particularly in the areas of reading
and social studies education. Based in the writings of the Frankfurt School
Critical Theorists, Paulo Freire, and critical postmodernists, critical literacy
concerns itself with understanding the ways that texts and discourses operate in
social institutions to represent the world, construct identities, and position
readers (Luke, 1999). Critical literacy is also concerned with devising ways of
reconstructing these texts and, hence, the world. O’Brien (2001), a classroom
teacher, wrote of her critical perspective:

Texts do not provide a sort of window into the world or a reflection

of the world as it is; they are more than sources of information.

Instead they create versions of what the social world is like and of



the complex, shifting unequal power relationships between girls

and boys and women and men. | intended therefore to view texts

we used in the classroom not as fixed and complete objects but as

places for discussion, argument, and challenge as well as for

enjoyment, information, and pleasure.

While much has been written about the application of critical theory and
Freirean pedagogy to education in the United States, there are still very few rich
portraits of critical classrooms.

This is a study of one teacher’s attempt to make critical teaching a reality
in her classroom. This study is not designed to evaluate this teacher’s practice or
her students’ learning. What matters in this study are the ways that this
teacher —an urban high school teacher of U.S. history — construed her role as
critical educator and her students’ responses to her approach. It is largely a story
of struggle, particularly struggle over the meaning and purpose of teaching and
learning history in high school. |

To set the context for this study, I begin by exploring challenges
confronted by other critical teachers who have attempted to promote critical
literacy in their classrooms. Then I turn to the struggles over the meaning of
history evident in the history education literature and in public conversations
about history teaching and texts. With those backdrops established as a context, I
turn to the heart of this study —an examination of the tensions over the meaning

of history that existed in the classroom under study here and at the personal and



institutional challenges confronted by this teacher. Finally, I attempt to
recontextualize the findings from this study in the broader literature on critical
teaching.

The Existing Literature on Critical Teaching

In the last two decades, a great deal has been written about critical
literacy-about its grounding in critical theory (e.g., Kellner, 1989), Marxism (e.g.,
McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2001) and postmodernism (e.g., Peters & Lankshear,
1996); about its critique of current social problems and school practices (e.g.,
Lankshear & McLaren, 1993); and, increasingly, about its application to
classroom practice (e.g., Comber & Simpson, 2001).

Critical literacy is difficult to define, because it represents a set of
understandings about language and literacy more than a specific set of practices,
and because the elements of a critical approach are contested. There are an
increasing number of factions within the critical literacy community, including
the critical feminists (e.g., C. Luke & Gore, 1992), the critical postmodernists (see
Best & Kellner, 1991; Gee, 1993), and the Freireans/Marxists (e.g., McLaren,
1999), each offering a somewhat different version of critical theory and teaching.
While proposing any single definition of critical literacy is problematic, it is
possible to identify some commonalities across approaches.

In general, critical literacy involves the examination of the relationship
between texts, readers, writers, and the world. Critical approaches treat the

writing and reading of texts (broadly conceived as written, visual, and oral) as



non-neutral cultural practices that always provide selective and ideologically
motivated accounts of the world (A. Luke & Freebody, 1997; Moje, Young,
Readence, & Moore, 2000; Flint, 2000). From critical perspectives, all texts and

readings are embedded “within normative fields of power, value, and exchange”
and reflect the cultural positions and ideologies of the writer and reader (A.
Luke, 2000). Texts are told from particular points of view and for particular
purposes. Authors use the manipulable features of text (lexical, syntactic,
discourse, structural, etc.) to foreground certain meanings, to position readers,
and to support particular social relations (A. Luke, 2000).Critical literacy
practices encourage students to analyze texts with attention to the contexts and
features of their construction and the ideologies that underlie them.

Readers, like writers, are influenced in their responses to text by their
experiences and their social positionality (e.g., gender, race, age, and social class)
(Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000). Critical literacy practices encourage

‘students to see texts as open to a number of possible readings, including
personal, critical, and resistant readings. Once students recognize that texts are
representations of reality and that these representations are social constructions,
they have a greater opportunity to take a more powerful position with respect to
these texts — to reject them or reconstruct them in ways that are more consistent
with their own experiences in the world.

Through interrogations of power in text, critical literacy raises issues of

social justice and equity, particularly related to the marginalization,



disenfranchisement, disadvantage of individuals, groups, or communities
(Vasquez, 2000). From a critical perspective, it is vital to include marginalized
perspectives in the school curriculum and to examine the ways that language
and literacy function in powerful ways to produce and reproduce race, ethnicity,
social class, and gender positions (Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000).

