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ABSTRACT

CRITICAL INTERACTIONS:
TEENAGE MOTHERS'’ INTERROGATIONS OF TEXTS AND LIVES

By

Kara L. Lycke

This dissertation is a report of a study conducted over two years that focused on
the critical literacy practices of nine teen mothers in an after school reading and writing
group. This study grows out of a larger project designed around an intervention focused
on the shared reading, writing, and discussion of texts about lives and social issues with
which we felt the teen mothers could identify. At group meetings, we interrogated texts
we read and wrote for their representation of roles of women and images of teen mothers.
We also examined the ways in which the authors positioned themselves, their subjects,
and their readers.

Using a hybrid of qualitative research approaches, I conducted my analysis in
order to concentrate on two issues: (1) The literacy practices demonstrated in our reading
and writing group and (2) the reciprocal nature of identity and literacy development of
the teen mothers. My research was aimed at exploring how the young women in the
group constructed themselves as they were informed by multiple texts, and how they
responded (or not) to other’s constructions of them.

I identified particular ways that the participants critically engaged with text at our
meetings, and I call these ways of engaging critical interactions. The five critical
interactions that I identified emerged out of in-the-moment enactments of critical literacy

at group meetings; they are offering a stance toward a text, comparing the representation



in the text to one’s experiences, explicitly acknowledging a text as a representation,
talking back to a text, and making inter-textual references. These critical interactions
offer some insight into a reader’s perspective when she engages in critical literacy
practices, and they have implications for informing critical literacy teaching and learning

both in and out of the classroom.
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To the teen mothers
who became the core of our group.
Thank you for allowing me into
your lives and your literacies.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE DISSERTATION

Overview of the Research Project

This dissertation is a qualitative research study about an intervention designed to
impact the literacy learning experiences of teenage mothers in relation to their developing
identities. This study grows out of a larger project in which Laura Apol and I explored
the developing identities of teen mothers in three interrelated settings: (1) a voluntary
reading and writing group, (2) an alternative high school, and (3) specific events in the
teenage mothers’ daily lives out of school (e.g., bedtime literacy rituals with their
children). We designed this study around an intervention focused on the shared reading,
writing, and discussion of texts about lives and social issues with which we felt the teen
mothers could identify. As group facilitators and participants, and as educators, we
sought to teach our participants how to develop and/or refine their literacy skills as they
interacted with the texts we brought to our group. As researchers, we sought to: (1)
investigate how teenage mothers' explorations of their literacies influence their
understandings of their identities, and 2) consider how their literacy-based explorations
shape their children's emerging literacies.

My dissertation concentrates on two issues related to the first of these two larger
goals: (1) The literacy practices demonstrated in our reading and writing group. I used
data from this and other settings of the study (e.g., records of interviews and observations
obtained in the classroom and the homes of the teenage mothers) to support my analysis
of what I observed in our reading and writing group. (2) The reciprocal nature of identity

and literacy development of the teen mothers. Because their children are a major part of



their lives, I have taken account of them relative to my primary consideration—the
literacy and identity development of the teenage mothers themselves. At our meetings, |
asked the participants to look deeply into their own literacy practices and examine
carefully their assumptions about who they are. In particular, I encouraged them to
examine possible connections between how they engage with texts and how they define
who they are. My research was aimed at exploring how these young women constructed
themselves as they were informed by multiple texts, and how they responded (or not) to
other’s constructions of them.

The multi-part research question that emerged from this study evolved over time
and through many phases of the project. In the tradition of grounded theory, I started
with a general problem that allowed me “a sufficient starting point for what and where to
study” (Dey, 1999); that problem was shaped into a research question that was refined as
the study progressed. I planned initially to teach critical literacy skills to teenage mothers
in a high school classroom situated within an alternative high school. I wanted to explore
how critical literacy gets enacted in a literacy-rich setting and how critical literacy
practices might help teenage mothers make more thoughtful decisions about their lives. I
hoped to generate or discover a theory (Creswell, 1998) or revise existing theories that
would explain some of the missing pieces I recognized in the theory and practice of
critical literacy in a classroom. In doing this, I hoped to test the contention that critical
literacy can give voice to marginalized students, thereby positioning them to participate
as agents of change in a literate society (e.g. Luke, 2000; Morgan, 1997). As I noted in

my proposal for a Michigan State University based Spencer Research Training Grant:
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...the goal of the project is to determine if students will take personal and/or
social action toward the direction of their work in [the] class [that I taught]. The
minimal level of action that I imagine they will take involves reflecting on their
social status as a teenager, their roles as a teen mother, and their concerns about
the emerging literacy of their young children. In gaining access to the rhetoric
that positions them and constructs their images of themselves, they may begin to
see ways to transform their positions, to rename themselves, and to consider how
they will prepare their children to encounter a society and a school system that

values literacy in many forms” (Lycke, 1999).

As I started observing the teenage mothers at Summit High School' in their
parenting classroom and in other settings, I recognized an untested assumption that I was
making: I assumed teenage mothers need a great deal of help discerning the public
rhetoric that defines them, collectively, as a social liability—namely, as irresponsible
social actors, and as culturally devalued and unequal participants in the making of culture
(Kelly, 2000). I assumed, also, that they need help in creating alternative self-definitions,
and that this might occur through development of their literacy practices. These new
self-images could exist for their benefit, and also for the benefit of other teenage mothers,
their children, and others who have a stake in how teenage mothers are represented.

I was wrong in my assumption. As I was allowed entrance into this group of
teenage mothers’ lives and literacies, I saw that they were already engaged on some level
in the public rhetoric and that they were not unaware of how others were defining them. I

was also wrong in thinking that they had little notion of alternative identities that could

! The name of the high school and all other names used for people (except for the researchers) and places
are pseudonyms.




exist for them outside of the stereotypes about them. I was more accurate in my view that
they, like many teenagers, needed help articulating their alternative self-definitions
through their literacy practices and in putting to use their literacy tools to enact the
identities they chose to live. I also came to realize that the specific group of teenage
mothers with whom I worked wanted to educate others about alternative identities that
they were capable of taking on; they wanted to help others understand them beyond the
popular public rhetoric. I eventually learned that they wanted me to help them enter the
public conversations that presume to know them better than they know themselves. As I
began talking and working with the teen mothers at Summit High School, some of whom
would end up in my study, I realized that in many ways they were already taking a
critical perspective toward texts and their lives. Even though they were not explicitly
analyzing texts in the terms of critical literacy as defined by literacy scholars (e.g.,
Giroux, Lankshear, McLaren, & Peters, 1996; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993; Morgan,
1997; Muspratt, Luke, & Freebody, 1997; Roman & Eyre, 1997; Shor, 1993), they were
informally performing many critical literacy practices in their daily lives, both in and out
of school. I realized I did not need to teach them to practice critical literacy. Rather, I
could facilitate an examination of ways in which they were already performing critical
literacy practices, and I could help them refine and extend those practices. I could also
assist them in understanding specific ways that their already developing critical literacy
skills were changing their identities.

Through my research, I identified teenage mothers’ performances of critical
literacy practices, which I call critical interactions, in the everyday activities of their

parenting class. As I will explain in greater detail in chapter 2, a critical interaction with



a text is an in-the-moment enactment of critical literacy. A reader looks beyond the
surface meaning of a text for possible multiple meanings that the author might be
implying and she? considers how the text could be defining who she is and how she might
use the information in the text. She interrogates the texts for its reflection of reality and
the reader’s role in that reflection (Apol, 1998).

I provide here one brief introductory example of a critical interaction occurring
very early in my research. At this point in the history of the study, I was observing a
class in which many students were pregnant and nearing the time of delivery. One day,
an obstetrics nurse was a guest in their classroom. She had come to class to discuss
questions and concerns the young women had about delivering their babies, an event
which both excited and frightened them. The guest presented the students with
information cards. Each card had on it a printed word and its technical definition. The
words were medical terms naming possible complications that could be experienced
during delivery: Caesarian section, cephalopelvic disorder, and umbilical chord
prolapse. The guest passed the cards out to students and they read each card aloud.

In traditional classrooms where vocabulary learning is an important part of
instruction, the lesson might stop here—the students had acquired the terms and their
definitions. Also in traditional vocabulary lessons, students might be asked to write
sentences using the words to demonstrate their understanding of the words “in context.”
But in this class, the students picked apart the definition of each term and discussed the

real-life implications behind the terms’ technical meanings. The teenage mothers, their

?1 use the female form of personal pronouns for generic references to readers and learners throughout this
document because the participants, researchers and teachers involved in this project all were women. I do
not necessarily intend to exclude males any more than most authors do when they use the male form of

personal pronouns in a generic sense.




teacher, and the visiting nurse shared and compared stories of their own experiences with
events related to these terms. They told stories they had heard about other women’s
deliveries involving the conditions named on the cards. They explored myths and
medical advice associated with these words, and they discussed the students’ options and
rights as obstetrics patients, and the choices they might make if they were presented with
similar situations during their own deliveries.

I find these engagements to reflect critical interactions for three reasons: Because
in their class discussion the students did not stop making meaning of the terms at their
official definitions, because the culturally situated definitions of the vocabulary held
complex possibilities for enactment in their lives, and because the choices the students
might make as a consequence of learning these new words would contribute to their self-
definitions. The texts they were interrogating in this example was different from that
which we examined in our reading and writing group—they were isolated words and
their definitions, which can be contrasted with the stories, articles and other popular
media we interrogated in the reading and writing group. Nevertheless, the students in the
class were considering their roles as teen mothers in relationship to the new vocabulary
they were learning. The classroom lesson was connected to a significant event in their
lives—the birth of their children—that could have a powerful influence on how they
understood this new language and themselves. They had a vested interest in the stories of
the experienced mothers (their teacher, the visiting nurse, and their peers who had already
given birth) in relationship to this new vocabulary. Others’ stories were models of
possibility for them within the technical definitions of words such as Caesarian section,

cephalopelvic disorder, and umbilical chord prolapse.




Observing this conversation and others like it, in an early phase of my research,
helped me to understand that many of the teenage mothers I hoped would participate in
my study were already actively engaged in critically analytic habits of thinking, reading,
writing, and speaking within the social contexts of their lives. I realized they were
engaging critically with texts in at least one setting—their parenting class. At some level,
they were already connecting their literacy practices to the real world of their personal
circumstances. The preponderance of my thinking for this study has been located at the
nexus of these teenage mothers’ literacy practices and their choices about how to
construct their lives.

At the time that I presented my dissertation proposal, I intended to address the
following research questions:

1. How do critical interactions with texts (in both print and non-print forms) in a reading
and writing group provide opportunities for teenage mothers to interrogate® the
following:

¢ the multiple roles they play,

¢ the choices they make about what to do and who to be, and

¢ cultural stereotypes about the roles they play?
2. What features of texts are salient in the teenage mothers’ interrogations of their
identities in a reading and writing group?
After some discussion with my dissertation committee at the presentation of my proposal,
and as I began to immerse myself in the data I had collected during the study, I came to
realize that my research questions were written so that they focused my attention on a
phenomenon which I had yet to define—critical interactions. The first question

specifically assumed I knew what enacted critical literacy would look like when I saw it.

It also assumed that I could expect to see particular kinds of critical interactions and that I



would direct their occurrence in particular ways in our reading and writing group
conversations. The second question brought my focus to the fexts rather than the live
and spontaneous interactions with texts that would occur as the participants engaged in
what I understood critical literacy to be. I came to realize that my research questions
needed to be refined to reflect the interactions with texts that occur in the moments when
readers engage in critical literacy practices. These efforts toward refocusing my research
resulted in the following question:

What kinds of critical interactions with texts occur in a reading and writing group
comprised of teenage mothers, and with what consequences — especially in terms of
the teenage mothers’ opportunities to interrogate’ multiple roles they play, choices
they make about what to do and who to be, and cultural stereotypes that frame their
identities?

The most important effect of this adjustment to my research question was that it
allowed me to concentrate my thinking on the teenage mothers’ interactions with texts
rather than on the texts themselves. Though the texts themselves remain an important
piece of the critical interaction equation, the new research question directed me to closely
examine participants’ conversations as the teenage mothers in the study discussed
relevant meanings of the texts we read and wrote during our group meetings. My
analysis centered on defining and describing the kinds of critical interactions in which the
participants engaged as they made sense of texts. I was able to note how closely linked
these interactions were to participants’ interrogations of their self-understandings—how

they viewed themselves as individuals and as group members, and how they responded to

larger cultural views that claim to know who they are.

3 By interrogate, | refer to ways in which the teenage mothers in the study raise critical questions and to
Ways they examine or probe issues beyond a superficial level of engagement and acceptance.
My understanding of the meaning of interrogate did not change with my revision of the research
questions.



Characterizing Teenage Motherhood in America

There has been considerable debate over the roles of teenage mothers in our
society. Recent laws and publications classify these young women alternately as adult-
like citizens and as immature dependents. Deirdre Kelly (2000) describes many
representations of teen mothers in Canada and the US. She explores the meanings of teen
mothers as “stupid sluts,” “children having children,” “teen rebel,” “the girl nobody
loved,” “welfare moms,” “dropouts,” and “neglectful mothers™ as images that are most
often evoked. These images position teen mothers as “either unworthy of public support
or as pitiable, yet incompetent to lead autonomous lives.” Much of the public rhetoric
about teen mothers fixes them, as a group, as a social liability. Some research has
focused 6n the educational and political consequences of the choices of these young
women as students “at risk,” (Chafel, 1994; Emihovich & Fromme, 1998; Natriello,
McDill, & Pallas, 1990; Small & Luster, 1994), especially so with regard to their general
educational failure. In other research, teen mothers are characterized as students who are
discriminated against in school and deserving of special services which generally are not
being provided (Kelly, 2000; Luker, 1996; Thompson, 1995). However, we know little,
if anything, about the learning tools and literacy experiences teenage mothers use to make
sense of their lives in and out of school—their dual existences as teenagers and as adult
parents—and how they construe their options for the future.

Today in the United States, we live in a state of “cultural schizophrenia” about
teenage pregnancy and early parenting (Luker, 1996). Kristin Luker explains that while

we expect women to “emulate competitive, ‘selfish’ male behavior in the workplace,” at



the same time we expect them to “carry on their traditional roles of altruistic nurturers” in
every other aspect of their lives. She notes that, except for the fact that they are, for the
most part, unmarried, teenage mothers today are acting in ways that before the 1970’s
would have been viewed as acceptable and praiseworthy for a young woman. Earlier
generations of women were expected to have children by the age of eighteen or nineteen,
the age when most teen pregnancies today occur (Alan Guttmacher Institute, 2002).
However, today we typically declare that teenage mothers are too young, too poor, and
too dependent on others, and therefore too irrational and irresponsible, to make
thoughtful (and correct) decisions about their sexuality and childbearing. Viewing young
women as self-centered rational actors when it comes to issues of sex, childbearing,
family and home is, for many Americans, “chilling” (Luker, 1996). Rather, for people
concerned about changing family structures, gender relations and changing ideals about
sexuality, teen mothers represent female sexuality out of control (Kelly, 2000).

Along with the immense responsibilities of parenting, many teenage mothers are
burdened with labels such as “deviants” and “sinners” (Thompson, 1995). “No one in the
United States [today] is in favor of early childbearing: elected officials campaign against
it, the public disapproves of it, and professionals warn that it is costly for everyone
concerned” (Luker, 1996). Culturally, we stereotype teenage mothers as sexually
irresponsible, and we view them, most often, as financially and emotionally dependent on
their families, if not on welfare and other social services. A bumper sticker reading, “If
you can’t feed ‘em, don’t breed ‘em,” echoes the popular public sentiment that women
who are perceived within a stereotype as unable to care for their children should not be

mothers. A People magazine article published in 1994 featured teenage mothers as

10



“babies having babies.” The follow-up article five years later portrayed them as “still
learning responsibility’s lessons” (Plummer & O'Neil, 1999). Regardless of the social
stigma that often comes with being a teenage mother, many young women view their
pregnancies as periods of positive personal transformation rather than as tragic life events
(Thompson, 1995). Teen mothers are a unique group of adolescents who experience
dramatic and accelerated identity change. Some report experiencing a rapid shift from a
“rough childhood” or a “downhill slide of puberty” into “motherhood, [and] the pleasures
and rigors of adulthood” (Thompson, 1995).

I am not advocating, however, that there is never any truth to various stereotypes
about teen mothers. At the same time, I am, like Deirdre Kelly, critical of the practice of
reducing any person to a stereotype or a set of stereotypes. Categorizing a young woman
who gave birth to a child when she was in her teens in this way risks “turning her into the
Other, a degraded category” and severely limits her social, economic, and educational
potential because she remains a “catch-all enemy” (2000). It is possible that we set teen
mothers apart as “different” from the rest because of our expectations and attitudes
toward teens more generally. They are a group within the larger adolescent population of
Americans who are typically treated as consumers and cheap labor, and who are defined
simultaneously as adults and children, and as experiencing identity “crisis™ (Erikson,
1968). Teen mothers face immense challenges, namely, how to achieve academic,
financial and parental success (which, in US culture, means independence) in a world
that, for the most part, is not prepared to view them as having the knowledge, resources

or power to succeed.

> See Chapter 3 for a discussion on adolescent identity development.

11




Researchers have considered many of the political, economic, and educational
consequences of early sexual activity, but we rarely consider why 51% of young women
between the ages of fifteen and nineteen are sexually active and why over one million
teens get pregnant every year (Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1999). Recent research
indicates that there is more purposeful decision making behind teen pregnancy than is
generally believed (Luker, 1996; Thompson, 1995). Studies report that between 22% and
44% of births by teenage mothers were the result of intended pregnancies at the time of
conception (Frost & Oslak, 1999; Henshaw, 2000). Young women who intend to get
pregnant or have a baby give reasons reflecting “a desire for a baby,” a desire on the part
of the baby’s father, or the sense that the “time was right” to start a family (Frost &
Oslak, 1999). “Through their actions, teens are trying to come to terms, ...with the
immense social and economic challenges they face in today’s world: a shrinking job
market, an indifferent community network, and public skepticism about the worth of
minorities” (Luker, 1996).

There are both positive and negative reasons that can be attributed to why young
women choose to become sexually active, and ultimately to become parents. Social
factors contributing to teen pregnancy are likely to include: the mixed messages young
women receive from the media about innocence and sexuality; the availability and cost of
birth control, abortion, and adoption services; sexuality education in all its varieties (from
abstinence-only education to access to free sexual health information and medical
services in public schools); the age and status difference between teenage mothers and
fathers (Frost & Oslak, 1999); the age considered appropriate for child-bearing cross-

culturally in the US; and the increased status of women as they become mothers in many
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cultures in America. Consider the following trends provided by the Alan Guttmacher

Institute® (1999):
The younger women are when they first have intercourse, the more likely they are to

have had unwanted or non-voluntary first sex.
By age seventeen, over half of all teenagers have had sexual intercourse.

Each year, almost one million American teenage women become pregnant.

Teen pregnancy rates are much higher in the United States than in many other

developed nations—twice as high as in England, Wales, or Canada and nine times as

high as in the Netherlands or Japan.
The fathers of babies born to teenage mothers are likely to be older than the women.

About one in five infants born to unmarried minors are fathered by men five or more

years older than the mother.
Nearly one in ten teen pregnancies [of women of all ages] are terminated by abortion.