The goal of critical literacy is to develop students’ agency to address
inequities they experience in their own lives, to talk back to texts, and to become
decision-makers in the classroom and in their communities outside of school. For
many critical educators, the goal is to teach students to use literacy to work for
social justice and equity in their lives and the lives of others (Heffernan &
Lewison, 2000; Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000).

Reports of Critical Practice

Critical literacy has often been criticized for its largely theoretical
orientation (e.g., Anderson, 1989), but there is also a growing body of work about
critical teaching as it is implemented in classrooms. Much of this work takes the
form of teachers’ research and reflection on their own critical practice.

Because critical literacy is more an orientation toward education than a
specific set of practices, it has been written about in a wide variety of educational
settings — from early childhood (e.g., Vasquez, 2001) through college (e.g.,
Herideen, 1998) and adulthood (Foley, 2001), workplace (e.g., Hull, 2000), and
teacher education (e.g., Lesley, 2001; Moss, 2001) —and it has been applied to a

wide variety of school subject matter, including art (e.g., Yokley, 1999), college



composition (e.g., Lesley, 1997), environmental education (e.g., Singh, 1998),
foreign language education (e.g., Elissondo, 2000), and particularly in reading
and literacy education (e.g., Morgan, 1997; Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore,
2000).

Critical teachers use a variety of approaches to encourage students to take
a critical stance toward text, but critical practice is typically characterized by
textual analysis, dialogue, and questioning or problem posing. Simpson (1996)
documented one teacher’s attempt to nurture an understanding among her 7t
grade students that characters are not real but are constructed by authors, and
that stories are not reflections of reality but selective versions of it. This teacher
continually foregrounded the author’s role in constructing the text, posing
questions such as, “What does the author want you, the reader, to think and feel
about particular characters or events? How does he or she achieve this?”
Students compared their readings of these texts and examined the ways that the
authors positioned them to respond to the texts in particular ways through
choices about language, point of view, and other textual features.

Critical practice is also typically connected to the lives that students lead
outside of school and to current issues in society. Often critical practitioners
make real-life issues, dilemmas, and texts the heart of the curriculum (Flint,
2000). Paul (2000) used rap music as a literature to privilege her students’ voices
and to create culturally relevant pedagogical practices. She worked to use rap as

a site for critical inquiry by, for example, using it to explore the ways texts work



in everyday life and by looking at the relationship between rap music and
canonical poetry from Emily Dickinson, William Shakespeare, and Gwendolyn
Brooks.

Much of the teacher research and reflection literature describes successful
or model examples of critical teaching. For example, Powell, Cantrell, and
Adams (2001) described an inquiry-based project undertaken by a group of
fourth-graders as an example of critical literacy. The authors described the
student’s efforts to investigate and ultimately prevent strip mining on
Kentucky’s Black Mountain. Though the project was not undertaken within an
explicitly critical framework, the authors use the project to “illustrate the
transformative potential of critical literacy.” In another example, Sweeney (1997)
described a set of activities undertaken by her fourth-grade class around the
South African elections of 1994, including the culmination of their work in a play
about apartheid written by the students and performed for the other classes in
their school building.

These and other accounts of teachers’ critical practice provide much
needed images of critical pedagogy in the trenches of educational practice, and
they provide important windows into the challenges, as well as the potential, of
critical teaching. Three key challenges emerge from a review of this literature:
students’ responses to critical dialogue; teachers’ discomfort with their new

critical role; and the disapproval of colleagues.



Students’ responses to critical dialogue. A number of reports from
teachers describe students’ resistance to critical readings of text. Mellor and
Patterson (2001) described the implementation of a critical, countersexist
curriculum in a split class of 8-10 year olds in Australia. The authors hoped to
use a “multiple readings” approach, teaching students to read text for their
multiple, and often competing, meanings in order to raise critical issues around
children’s stories. They found, however, that their students were often unwilling
to construct alternative, nonsexist readings:

We realized we had assumed that an adjustment of their initial

reading would follow given their access to alternatives. The way

students would do this, we thought, was by becoming conscious of

sexism; once seeing the sexism of a particular reading [of Hansel

and Gretel] they would choose another. Newly conscious and thus

empowered to produce a resistant or critical reading, they then

would be able to overcome both the potential for deception of the

text and the power of dominant (sexist) readings....This did not

seem to be the case. (p. 122)

Mellor and Patterson believed that students benefited from the analytical
activity of multiple readings, but did not “adjust their initial readings in favor of
an alternative construction” (p. 122). The teachers concluded that the students

were unaccustomed to reading beyond a text’s obvious meaning. In this



classroom, access to more critical readings did not alone provoke students to
modify their well-established readings of the texts.

Smith (2001) reflected on her attempts to take a critical approach in her
teacher education classes. She described her students’ discomfort as she
encouraged them to move from personal to critical responses. Her students were
reluctant, for example, to critique children’s stories for racism and sexism. Smith
found that “creating habitable spaces for and maintaining critical conversations
is very hard work” (p. 161):

I found that when these conversations worked, they required us to

speak honestly and truthfully from our own position in the world,

and they demanded that we learn to listen with more open minds

and to push ourselves into places most of use would rather not go.

The students and I all recognized moments of quiet discomfort

whenever we moved from our personal responses to critical

responses that closely examined the cultural and ideological values

that were embedded in the stories we read. (p. 162)

Smith also described her struggle with her own role; while she wanted to
be an equal participant in the class, she questioned what her role was in
“positioning students toward reading in a particular [critical] way” (p. 161). And,
she worried about “missed opportunities” and about allowing “naive or hurtful”

responses to dominate in class discussions.



In a dialogue with Paulo Freire, Ira Shor talked about his struggle to re-
form himself as a teacher (Shor & Freire, 1987). Shor reported that, while some of
his students appreciated his critical approach, others were “actively hostile,
challenging [him] in ways to stop the critical thrust of the class” (p. 25). Shor
believed these students saw the class as a threat to the traditional values that the
students embraced.

Other teachers describe their students as disinterested in critical dialogue.
Simpson (1996) discussed her experiences working with a teacher in an
Australian middle school class to plan a curriculum that would encourage
students to adopt a critical perspective. Simpson and the teacher, Mrs. Willson,
focused their teaching on promoting particular critical understandings related to
children’s literature (e.g., characters are not real, but are constructed by authors).
They began by trying to encourage students to use critical questions in their
discussions of literature, but found that these questions were not engaging to
students and hence did not provoke critical analyses. The teachers revised their
approach to allow students to develop their own questions. Although few of
these questions were critical in the ways the teachers had hoped — “standing back
from the story as it was presented to question how and why it had been
constructed the way it was” — the questions “provoked interested responses from
the other children and stimulated discussion that reflected the kinds of insights

[the teachers] were trying to encourage.”
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Many critical teachers report also that their students are unprepared for
critical dialogue. For example, Thesen (2001) described her use of “multimodal
communication” in a South African critical literacy course. Multimodal activities
in the class included analysis of images, such as photographs and drawings.
Thesen described the struggles confronted in the class, particularly students’
difficulty with visual and textual analysis. Thesen concluded that the students
were unprepared by previous courses to engage in critical activities and were
confronting visual texts for the first time. The students struggled to identify
salient features of the texts; they lacked familiarity with theories required for
critique; and they struggled with the theoretical language of the course. Looking
across these efforts, all of which experienced at least some failure or roadblocks,
one insight seems pervasive — the essential role played by students’ prior
classroom experiences, which, in general, are not supportive of the development

of a critical stance toward text.

Teachers’ discomfort with their new critical role. In addition to
confronting unprepared and resistant students, many critical teachers report that
they struggle with their own roles in the critical dialogue in their classrooms and
in their school communities.

In reflecting on his critical teaching in a high-school literature classroom,
Gaughan (1999) discussed the challenge that he confronted as he worked to

overcome students’ resistance to examining cultural and linguistic differences

11



and to encourage students to confront their own prejudices without imposing his
own views. Of particular concern was the asymmetrical student-teacher power
relationship and its potential to provoke students to veil their own views in
publicly expressing views more consistent with his own.

O’Brien (2001), in addition to describing her critical stance and examples
of that stance in action in her classroom, described some of the struggles she
experienced trying to adopt a critical stance toward literacy. In particular, she
described her difficulty responding to students in meaningful ways and
extending their contributions in order to draw her 5-8 year old students into
critical dialogue: “I struggled to invent in the classroom context a critical
discourse through which I could share my own explorations of textuality and
also make space for children’s readings” (p. 46). She also described her
discomfort with creating a curriculum that likely runs contrary to expectations
and community norms:

Although my history could be construed as giving me a more-or-

less straightforward passage into critical classroom practices —no

one ever challenged my agenda—it became apparent to me that

what I was up to was risky if not dangerous in a number of ways. It

was at times disruptive to the usual classroom order, interrupting

parent, child and teacher expectations about what school reading,
writing, and talk were for; it encouraged discordant points of view

to be expressed; from time to time it involved children in

12



questioning the rules by which they and their families and

communities lived their lives. (p. 52)

Lesley (1997), a college composition teacher, discussed her efforts to
introduce critical issues about the function of literacy into her classes:

In the hope that I could not teach literacy merely as a series of

subskills but rather as an ‘emerging act of consciousness and

resistance’ (Giroux, 1993, p. 367), I decided to try to implement a

critical approach to literacy in my class.