L]
Since 1980, abortion rates among sexually active teens have declined steadily, partly

because fewer teens are becoming pregnant and partly because fewer teens have chosen

abortion.
Although teen pregnancy rates in the US are currently dropping, (National Center

for Health Statistics, 1999), American teens get pregnant, have abortions, and have babies

at about twice the rate of some developed countries. The decline in pregnancy rates has

been attributed to a confluence of factors:

® The Alan Guttmacher Institute (AGI) is a nonprofit organization “focused on sexual and reproductive
health research, policy analysis and public education.” AGI publishes many periodicals and reports on
these topics. The Institute's mission is to “protect the reproductive choices of all women and men in the
United States and throughout the world. It is to support their ability to obtain the information and services

needed to achieve their full human rights, safeguard their health and exercise their individual
responsibilities in regard to sexual behavior and relationships, reproduction and family formation.”
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... increased motivation of youth to achieve higher levels of education,
employment training and goals in addition to motherhood and family formation;
provision of comprehensive sexuality education, leading to youths' greater
knowledge about contraception, more effective contraceptive use and improved
ability to negotiate contraceptive practice; and greater social support for services
related to both pfegnancy and disease prevention among adolescents.” (AGI,

2002)

Other research supports these findings and suggests that young women’s beliefs
regarding abstinence, sexual activity, contraceptive use, and abortion are additional
possible reasons why fewer teenagers are becoming pregnant (Darroch & Singh, 1999;
Frost & Oslak, 1999; Henshaw, 2000). Still, we have not taken a close look at the range
of choices that young women make about creating their present and future lives and
whether those choices involve early parenthood. If/'when young women do choose early
parenthood as part of their identities—for whatever reasons—research has overlooked
how teenage mothers navigate the barrage of negative social commentary, and how they
negotiate a future for themselves and their children. Living an existence that is highly
stigmatized would require, it seems, a critical eye toward public rhetoric and major
efforts toward a redefinition of self.

Critical literacy is a tool that could be useful in examining public rhetoric that
defines us. In my research, I created a setting where young women who were also
parents could practice interrogating texts for what they say about who teenage mothers
are and who they should be. I wanted to study what critical habits of mind they were

already practicing as they encountered a variety of texts—for example in their parenting
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class, at the doctor’s office, at prom, in their homes—but I also wanted to create an
environment where they could safely examine cultural and popular knowledge about
them and decide, with the help of critical literacy, whether they were willing to accept the
definitions of their selves that are offered there.

By naming and describing the critical interactions with texts the young women in
my study interrogated, and by closely examining the in-the-moment practice of critical
literacy, I hope to contribute to the work of critical literacy and critical pedagogy scholars
and educators in a concrete way. One purpose of this study is to advance the
understanding of what happens when students “use words as a passage into interrogating

society” (Christensen, 2000) and their role in that society, both in and out of school.

Overview of the Dissertation

As the young women in my study faced struggles with difficult social issues of
the sort described above, they were seriously contemplating their roles (present and
future) in the world—as adult women and teenagers; as mothers, girlfriends and wives;
and as students and people with careers and professional lives. In my work as a high
school teacher of teen parents, and as a listener to the stories of the young women in my
study, I have encountered teenage mothers who are also earnestly concerned about their
literacy practices. Their concerns seem to be heightened as they consider their options
for creating a home and a life for their children.

During this research project, I saw teenage mothers’ critical literacy practices as a
site within which tﬁey could imagine and enact the possibilities for their lives. I have

explored the ways in which a small group of teen mothers participating in a reading and
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writing group contemplated their multiple roles. I also have examined the actions that
these teen mothers have taken toward constructing their identities, as they have read,
written, and talked together. I have been especially attentive to their critical interactions
with texts. In doing so, I have learned a few things about the sources and consequences of
some teenage mothers’ beliefs and actions and about the multiple roles they play.
Chapter 2 of this dissertation looks at several bodies of literature that undergird
my research. First, I define fext and literacy relative to their meanings within the reading
and writing group meetings that I studied. I then examine related research literature
regarding critical literacy. Next, I briefly examine different theories of identity and
elaborate on the views of identity development that drove this study with particular
attention to the dialogic construction of identity. Finally, I examine the research
literature that is concerned with the role of language practices in shaping identity.
Chapter 3 describes the methods I used to conduct this research. It introduces the
research sites, participants, and structure and substance of the reading and writing group
meetings. This chapter also describes my role as participant observer and the analytic
method in which I engaged.
Chapter 4 is the central chapter of the dissertation. There, I identify and define
the kinds of critical interactions with text that I emerged from the group’s meetings. I
present, with data-based examples, five forms of critical interaction. These include:
e offering a stance toward a text
* comparing a representation in a text to one’s experiences
* making inter-textual references

¢ explicitly acknowledging a text as a representation
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* talking back to a text
Since in this chapter the critical interactions are presented in the frame of group meetings,
I view them as arising primarily from social context.

Chapter S is a case study of one of the reading and writing group participants to
whom I assigned the pseudonym Elaine. I present Elaine’s history and describe in detail
her participation in a single meeting of the reading and writing group. Elaine exhibited,
in that one meeting of the reading and writing group, engagement in all five of the critical
interactions described in chapter 4. By offering an extended case study of one
participant’s use of these critical interactions, thereby revealing them in personal and
social context, I expose their overlapping nature and inter-relatedness in the moments of
their “live” occurrence in group dialogue. I also show the possible connection of Elaine’s
engagement in the critical interactions to her construction of her identity. This chapter,
then, helps to reveal the dialogic nature of the self and how interactions with text inform
who we know ourselves to be.

Finally, chapter 6 further connects literacy and identity development. This
chapter gazes back at the patterns of critical interactions that I identified in the data, and
discusses implications for teaching critical literacy in classrooms where reading and
writing text is a major feature of the curriculum. In addition, this chapter offers a critique
of critical literacy, especially in contrast with the more cognitivist notion of critical

hinking.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction

This story concerns a select group of teenage mothers who, in my analysis,
endeavored to improve their own and their children’s lives, in part, by questioning
prevailing cultural views of what it means to be a teenage mother during after school
reading and writing group meetings. Part of the story is about how at times, the teenage
mothers with whom I worked helped to perpetuate some of the stereotypes that surround
them and define them. It is also a story of a few teen mothers who used their literacy
practices to think about and beyond others’ expectations of them as they worked to
continually create and recreate a sense of themselves within but also outside the
stereotypes and statistics that define them. It is by listening to their stories that I am able
to tell my version of what they did during our meetings and how those activities
connected with their lives outside of our meetings. They shared with me the sense they
were making of the roles they played and the choices they made about how to live in
those roles.

Jerome Bruner (2002) tells us that our knowledge of the structure and meaning of
stories are what help us to know who we are. He says that “narrative... gives shape to
things in the real world and often bestows on them a title to reality” (p. 8). We construct
our selves through the stories we tell about the events in our lives which help us make
sense of those events to ourselves and to others. There is no essential self to know, says
Bruner (2002), but we “construct and reconstruct our selves to meet the situations we
encounter.... Telling oneself about oneself is like making up a story about who and what

we are, what’s happened, and why we’re doing what we’re doing” (p. 64). Our stories
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about our selves do not get made up from scratch each time, but they accumulate over
time. Our self-making stories fit new “circumstances, new friends, new enterprises.”
Self-making arises out of our memories, feelings, ideas, and beliefs—from the inside, and
it also arises from the outside, from the culture in which we are immersed. Our selves are
constructed by the stories we tell about ourselves, but also by the stories that others tell
about us. We become characters in our own and others’ stories and our stories are part of
the discourse that surrounds us. The “esteem of others and... the myriad expectations
that we early, even mindlessly, pick up” are guided by implicit cultural models of what
selfhood should be, might be, and should not be (p. 65).

Bruner cites Dan Slobin, a scholar of how language and thought influence each
other, and quotes *“one cannot verbalize experience without taking perspective.... The
world does not present ‘events’ to be encoded in language. Rather, in the process of
speaking or writing, experiences are filtered through language into verbalized events”
(2000). Thus, the stories we tell about ourselves and those that others tell about us
combine to create our sense of self—these stories become the texts by which our selves
change and develop. So, our literacy practices, the ways in which we read texts that tell
us about ourselves and which shape the stories we tell about ourselves, are inextricably
linked with who we think we are and can be.

Both in school and out of school, Deirdre Kelly explains, teen mothers, “in trying
to describe and assign meaning to their own lives, struggle against and internalize the
many competing discourses about the ‘teen mother” identity” (2000). Kelly states that
because teenage mothers are at the same time parents and adolescents, they are

stigmatized and seen as in need of special services at school. Indeed, the young women
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in my study all chose to attend an alternative high school so that they could make use of
the parenting program and child care services there. Stories about teen mothers often
characterize them as different from the mainstream by virtue of being poor, working
class, emotionally and learning disabled, and academically underprepared in addition to
being abnormal due to their parental status.

For many of the teen parents who participated in the parenting program at Summit
High School, this story was accurate, but the young women who were the core
participants in my study were pushing their way back from the margins in order to find
academic and personal success. They were rewriting their stories and living narratives
that portrayed them in many ways as resourceful, mature, and academically able. Outside
of school, teen mothers are usually “culturally devalued and [perceived as] unequal
participants in the making of culture” (Kelly, 2000). They are marginalized by society
for many of the same reasons they are marginalized in school. Also for reasons discussed
in the introduction of this dissertation, they struggle to make sense of competing
discourses that assume knowledge of their identity as they work to make sense of their
roles and experiences. The young women in my study were interested in examining the
mainstream narratives about them, the narrative’s expectations for the roles they should
play and how to play them, and ways in which they were enacting their roles which
confirmed or resisted those mainstream views of who they are. Their experiences
sometimes matched what they knew of stereotypes about teenage mothers, and they
endeavored to understand why they sometimes felt powerless to act any differently from

what was culturally expected of them.
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Critical literacy is one tool that is useful for helping people make choices about
enacting an identity. It has the potential to help us learn about our selves within a range
of contexts and to consider how others contribute to the construction of our selves.
Critical literacy can be used to dismantle images of self that are inconsistent with those
which represent productive participation in a variety of settings, for example, in school, at
work, and in the society of other parents. Critical literacy can be a lens for examining
how and why one construes one’s self in connection to one’s system of beliefs. It is also
a tool that supports building images, privately and publicly, in ways that are meaningful
for imagining one’s own life. It is a tool that I used in my study to explore with a group
of teen mothers the stories and images that create them—the ones they themselves create
and others that arise from divergent discourses that claim to know the “teen mother
identity.” For educators particularly, critical literacy is often one of the more useful tools
we have for engaging students in a struggle of defining themselves for their own
personally and socially productive purposes.