While discussing her experience teaching a continuing education class
with mostly African American female students, Lesley (1993) reflected upon
issues of teacher authority and her own discomfort with and awareness of her
own gender and race (female, white) in this class. In describing a class discussion
of a novel during which she fell silent because her reading of the novel was very
different from her students’ readings, she recognized her failure to achieve her
goal as a critical teacher:

Based on their interpretation, I was afraid they would see me as

aligned with the oppressor as a sympathetic White woman. At least

suspecting that by virtue of my race and gender I would be

perceived more as oppressor than emancipator, I decided to keep

my reading of the text to myself. I wasn't prepared to deal with my

undeserving place of privilege. Thus, my class fell short of being

truly critical.

13



This situation provoked other questions for her: “How could I stand in
front of this class as a benefactor of White privilege and attempt to teach
emancipation? But that's what I grappled with as I watched dominant and
subordinate groups struggle over cultural representation and meaning through

textual exegesis.”

Disapproval of colleagues. Several teachers report confronting
disapproval from colleagues as they implemented a critical curriculum. Vasquez
(2001) described a critical incident from her Canadian kindergarten classroom
when she and the children in her classroom “seized on one particular school
event —the annual ‘French Café’ —to construct a critical curriculum.” The
students took action to protest the exclusion of kindergarten classes from the
school event. As a result of the students’ efforts, the school administration agreed
to include kindergarten students in the French Café event in the future and,
according to Vasquez, the students moved toward an alternate form of
participation in schools by “not only envisaging, but actualizing a different
school world” (p. 64). She reported that, although parents and colleagues were
generally supportive of the episode, she encountered resistance from other
classroom teachers “who worried that a curriculum addressing social issues and
leading to social action could create students who are radical, rude, and

disrespectful” (p. 59).
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Many of these teachers were unprepared for the challenges they
confronted in attempting to teach from a critical perspective. They were
surprised to discover their own discomfort and surprised at their students’
resistance to, disinterest in, and lack preparedness for critical dialogue. These
teachers’ accounts point to struggles not often addressed in the theoretical
literature on critical teaching. This study was designed to look more closely at

the challenges confronted in this transition from theory to practice.

Description of the Study

This study was inspired by the existing theoretical research and,
especially, by the reports of teachers from the trenches of critical practice. It was
designed to meet the need for more systematic research that examines teacher
decision-making around critical curricula, explores in-depth the challenges that
critical teachers confront, takes an institutional, as well as instructional,
perspective, and includes the voices of the students.

Although I conceptualized this as an emergent study, I began with some
framing questions: What does critical teaching look like in this classroom? What
challenges does this teacher encounter as she attempts to take a critical approach
to instruction? How does she understand and negotiate the personal and
intellectual challenges, curricular constraints and affordances, and resistances

and support from students?
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In many ways, the struggles encountered by the teacher described in this
study, Christine Miller!, mirror those experienced by other critical teachers. This
study centers not only on these struggles, but also on the challenges that emerge
from the particular relationship between a history curriculum and critical
teaching in this classroom. In addition to my critical questions, I found it
important to examine the ways that the various student participants in this
classroom were making sense of what it means to learn history and what their
understandings about history suggested about the struggles that Ms. Miller
confronted. I also reconsidered the extant literature reviewed above and

addressed my findings to similar struggles of other teachers.

Setting for this Study and Participants

The School

This research was conducted in two U.S. History classes at Wilton High,
an urban high school in northern California. During the 2000-2001 school year,
the student enrollment at Wilton High was over 3,000. In 1999-2000, the average
class size was reported to be 26 in the social sciences, but Ms. Miller had 32
students in each class during the 2000-2001 school year. Ethnically, the student
body was about 9% Asian, 12% Hispanic, 39% White, and 38% African American.

Nearly 75% of the teachers were white, and about 85% were fully accredited.

" All of the names of people and places used in this study are pseudonyms.
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Though there were problems with theft, assault, and arson at the school,
Wilton High was generally considered a high-quality public high school within
the surrounding area. The school performed in the top 20% on statewide
academic assessments in 1999-2000, and the graduating class of 2000 had SAT
scores above the state and national averages. The achievement gap between
African American and white students was dramatic, with white students
achieving average scores near the 85t percentile on nationally normed state
exams and African American students scoring below the 40t percentile.