Teaching and practicing critical literacy becomes all the more relevant if we
believe, as Deirdre Kelly does, that schools are facing a “crisis of consensus over
inclusiveness” (2000). She claims that schools are confronting the challenge of
including students who have been traditionally marginalized, either formally or
informally. Teenage mothers represent a population of students that has been both
formally and informally marginalized. Formal institutional structures and rituals and
informal social processes and practices that are performed in schools leave little room for
the participation of, let alone the success of teenage mothers, and, therefore, they must

either drop out of school or battle against systemic (formal and informal) discrimination.



From attendance policies, to lack of child care and health care services, to curricula
which anticipate a normalized path through school, to social stigma associated with
bearing evidence of sexual activity and having a child—most secondary schools are not
set up to educate teen mothers. Teenage mothers’ marginalization in schools could begin
a trend in their lives of devastating educational, social and economic failure. Proponents
of critical literacy claim that this marginalization and potential devastation does not have
to be the norm, but that through critical literacy, the power dynamic in the classroom and
other contexts might change. For teenage mothers, engaging in the practices of critical
literacy may have some influence over what they believe can do and who they can be by
opening up “possibilities for roles” (Dyson, 2001) and whittling away at life’s limitations,
both in and out of school.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine selected definitions and understandings
behind the complicated construct of critical literacy. First, I examine the beliefs held by
scholars, teachers and other proponents in the promise of critical literacy’s processes and
outcomes for engaging multiple perspectives and challenging social injustices in literate
contexts. Second, I consider how critical literacy can serve as a cultural tool that engages
young people in shaping their identities. When critical literacy scholars describe its
implementation, they generally do so from the perspective of teachers, curriculum
writers, and others who plan for its use. Rarely is critical literacy examined in its use by
readers (students and others)—those who we hope will make use of it as a tool for the
outcomes I have referenced. Researched and anecdotal accounts of readers’ interactions
with texts as they apply the principles of critical literacy are infrequent and incomplete.

Finally, I review these accounts in order to consider how critical literacy may serve as a



cultural tool for teen mothers to use as they construct their selves and their lives day by
day. The lack of attention paid to what readers do as they engage in the activities of
critical literacy led me to closely examine conversations around texts using principles of
critical literacy that took place between the teen participants in my study, my collaborator
and myself. As we guided the participants in the ways of critical literacy, I was able to
observe the participants engage in in-the-moment critical literacy activities, which I have
come to call critical interactions with text. Chapter 4 offers an in-depth treatment of
critical interactions I observed as emerging from our reading and writing group meetings.
The literature on critical literacy also makes claims about how critical literacy engages its
participants in the shaping of their own and others’ identities, but again with little

attention to the processes that might support such connections.

Literacy: Interactions With Texts, Contexts and Others

To understand critical literacy, one must look first at literacy itself. Literacy, as I
define it for this study, is both a technical skill and a social process. It is technical
because it involves practicing the skills of reading and writing which develop over time.
And literacy is social because it involves a negotiation among three complex phenomena:
texts (in both print and non-print forms), individual meaning-making (by authors and
readers who make meaning of textual symbols and interact with texts), and contexts (the
broader social and historical locations in which symbols are used and interpreted). These
contexts include locations where texts are read and written; especially for this research

they include classrooms, peer groups, conversations in physicians’ offices, workplaces,
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and research studies. Context also includes the task at hand for engaging with a
particular text.

Literacy involves understanding the ways in which people use language for
various social purposes (Gee, 1989). It involves observing, listening, and speaking as
well as reading and writing. It is not a neutral technology, but rather, an "ideological
practice, implicated in power relations and embedded in specific cultural meanings and
practices” (Street, 1995). Like Street, I view literacy as concerned with the technical and
cognitive aspects of reading and writing, and also as inextricably linked to culture and
power structures in society (1995). Literacy does not occur independently of a context; it
requires a social and conceptual system which includes its function and structure, as well
as the social practices which help us make meaning of language. This study gives
particular attention to this contextual expression of literacy—the literacy practices that
were enacted during our after school reading and writing group.

Access to and control of literacy (in both a technical and social sense) is essential
to participation in all aspects of society (Cope & Kalantzis, 1993). But what do access to
and control of literacy look like, and what might it mean in the lives of teenage mothers
in particular? How can and do adolescents who live parts of their lives as dependent
teenagers and other parts as responsible adults uncover the social and ideological nature
of the language that they use and that others use to define them? How can they be critical
and decisive in using language to position themselves in ways that offer meaning and
agency?

Proponents of critical literacy have further defined literacy in social terms as they

describe how people interpret texts and how they use language to make sense of their




lives. Heath (1982) describes literacy events as “any occasion in which a piece of writing
is integral to the nature of participants’ interactions and their interpretive processes.”
Street builds on this notion and pitches literacy “at a higher level of abstraction” (1995).
He defines literacy practices as both the behavior and conceptualizations related to the
use of reading and/or writing. In Street’s view, then, literacy practices are Heath’s
literacy events plus ideological preconceptions which inform the meaning of a text.
These notions of literacy are especially important in this research because they allow me
to examine literacy as active and partially observable in the interactions between
participants around a text.

The literacy practices on which I focused are specific, observable interactions
with texts and between participants in the reading and writing group meetings. In our
group, interactions with texts were made evident by the discourse that defined and
surrounded those interactions. In other words, without our conversations, I would not
have been able to observe the textual interactions that made up the literacy practices of
individuals in the group. At the same time, the discourse among group members shaped
the interactions with texts in which we engaged.

My use of the word fext, another term that is central to the study, requires
definition. In this study, text means more than just words printed on a page. Given my
perspective on literacy described above, I agree with Kress when he explains, “In a social
theory of language... the most important unit [of analysis] is the text—that is, the socially
and contextually complete unit of language” (emphasis is mine) (1993). This definition
of text supports my examination of literacy practices within the context of our group.

The meaning of the text emerges, in part, from the context in which it is read. Texts in



the context of the reading and writing group are what Morgan describes as “whatever in
our social environment can be read as a text: whatever constructs a meaning through
shared codes and conventions, signs and icons” (1997). For this study, texts are socially
and contextually complete units of meaning: they include books, newspaper and
magazine articles, stories and biographies that we read; a videotape of a television show
we watched; photographs that we examined; and writing we generated in the group. Text
also includes the groups members’ talk related to other texts, the conversations we had
about our reading and writing, and the oral narration of our experiences that accompanied
our talk about texts.

This definition of text is also one that is used by many proponents of critical
literacy. Morgan emphasizes a broader understanding of text in the context of research
which views textual interactions as social phenomena. She states that “critical literacy
inevitably entails a cultural studies approach to texts in refusing to confine its
examination to words-on-the-page.... [I]t argues that texts, as representations of the
world, in their circulation and uses, help to constitute the practices and possibilities of
that world” (1997). Bakhtin viewed text as “not just a dead thing (although it is always
partially that)—that is, it is not just writing on parchment or paper, but also an utterance.
‘We not only see and perceive it but in it we can always hear voices (even while reading
silently to ourselves).... We always arrive, in the final analysis, at the human voice,
which is to say we come up against the human being’” (Morson & Emerson, 1990).

In this study, I examine participants’ interactions with print and non-print forms
of text. The talk that helped to create meaning of the printed matter and the narrated

stories (sometimes connected with print forms of text, sometimes not) are representations
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of ourselves and our worlds. The texts of our conversations, as suggested above, were
‘the discourses that contribute to the construction of our identities. As Alvermann and her
colleagues suggest, every statement about texts that we read, write, or speak are
“inherently tied to how we perceive ourselves in relation to others, to what we are willing
to reveal about our own interests and desires, and to whether or not we believe we can
make a difference by adding our voices to the mix” (1999, p. 224). Each young woman
in the reading and writing group came to understand herself in relation to other group
members (including myself) and the teen mothers we read, wrote, and talked about. With

the help of texts, they explored a range of images of teenage mothers.

Critical Literacy: rtunities for Interrogating Text

Now that my understandings of literacy and rext have been established, I will
examine some ways in which critical literacy has been defined. Ira Shor defines critical
literacy as an active process involving “analytic habits of thinking, reading, writing,
speaking, or discussing which delve beneath surface impressions, traditional myths, mere
opinions, and routine clichés” (Lankshear, Gee, Knobel, & Searle, 1997). He continues:
Critical literacy involves understanding the social contexts and consequences of the
subject matter out of which a text is written, and through this awareness a person
engaging in critical literacy applies his or her understanding of a text to the contexts of
his or her own life.

As participant observer and the group’s co-facilitator, I intervened in the literacy
practices of our reading and writing group members. I encouraged participants to delve

beneath their surface impressions of the texts we read (for example, books and articles)



and created (for example, our writing and conversations) at our meetings. By
interrogating the myths, opinions, and cliches of texts, I sought to assist the teen mothers
participating in the group as they developed and refined their critical literacy practices. |
wanted them to recognize explicit and hidden agendas in texts, interrogate textual
ideologies, question textual methods, motives, and messages, particularly as they defined
the roles and expectations of, and cultural beliefs about teenage mothers in the US, what
Shor would call the contexts and consequences of the “subject matter” of teenage
mothers. This kind of critical literacy also required the participants to pay close attention
to the immediate social contexts and consequences of their own and others’ literacy
exchanges.

Wendy Morgan (1997), who writes curriculum for high school English classes
and conducts research in classrooms where critical literacy is enacted, puts forth four
principles that undergird her understanding of critical literacy: (1) Any text is made in a
particular society at a particular time. The text’s social and historical context influences
the form it takes and the ideas it represents. (2) Any text represents a particular version
(or portion ) of a story. It emphasizes certain things and leaves gaps about others. (3)
Texts do not contain a single fixed meaning articulated by the author. Different readers
in different societies at different times can produce different meanings for the same text.
(4) Any text invites a reader to adopt certain perspectives, values, and truths. What
comes to be accepted as truth, as knowledge, serves someone’s interests and neglects
someone else’s. Morgan’s four principles informed my approach to supporting the
critical literacy practices that I found already at play to some degree in the lives of the

participants.



As a teacher, Morgan uses these principles to guide her students (and to help other
teachers guide their students) as they learn to interrogate texts relative to their agendas,
ideologies, methods, motives, and messages. While these principles are helpful in
understanding an approach to engaging students in critical literacy practices, and while
they are useful in discerning the goals of critical literacy, there is little attempt by
Morgan, or by other scholars of critical literacy to understand critical literacy practices
from the perspective of the student/reader, or in the case of my research, from the
perspectives of reading and writing group participants. If we translate Morgan’s
principles into questions that readers may ask of a text when they practice critical
literacy, what kinds of interactions will occur, and with what consequences? A reader
might ask the following questions of a text in a critical interrogation: (1) How are the
form of this text and the ideas represented in it influenced by when and where it was
written/made? (2) What version (or part) of what story is told by this text? What does it
emphasize, where are its gaps, and about what does it remain silent? (3) What meanings
and messages in this text seem to be most important to the author, and by what evidence
can we judge the author’s conclusions? How might/have different readers in different
societies at different times understand/understood this text? (4) What values are
represented in this text? Whose interests are being served by paying attention to these
values and whose are being neglected?

Questions such as these turn the static principles of critical literacy into guidelines
for an active pursuit of meaning-making. Engaging in critical literacy with questions like
these as the basis of textual interrogation leads the reader to an examination of the

historical and social consequences that textual meanings have in our lives.
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Questions similar to these can be found in Alan Luke’s article (2000) which
outlines recent changes in Australian curricula that makes broad use of critical literacy.
He explains that for fifteen years, Australian schools have been working toward literacy
reform which had as a major goal to implement critical literacy in classrooms around the
country. His article reframes the questions that he and Freebody (Luke & Freebody,
1997) developed into a four tiered approach, which is now widely adapted across
Australian schools. In this article, he redefines critical literacy’s focus. He explains that
critical literacy is about “teaching and learning how texts work, understanding and re-
mediating what texts attempt to do in the world and to people, and moving students
toward active ‘position-takings’ with texts to critique and reconstruct the social fields’ in
which they live and work.” With that redefinition in mind, he points out that there is,
fortunately, no formula for “doing critical literacy” in the classroom, but that critical
literacy education involves an “’attitude’ toward texts and the social world, and a
commitment to the use of textual practices for social analysis and transformation.”

Freebody and Luke’s (1990) four tiered approach, initially used in early reading
instruction, is comprised of four “necessary but not sufficient sets of social practices
requisite for critical literacy” (Luke, 2000). They are, in abbreviated form:

1. Coding Practices: Developing Resources as a Code Breaker—How do I crack

this text? What are its patterns and conventions?

2. Text-Meaning Practices: Developing Resources as a Text Participant—How

do the ideas represented in the text string together? What cultural resources can

7 Fields, in Luke’s article, are contexts of social, cultural, and economic power where people use texts.
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be brought to bear on the text? What are the cultural meanings and possible

readings that can be constructed from this text?

3. Pragmanc Practices: Developing Resources as a Tgxt User—How do uses of

this te;(t shape its composition? What can/do I do with this text, here and now?

What can/will others do with it?

4. Critical Practices: Developing Resources as a Text Analyst and Critic—What

kind of person, with what interests and values, could both write and read this

naively and unproblematically? What is the text trying to do to me? In whose
interests? Which positions, voices, and interests are at play? Which are silent and
absent?

This scheme of social practices that Luke and Freebody claim is necessary for
critical literacy have characteristics which elaborate on my earlier claim that literacy is
technical and social in nature. The reader takes on each of these sets of social practices,
or identities, as she engages in critical literacy. I characterize Luke and Freebody’s first
two roles of the reader, Code Breaker and Text Participant, as enacting the technical skill
involved in literacy. A Code Breaker “cracks the text” for its explicit meaning through
an examination of its patterns and conventions that convey that meaning. A Text
Participant makes sense of the string of ideas through examining possible legitimate
readings that can be constructed from this text. Of course these activities are social in
nature and require social context for the reader to make sense of the semiotics, but they
focus on technical features of the text that explicitly offer meaning and only imply

ideology.
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The second two roles of the reader, Text User and Text Analyst/Critic, shift the
reader’s focus from internal features of the text to an interrogation of the text that comes
from outside it. A Text User questions the uses of the text for herself, personally, and
for others. A Text Analyst and Critic considers the identity of both the writer and the
reader and the sense that can be made of the text under various circumstances. She also
considers the values, goals, and interests embedded in the text, whose version of reality is
being represented, and whose voice is heard and whose is not. These two roles more
clearly engage the reader in social processes of textual interrogation.

Luke admits that even his design for teaching critical literacy has been developed,
or at least implemented from the top down. He points to the “more persistent question”
asked by critical educators and governments committed to educational equity; they
inquire whether classroom practices and curricular models designed around critical
literacy practices are making a difference “in the life pathways of students” and whether
students marginalized by traditional approaches to literacy are “any better off.” While
Luke does not explicitly state in what ways he thinks students who practice critical
literacy might be better off, he alludes to an improvement in the life conditions of
students by expressing a promise or “consequence” of critical literacy: For students to
become “active designers and agents in shaping their social futures and those of their
communities and cultures.” He says that the search for empirical evidence on the
efficacy of critical literacy is underway. In my view, a part of the empirical evidence that
is missing has begun to emerge with research in the tradition in which my study is
conducted. It is by studying those who practice critical literacy in their moment-to-

moment interactions with texts in particular contexts that we will answer the questions
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Luke and his colleagues entertain, the questions that lead to investigations of young
people’s agency in shaping their future, community, and culture, and defining “better off”
for themselves.
Critical Interactions With Text

In the reading and writing group of my study, I used questions like those I shaped
from Morgan’s principles of critical literacy and those asked by Freebody & Luke in their
four tiered design to inform and shape our interactions with texts. The questions became
a way for me to understand the actions of the participants during reading and writing
group meetings that correspond with principles of critical literacy. Because of the lack of
empirical evidence regarding the readers’ perspective, I developed a scheme for
identifying interactions with text that I saw enacted during our meetings; I have come to
call these in-the-moment enactments of critical literacy practices critical interactions with
text. The incidents that I call critical interactions are moments when I observed the
participants in my study consider and sometimes think beyond generally held cultural
beliefs about teen mothers—stereotypes which greatly limit how they understand who
they are and could be. Critical interactions also point to moments when the participants
in the study seemed to be aware of their acceptance of some social expectations of them
inherent in stereotypes that surround them.

It was not the intention of this study to measure which practices of critical literacy
the participants already had, to measure any specific “improvement” in their critical
literacy skill, or to measure what critical literacy practice they may have acquired as a

consequence of participating in the reading and writing group. Rather, the study was an
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attempt to define and describe what happened in those moment-to-moment critical

interactions with texts and each other when critical literacy was enacted.

Identity: Self as Dialogically Enacted

Now that I have laid out the views of text, literacy, and critical literacy that
underpin this study, along with the key idea developed in this research, critical
interactions with text, I will give identity similar treatment as I define it specifically for
my research. My understanding of identity combines phenomenological notions of the
self with constructionist epistemologies. Phenomenological views explain that the self
arises out of individuals’ perceptions and representations of reality. Pinar (1995)
explains, “The phenomenological investigator questions how phenomena—*the things
themselves’—present themselves in the lived experience of the individual.” I am less
interested in the phenomenological perspective that suggests there could be “things
themselves,” or phenomena that exist in some stable form or essence. Especially in my
understanding of identity, I do not find it useful to think about a “real” identity, one that
could be static and unchangeable. The second part of Pinar’s statement quoted above
which refers to the “lived experience of the individual” is much more important to my
understanding of identity, particularly for how it informs my research. Identity is
constituted in its enactment rather than being a core, a set of traits, or an essence of a
human being.

Constructionist psychologists study the “continuous everyday temporal flow of
contingent communicative activity occurring between people” (Shotter, 1995). In other

words, constructionist theorists regard the self as socially made from language practices.
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This perspective is useful in my research because of the ways it connects identity to
language practices. Identity emerges and develops continually over time, partly through
how we talk about ourselves and how others talk about us. Individual sense-making of
our lived experiences and language use, which is highly social, merge to constitute who

we know ourselves to be, as well as how others know us and how we know them.

The Dialogic Construction of Identity

Theories of identity that base the development of self within language practices
often refer to the self as dialogically constructed. Gergen (1994) agrees that individuals
do not construct a sense of self in isolation. In his view, a person comes to know who she
is through the discourses embedded in the relationships in which she participates. Shotter
(1993) also claims that a person crafts her sense of self in the detailed and complex time-
space relations between self and others. Consequently, in order for a person to have a
voice in her identity construction, she must participate in informed ways in the discourses
that create her.

Gergen goes so far as to say that “voices of humankind,” “both harmonious and
alien,” saturate us and they become part of us and we of them (1991). Within a highly
technological existence like ours, “social saturation furnishes us with a multiplicity of
incoherent and unrelated languages of the self” (p. 6). To become “fully saturated” is to
become no self at all. Further, Gergen explains that just as individuals depend on
language in the formation of the self, relationships—social life—would be
unrecognizable without “the language of the self” which describes our internal states,

processes and characteristics, existing in relation to others.