The school was diverse economically, as well as racially. Twelve percent
of the students qualified for the federal Free and Reduced Price Meal Program.
Unlike many urban centers, where public schools are populated by the poorest
residents, many local families who could afford to enroll their students in highly-
regarded private schools chose Wilton High. The school’s reputation for
regularly sending scores of its graduates to the nation's top universities made it
attractive to affluent families. In addition, Ms. Miller and her students reported
that Wilton parents tended to value public education and to value experiences of
diversity that often could not be found in the local private schools.

Ms. Miller taught three different classes for five periods in a row each day,
including the two U.S. History classes that I studied. The history classes were
part of a special small school program, which students joined through an
application process. The students enrolled in the program (about 60 per grade in

grades nine through twelve) were required to take three program classes each

17



semester during their four years at Wilton High. All of these core classes were
focused on the humanities, social sciences, media, and technology. The program
was intended to provide a rich education in these areas and to provide a sense of
community to the students within the large and often impersonal high school.
Generally, the students applied for the program in eighth grade and were
selected on the basis of their commitment to the focus areas and other program
pillars, such as community service.

Participation in the small school program provided the teachers some
unusual flexibility. For example, Ms. Miller arranged with the English teacher to
schedule block periods two days per week. On these days, students would
remain in English or history for two periods. Therefore, Ms. Miller met with both
classes on Mondays, Tuesdays, and Fridays; with the second period only on
Wednesdays; and with third period only on Thursdays.

The Classroom

Ms. Miller’s classroom was crowded — with 32 student desks, the teacher’s
desk, filing cabinets, shelves and assorted chairs. The walls in the classroom were
bright blue—Ms. Miller painted them herself —and the floor was an orange-tan
colored linoleum. The ceiling in the classroom was high, and the walls were
covered with posters and student work. On the south wall, there were built-in
wooden bookshelves and cabinets and posters of Gandhi, Langston Hughes,
Frida Kahlo, Albert Einstein, the Mexican Revolution of 1910, Chief Joseph, and

Black History Month. There were several windows on the north wall alongside
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posters of Emma Goldman, Malcolm X, General Zapata, and Vincent Van Gogh
paintings. The chalk board took up most of the east wall, and the south wall was
covered with student work from Christine’s five classes. Christine wrote a brief
agenda for each class on the board every morning that included the topic for the
day (e.g., “Voting”) and the homework (generally readings or questions for
students to write about in their notebooks). On my first day in the classroom, the

U.S. History agenda read:

U.S. History

L Good Morning

1L Introduce Ms. Cervetti
I1I. VOTING

Iv. Homework: Read role play on political membership
1) Which in your opinion is most important?
2) Which do you think should be the political priority?

The student desks were arranged in rows of three or four on the north,
south, and west ends of the classroom. The desks faced the center of the room.
Christine’s wooden desk was in the northeast corner of the room. Behind her
desk sat a computer table with a newly acquired computer.

The building, which was devoted to humanities and social sciences
classrooms, showed signs of age and wear — chipping paint, worn out linoleum
floors — especially compared to its remodeled neighboring building devoted to
math and science classes.

The Teacher
Ms. Miller was entering her fourth-year of teaching in the summer of 2000

when we met at a conference for the National Coalition of Education Activists.

Ms. Miller, who turned 30 during the 2000-2001 school year, had moved from the
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Midwest to California about five years before this study commenced. She
completed her master’s in northern California before taking a job in the social
studies department at Wilton High School. She taught two sections of U.S.
History as part of her five-course teaching load. She had learned about critical
literacy in her undergraduate and master’s program and was working to take an
increasingly critical approach to instruction in all of her classes.
The Class

Ms. Miller generally started the day by greeting the students, reviewing
the agenda for the day (written on the board), and walking around the room to
stamp the notebooks of students who completed the homework. What would
follow was a mixture of lectures and discussions related to a series of broad
historical themes and sub-topics within those themes. For example, within the
broader theme of political membership, sub-topics included citizenship,
economic independence, and voting. Ms. Miller would generally lead with a
brief lecture on a topic while students took notes. Ms. Miller often supplied a
template for students’ note taking, such as a blank flow chart or diagram, and
she would often take notes on the overhead as she spoke. Ms. Miller frequently
supplemented the lecture with videos or photographs. And, she often asked brief
(known-answer and review) questions in the course of the lectures. Following
the lecture, Ms. Miller would engage students in a whole class or small group
discussion or activity around the topic. This entire cycle might take one or
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