35



What Gergen does not thoroughly explore is how we use the information we
garner from a multiplicity of languages to make decisions about who we will be in the
various lived experiences—contexts and relationships—of our lives. He discusses the
loss of a unified self in a saturated world, but he does little to discuss how we manage the
multiplicitous selves that we must be. He does not explain the importance of the
consequences of the interactions of this complex self with those with whom we are in
relationship.

In my research, the set of critical interactions with text that I have identified is a
scheme which may begin to explain how we make decisions about who we will be and
what actions we will take in order to manage our many selves. When so many texts are
available to us, we are saturated with information about who we are and should be. We
often are presented with multiple representations of the roles we have taken on, and,
therefore, we have more information about alternative ways of being. We do not have to
choose to be just one self, and we can critically evaluate stereotypes that attempt to define
us. We can create a multifarious self that is flexible and which makes sense in the
various contexts of our relationships and in our lived experiences.

Markus & Nurius agree that the notion of a “single self..., an authentic [real] self
that one can know” is a denial of “the rich network of potential that surrounds
individuals” (1986). They support, instead, the existence of “possible selves,” thereby
providing evaluative and interpretive contexts for the “now self” along with incentives
for shaping future behavior. A possible self is the self that one strives purposefully to
become. Marcus & Nurius believe that although “the individual alone is the final arbiter

of the possible self,” social influences are extremely important in its continued
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development. These include the individual’s particular socio-cultural and historical
contexts as well as models, images, and symbols provided by the media, and by the
individual’s immediate social experiences. By selecting and constructing “possible
selves,” an individual may move toward becoming a producer of her own development.
As I have seen in my data, the process of selecting and constructing identities may be

accomplished at least in part through interactions with texts.

Connecting Identity Construction With Language Practices and Literacy

Many proponents of critical literacy understand literacy practices as very closely
linked with the construction of identity. As we engage in literacy practices, we are
constantly learning from texts about our cultural roles and our cultural positions in
relationship to others (Davies & Harre, 1999). Discourses in and around texts tell us who
we are and how to fulfill our roles by performing what actions. We base this knowledge
on the categories with which we identify ourselves or within which we have been
classified—categories which define, for example, our gender, race, socioeconomic class,
and sexuality. Gee (1996) calls the discourses in which we participate our identity kit, a
set of tools with which one sees, acts, believes, thinks, and speaks so that it is possible to
recognize and be recognized by others as oneself. Luke (2000) says that it may be
worthwhile to debate the components of Gee’s social semiotic toolkit that we put to use
in our school, work, and civic lives, and to consider the enabling conditions “for
engagement with and transformation of that toolkit.” Interactions with texts and literacy

practices are part of the discourses in which we engage.

37




Voicing is a construct that helps to draw the connection between literacy and
identity. It is also an idea that was useful in both the design of my study and the analysis
of the data gathered. The notion of voicing comes largely out of the writing of Bakhtin.
Bakhtin (1981) claims that all discourse, whether spoken or written, expressed or
internal, interacts dialogically with its immediate social and broader historical contexts.
He said, “One’s own discourse is gradually and slowly wrought out of others’ words that
have been acknowledged and assimilated, and the boundaries between the two are at first
scarcely perceptible” (Bakhtin, 1981).

Knoeller (1998) defines voicing as using language “as a vehicle for assigning
specific perspectives to particular individuals or groups.” His description of voicing can
be most familiarly recognized as it is enacted in intentional role play, when we
purposefully take on the roles attributed to other people. In my research, voicing was
also a useful notion to help describe what happened when individuals who play many
roles in their lives enacted a particular role by displaying specific characteristics of the
role or when they expressed certain perspectives associated with the role.

Wortham also uses the notion of voicing to analyze how spoken narratives work
to construct identity. In Wortham’s early work (1995) and in the work of Knoeller
(1998), the Bakhtinian concept of voicing is applied to classroom conversations that take
place around texts. In classrooms, they say, we can use the concept of voicing to
examine how students position themselves and get positioned (Wortham, 1995). A
discussion in a classroom is not just a lesson in subject matter. It is a way of positioning
ourselves and others relationally. Over time, students may internalize the ways that they

are positioned (Wortham, 1999; 1995). Identity, then, can be viewed as developing
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through rhetorical relationships with texts wherein particular positions may be tried on
through the vehicle of various narrators’ voices. Trying on voices that we are familiar
with and those that are new may be useful for several purposes. They may be used for:
* testing our current and developing beliefs and understandings about texts,

* accepting and fulfilling the expectations of a specific audience, or

* resisting an audience’s expectations and presenting an opposing view.

What we choose to “sound like,” and how others choose to hear us, shapes who we
“really” are (Knoeller, 1998).

Voicing is also useful to my analysis. Meanings in text at our meetings were
constantly under reconstruction through our conversations, just as identities were under
construction as meanings of relevant patterns—and even the patterns themselves—
emerged as we discussed texts. We did not refer to a text as it was, but we interacted
with texts during our meetings, redefining and reshaping its voice along with our own
voices.

As | have been suggesting, our talk about text is inextricably linked to our identity
development. In a sense, voicing allows us the opportunity to take on a perspective that
we might not ordinarily do and to try on identities that are companions to those voices.
Through voicing we might try to enact the viewpoint of someone who would write a
certain text and believe in its ideologies, or we might express the views of the ideal
audience of a certain text. We could then voice related, opposing and alternative views.
The ways in which we perceive ourselves in relation to others, what we are willing to

reveal about our own interests, desires and experiences, and whether or not we believe
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our perspective will make a difference in the shape of a conversation influence the voices
we might use in our discourse.

In our reading and writing group, as we engaged in critical interactions with texts,
we voiced a range of perspectives on any given text. We voiced perspectives that
allowed us to move beyond what we understood were generally held cultural beliefs
about teen mothers—we took on the role of someone who might speak in opposition to
negative images of teenage mothers. The participants could also be observed voicing
when they spoke in ways that accepted social expectations of them. Voicing was a
mechanism through which the participants in my study were able to enact roles, both
those which were new to them and those with which they were familiar, and to try on
multiple perspectives regarding a text.

Voicing connects language practices and literacy directly to the construction of
the self. As we (re)craft our own language through others’ words, in some ways we
become like them. Critically scrutinizing language practices that others use sets us apart
from them in some ways and does not allow others to identify us without our
participation. We do not surrender to others the prerogative for determining who we are.
We also must scrutinize our own language practices for how we represent our selves.
Successful entrance into the conversations that define us requires that we first understand
and are able to use the particular forms of discourse that are in place in the texts of our
daily lives (Lycke, 1999).

Wortham’s more recent work uses Bakhtin’s notion of emergence to explain how
explorations of language use yields insights into the ways in which spoken narratives

construct identity. The concept of emergence refers to the idea that the boundaries and
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effects of a narrative emerge in their creation. Ongoing conversation has a shaping effect
on the meaning both speakers and listeners attribute to a narrative. Meanings can not be
fixed by formal rules of dialogue because participants negotiate beginnings and endings
of narratives so that they fit the flow of ongoing storytelling events. Positioning during
narratives can result in the emergence of interactional effects, and through their use, these
practices get solidified. In summary, Wortham states that “...an emergent approach
studies how the contextual structures relevant to interpreting a narrative emerge over a
conversation, often solidifying after the narrative itself has ended” (2001).

In our reading and writing group, the introduction of text into the conversation, or
using text as a contextualizing factor of our conversation, influenced the kinds of
narratives that were told, the shapes the participants’ narratives took, and ways in which
the text positioned the participants in the conversation. The conversations about texts
often elicited the telling of narratives in which contextual structures emerged; meanings
of the texts emerged as did our relational positions to one another and our understandings
of our selves.

Davies & Harré (1999) also help to connect the notion of language practices to
identity development. They say that in order to understand who we take ourselves to be,
we must engage in the parts of the following process:

* learning the human-made categories “which partition the universe of human
beings,”
* participating in discursive practices which give meaning to these categories,

* positioning oneself in some categories and not in others,
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* identifying characteristics in oneself that allow us to be located in certain
categories and not others, and, finally,

* understanding oneself as historically continuous and unitary.
Within this last stage of the process, we may, through voicing various discourses,
recognize a diversity of selves within our unitary-ness. We participate in discursive
processes which locate us and others conversationally in jointly produced storylines, a
process which they describe as positioning. As we engage in positioning, we choose
stories with which to identify in order to make sense of who we take ourselves to be, and
recursively we narrate (voice) our past actions in ways that socially position us and
others. Through positioning, we can choose from a multiplicity of ways of narrating our
roles.

Davies and Harré make an important contribution to clarifying ways in which our
understanding of the social nature and structure of roles—and our stories about them—
help to create our identities. They do not address, however, the consequences of living a
life constructed of others’ narratives about us, narratives that may largely go unexamined
in terms of, in the words of Luke, becoming active designers and agents in shaping our
social futures and those of our communities (2000). People who find themselves
identified narrowly and positioned in a marginalized category, in ways that teenage
mothers often do, live within others’ narratives about them that they may not have chosen
but which they often accept, sometimes unreflectively and uncritically, as the stories of
their lives. These narratives might reflect larger cultural expectations of people grouped
by their age, social class, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, or by any combination of these

characteristics. In order to choose from a multiplicity of ways of narrating the roles they




enact, to become the authors of their lived narratives, they must be able to view their
lived narratives critically. Using the tools of critical literacy (including the knowledge
they have about how lived narratives are constructed) to examine their identities, they
may reflect on the choices they have available to them.

In our reading and writing group, the teen mothers participated in discursive
practices which sometimes afforded them the conversational space to produce a diversity
of meaningful selves. The study participants sometimes accepted positions of teen
mothers as cultural stereotypes with predetermined roles and voices, and they also told
complex narratives about the episodes of their lives that identified them very differently
from the stereotypes associated with teenage mothers. This research is an attempt to
answer the question of whether and how the young women in my study, often viewed as
social liabilities and as incapable of living up to adult responsibilities, construct and
narrate their identities, and whether and how they do so in the context of textual
interactions.

So, we can begin to see how language practices in print and non-print forms of
texts work to position us and work to construct our identities, for ourselves and others. In
his book, The Pleasures of Children'’s Literature, Nodelman (1996) draws on several
theorists to link ideology in written texts with identity development. He explains
Althusser’s theories that suggest how "ideologies persuade us of their obviousness by
convincing us that we are the people who believe the things the ideologies want us to
believe—that we are, in fact, certain kinds of individuals" (p. 136). This means that we
become subjects of "hailing" by ideologies; they call our attention to who we are, or who

we are expected to be within the constraints of that ideology.
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Fairclough (1995) also reminds us of the presence of participants’ ideologies in
discourses and explains that critical discourse analysis aims to explore systematically the
relationships between “(a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider social and
cultural structures, relations and processes™ as well as to “investigate how such practices,
events and texts arise out of and are shaped by relations of power and struggles over
power” (p. 132). Ideologies are imbedded in every kind of language-based
communication media such as conversations, TV commercials, political rhetoric, film,
song lyrics, and printed texts. Our existences are formed partly within a network of
textual meaning that helps determine our every decision and action. We learn a language,
how it is used in print and non-print forms, and learn to see ourselves partly in terms of
that language and its uses.

The world offers us a variety of subject positions, conventional and ordinary ways
of being human, "the adoption of which can make us understandable to ourselves and
others" (Nodelman, 1996, p. 137). Partly through texts, we learn what are acceptable
ways of identifying ourselves and others. The stories with which we choose to narrate
our lives Davies & Harré call lived narratives. Davies’ (as cited in Nodelman, 1996)
explanation of our lived narratives reveals how we adopt a position by entering its
language, and living out the story line it implies. Further, as we identify with certain
narratives, we know that adopting certain kinds of language leads to certain kinds of
outcomes. Without imagined storylines to adopt, "it is hard to know how we would make
choices as we proceed through the everyday world."

Within texts lie ways to both discourage and encourage a critical perspective

toward one’s lived narratives. Nodelman says that "texts always act as a subtle kind of
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propaganda, and tend to manipulate unwary readers into an unconscious acceptance of
their values" (p. 120-121). This manipulation on the part of authors can discourage
examination of our personal storylines. If we are unaware of how we can question and
resist or thoughtfully accept the "propaganda” of a text, we are left believing it as fact.
Texts can be especially powerful when they describe others' lived narratives especially
when they sound remarkably like our own or reinforce our current ways of knowing and
being. "The closer the values of a text come to our own ideologies, the harder it is to read
against it and find its absences. In some cases it may be impossible" (Nodelman, 1996, p.
121).

The previous discussion of the ways in which identity development is connected
to language practices—particularly to interactions with text, indicates the importance of
examining texts critically, recognizing the various ways we are positioned by them, and
strategizing the ways we might reposition ourselves and others by (re)generating new
texts. Questioning cultural beliefs in text (even when we agree with them) may help us to
understand our status within various roles and how to enact those roles. We may then be
able to more thoughtfully construct and reconstruct who we are and who we want to be.
Ricker-Wilson (1999, January) provides an apt example of this. She writes about her
high school English students who practiced reading critically in her classroom. Being
more concerned about how her students read than what they read, she allowed a choice of
free reading material to include romance novels, or "bodice busters" as she calls them.

As the young women she writes about posed a series of critical questions to the text they

read, and as they by learned to answer those questions comparatively across texts, they
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were able to understand their own desire to read this genre of literature, and they learned
other important ways to question how they were positioned by the text.

Critical literacy asks us to rethink habitual ways of interacting with text, to
become more intentional about recognizing implicit power relationships in literacy
exchanges. Unwary readers can be manipulated by textual agendas. Critical literacy
allows readers to identify sources of textual power and manipulation so that they can
consciously choose whether to accept or resist (or both) the explicit and implicit
messages of a text. Such a shift requires new ways of thinking about how readers make
sense of a text and how messages are “carried” by a text (Apol, 1998), and it requires
readers to ask new questions when they encounter a text (Apol, 1992).

Ultimately, the shift to critical literacy can empower readers as active makers of
meaning, and allows those readers to control how they are affected by a text. By
practicing critical literacy in our reading and writing group, the teenage mothers and the
researchers, together, had the opportunity to create a setting in which participating in
activities around text could encourage us to interrogate our identities as they are socially
constructed by texts. In addition, the reading and writing group was a setting which
allowed me to examine what kinds of interactions with texts and with other members of
the group provided for specific types of interrogations. The teenage mothers, the
researchers, the texts (both in print and non-print forms), and the context of the reading
and writing group helped to create a setting where both texts and identities were
interrogated.

This study has striven to understand how identity development in the teenage

mothers who participated in the reading and writing group relates to these kinds of
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dialogic constructions of identity. I have explored how interacting with various forms of
text contributed to the teenage mothers’ identity constructions and how they developed
and refined their own literacy practices as they (re)crafted their current selves and their
ever-changing images of their possible selves. When the young women in the study
looked critically at various authors and their own language practices and political
implications of such practices, I tried to position them to re-evaluate their stereotyped
positions and to exert more authority over their own identity development.

As I discussed in chapter 1, the teenage mothers who participated in the reading
and writing group were already considering their identity choices in regards to textualized
messages instructing them about who they should be. I saw this happening primarily in
their parenting class—a context where, it could be argued, they were engaging in this
kind of work because it was part of “doing school” and where their grade in the class was
at stake (Seitz, 2002). In the reading and writing group, because the teenage mothers did
not have to do anything for a grade or to meet any school requirements, I would like to
believe their motivations for participating were more personal. Especially during the
second year of the study, participants seemed more committed to the group members and
the ideas and activities we shared in during meetings. Perhaps they felt empowered
during our meetings, perhaps the meetings were offering them a way of talking about
their selves and their lives that they did not get to in other places—or perhaps they came
for the food and the company offered to them at our meetings. Regardless, I was able to
study their critical interactions with texts, their in-the-moment critical literacy practices
which helped me to understand more fully, at least for this group of teenage mothers,

some connections between literacy and identity. Chapter 3 provides a presentation of my
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methodology for studying this connection, the following two chapters make this
connection more specific and context based relative to the members of the reading and
writing group, and the final chapter attempts to broaden my theory of critical interactions

with texts to other settings—specifically, those in schools.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

A Hybrid Approach to Research:
Ethnographic Inquiry, Interview, Grounded Theory, and Case Study Approaches
As I have stated in the preceding chapters, this was a study that aimed to explore
the process of teenage mothers’ constructing identity through critical interactions with
texts in an after school reading and writing group. I examined the literacy practices of
the participants during our meetings to understand how they made use of texts that might
help them interrogate the stereotypes that surround the roles they play and the
consequences of the choices they make for enacting those roles. The qualitative research
study that I conducted made use of the overlapping traditions of ethnographic inquiry,
interview research, grounded theory, discourse analysis and case study research, each for
particular purposes. Specifically, I chose this hybrid of approaches to cover the range of
methodological needs emerging through the stages of the research process: design of the
study, data collection, data analysis, and write-up/representation/presentation of findings.
This chapter outlines the process of research for my study. I have presented the

phases of the process in what appears to be a linear sequence from research design, to
data collection, to data analysis, to the presentation and representation of the findings.
Though appearing orderly and sequential in retrospect (the story of my study has a
beginning, middle, and end), the process was far less linear than it appears here. Written
text is seductive in that regard, laid out as it is word after word, sentence after sentence,
paragraph after paragraph, and page after page. To avoid an overly linear methodological

representation of how the study unfolded, I have provided comments in this chapter as to
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when the phases of the process overlapped, when they occurred simultaneously, and
when they recurred.

The critical interactions with texts (that I describe in chapter 4) emerged from an
intensive study of the talk about texts during our reading and writing group meetings, talk
that was shaped by this hybrid research approach. The critical interactions are the
principal findings of this study, but I may or may not have seen them, or at least may not
have seen them in the same ways, outside of the context of the meetings and with the
attendance of the particular individuals who participated in the study. The critical
interactions themselves are important for what they may contribute to an understanding
of critical literacy from the “inside” in its enactment, but they are also important for how
they might contribute to an understanding of the connections between textual interactions
and identity development. Though this latter piece of my findings is less developed in
this study, it is nevertheless an extremely important consequence of engaging in literacy
in its multiple forms.

My own identity was a meaningful feature of my research as well. Reflexivity, or
a sense of self-awareness on the part of the researcher (Creswell, 1998; Lensmire, 1994),
underscores an important assumption in qualitative research. Because I was the key
instrument of data collection for my study® (Bogdan & Biklem, 1992; Eisner, 1991), my
biases, values and experiences influenced the choices I made as a researcher, what I paid
attention to, the ways I looked at those phenomena, and ultimately what I found in the

data and how I presented and represented the findings of my research. Two important

* I describe myself as the “key instrument of data collection”—even though many aspects of the study were
planned and conducted collaboratively—because the questions I asked in this joint venture and pursued
further in research grew out of my own emerging program of research on literacy, identity, and
adolescence.
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roles I took on as a researcher were those of observer and interviewer of participants, but
my part in the research was not restricted only to those roles. I was also one of two
coordinators of the reading and writing group as well as a participating member of those
meetings. As a participating member of the group, I was never allowed to completely
“hide behind the cloak of alleged neutrality” (Fine, Weis, Weseen, & Wong, 2000), nor
did I want to. I call this study an intervention partly because I have hoped to elicit some
change, some learning on the part of the participants. I hoped to change and learn as
well. As an observer, I was allowed to build my own “a complex, holistic picture” of
what I studied (Creswell, 1989). Also as an observer, I was afforded—or I
appropriated—the power to see and speak about what I observed and what was “hidden
from scrutiny” (Fine, et al., 2000).

As I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, I drew on the traditions of
ethnographic inquiry, interview research, grounded theory and case study research
approaches to qualitative research. While the traditions of each of these approaches is
embedded in the phases on which I have elaborated in the rest of this chapter, I will show
here how each tradition has informed my work. Ethnographic inquiry is the broadest of
the traditions on which my research draws. It encompasses a research process that spans
research question conceptualization through to a representation of what I learned. A
cultural lens shaped my initial research questions and my plans for observations and
interviews; I revised these over time as the study in process informed my thinking about
what I wanted to learn and what I could find in the particular setting of my research.

The tradition of ethnographic inquiry shaped the choices I made about how, when

and where to collect data. It also shaped the character of the analysis and representation

51



of the data. As a participant-observer, I was able to participate in the group in some ways
as a member, while I maintained a distance that allowed for data recording (Atkinson &
Hammersley, 1994; Fetterman, 1989). A primary component of ethnographic
methodology of which I made use was data collection through participant-observation
over an extended period of time. I was initially a relative stranger in the sites where my
research was conducted. I gained access to the culture of the participants of my study,
but I did not live my daily life within their world—inside their intact culture-sharing
group. I did in many ways, however, participate in their culture by observing across
multiple settings of their lives and by participating in many of the rituals and events of
their lives. I was a participant-observer in the smaller culture of the reading an writing
group in which I also had a noticeable hand in shaping (Creswell, 1989). The degree to
which I was more or less a participant and more or less an observer varied from meeting
to meeting and sometimes from moment to moment during any given meeting (Atkinson
& Hammersly, 1994)

My analysis and the representation of the findings of my research also are
characteristic of the tradition of ethnographic inquiry and grounded theory. In part, my
analysis was conducted through systematic description and interpretation. I observed and
attempted to understand the “everyday lives” of the participants in my study, and I
explored emerging themes and patterns I saw (Creswell, 1989). Events and occurrences
in the participants’ lives inevitably informed what we discussed at reading and writing
group meetings. Themes of talk that emerged out of reading and writing group meetings
often reflected issues that the participants were dealing with outside the setting of our

meetings. In my descriptions of the participants’ lives outside and their activities inside
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the reading and writing group, I included a high level of description of cultural behavior
of the group and individuals in the group.

Traditions of grounded theory are located in my study primarily in the analysis of
the data I collected as a way of thinking about and conceptualizing data (Strauss &
Corbin, 1994). Interactive data collection and theory development is the hallmark of
grounded theory and was present in my research methodology as well. My study
extended over two years, and during that time I repeatedly reevaluated the goals and
procedures of data collection based at least in part on interpretations that grew out of
early attempts to analyze the data. I began trying out explanations for what I was hearing
in the talk that took place during reading and writing group meetings through methods of
discourse analysis, and over time I adjusted my conceptualizations as I developed ways
of articulating my theories about patters in talk about text. The interview and observation
data from year one informed some of the decisions I made about how to conduct the
reading and writing group in year two. Specifically, I had examined our discourse
patterns and the ways in which the teen mothers were making sense of texts and
characterizing themselves in various roles represented in the texts. Because I learned a
great deal about the lives and education of the participants in year one, I was able to make
some changes to reading and writing group meetings that not only suited the research, but
that also better met the needs and interests of the participants. At the completion of data
collection, I built upon early explanations and theory building to create a complex coding
system by which to analyze data in search of themes and patterns and to name, define and
describe the critical interactions I saw. Chapter 4 is in part a presentation of a theoretical

model which elaborates on what were formerly coded categories and explains the
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relationship between the critical interactions.

In this research, I analyzed the data I collected as three distinct forms of cases.’
The reading and writing group may be viewed as one kind of case. Though clearly a part
of multiple external contexts, it may be viewed as a bounded setting within which the
study participants’ critical literacy is enacted. This case for the study focused on the
connection between critical literacy practices of teen mothers and their identity
development through an examination of the critical interactions with text that I observed
during our meetings.

Second, the participat;on of each teen mother is another kind of case in that it (her
participation) is a “setting” within which critical interactions may be generated and
experienced. In this dissertation I use Elaine’s case as a as a vehicle for representing how
the critical interactions I identified in the reading and writing group were enacted by/for a
particular individual. In doing so, I offer a secondary representation of what a critical
interaction is, and thereby, an alternative for viewing and understanding it.

Third, each meeting of the reading and writing group could be considered a case,
bounded in time, wherein critical interactions with texts took place. I analyzed particular
meetings discretely in deriving the critical interactions I have identified. For example,
the critical interactions I derived in one meeting, one case, were then developed further in
my analysis of another meeting, and so on. I was then able to take the critical
interactions from the cases of the meetings and apply them to the cases of the individual

participants, then more broadly to the lager context of the study. Looking across cases

® A case is a bounded, integrated system that exhibits patterned behavior. It is not always easy to see the
boundaries around a case, and features of the case and the context may not always seem distinct (Stake,
2000). However, the notion of cases as bounded and patterned systems was useful for my analysis.
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and across different conceptualization of cases has helped me to understand some ways in
which critical literacy gets enacted and some ways in which critical literacy and identity
development influence each other. In data analysis, the themes and patterns I saw were
supported by the different perspectives, or different locations, from which I could see the
critical interactions.

Case study research draws attention to the question of what can be learned from
specific cases (Stake, 2000). Further, Shulman (1988) has pondered what gives case
study research its general value (perhaps akin to “generalizability”) and he responds that
“general value” derives from response to his question: “What is this a case of?” The
reading and writing group, each teen mother’s participation and each meting were in fact
a grounded cases of how critical literacy practice may interact with identity development
in the form of critical interactions. They are each particular ways of representing how

critical literacy is enacted and identity development is a consequence of that practice.

Design of the Study
A Study Within a Study
As I mentioned in chapter 1, my dissertation is part of a larger study. The larger
study focused more closely on the children of the teen mothers that this study does, as
one of its primary concerns was to investigate how teen mothers bring their children into
literacy. Because my collaborator, Laura Apol, is a scholar of children’s literature and
literacy, she, at the outset, was most interested in that piece of the larger study. As a

former high school teacher and as a neophyte educational psychologist interested in
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adolescent literacy learning and identity, my interest has been centered on the teen
mothers themselves. We designed the study so that both researchers’ interests could be
explored. We collected data in three sites: (1) a voluntary reading and writing group, (2)
Summit High School'?, an alternative school of choice, and (3) specific events in the
teenage mothers’ daily lives out of school. At the first data collection site, the reading
and writing group, we intentionally structured meetings so that they would address
questions related to the overlapping interests of the researchers. Some of the reading and
writing group meetings we held had the explicit goal of creating a setting in which the
teen mothers and their children could interact around children’s literature, and some of
the meetings were explicitly focused on the teens’ own literacy and identity development.
We anticipated that discussions of identity development of the participants would
necessarily include ways they thought about themselves as parents and the ways they
brought their children into literacy. This assumption was confirmed very early on in our
meetings and initial interviews. In addition, one reason the participants gave for being
interested in our project was that they wanted to learn about children’s literature and
literacy.

In the second site, Summit High School—where the teen mothers attended—we
observed the participants in several locations, including their parenting class, their
children’s literature class, and the childcare center where they dropped off their children
so they could attend classes. In these different locations, again, data for both parts of the
study were collected—the part focused on the teen mothers’ conceptions of their own

identity and literacy issues, and the part that focused on literacy issues related to their

'* The name of the school and its programs, as well as the names of all participants, except for the
researchers, are pseudonyms.
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children’s. Likewise in the third site, the locations of the teenage mothers’ lives out of
school, I attended events that were organized and structured primarily for the teen
mothers themselves, for their children, and for both. For example, events that were more
clearly for the teen mothers were the senior prom, graduation, and an overnight retreat
planned as part of this study. Some “events” that I attended that were primarily for the
children of the teen mothers were birthday parties, afternoon play sessions, and bedtime
routines. Because this study focuses on the teen mothers, I have taken account of their
children in a secondary way—that is, relative to my primary consideration, the literacy

and identity development of the teenage mothers themselves.

Research Sites

Sessions of the Reading and Writing Group

Meetings of our after school reading and writing group, the primary site for the
study, were held during the first year of the study at a community child development
(childcare) center, and during the second year in an available classroom at Summit High
School. We wanted the meeting time and place to be convenient for the young parents,
so in both years we negotiated our meeting time and place, provided rides when needed,
and hired licensed child care providers to care for the children while we met. Through
the first year we held our meetings in the early evenings in a room we rented at the
community child development center where we ate dinner together (usually pizza or other
take-out meals that I picked up on my way to the meeting), and the children were cared
for by child care providers from the community center.

During the second year of the study, because attendance at meetings was
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inconsistent, we met earlier in the afternoon, right after school, so we had to change our
meeting place as well. During those late afternoon hours, the community child care
center we used during the first year could not accommodate us because our new meeting
time was when the children who rggularly attended the child care at the community
center were present. It was convenient for the teenage mothers to meet at their school
since they were already there. We hired child care providers from the day care center at
the school to stay past regular school hours and care for the children during our meeting
time. We continued our practice of eating dinner, but had it delivered to the school
during our meeting time. We tried to minimize the interruption of our conversation when
food was delivered, served and eaten.

The reading and writing group in which the teenage mothers participated was
directed by Laura Apol and myself and structured around principles of critical literacy.
There were anywhere from one to seven participants in attendance at each regular
meeting (including the researchers) and the average number of participants in attendance
was 4.4. Over the two consecutive school years, we met 18 times—approximately every
other week from March until June in 1999, and from February until May in 2000. I was
present at evefy meeting and Laura attended all but four meetings.

Early in the study Laura and I were concerned about the low number of
participants and the lack of regularity with which they were coming to meetings. The
average number of participants during the first year was 3.75 over 8 meetings. I wanted
to believe that the participants were interested in the activity of the reading and writing
group, but that belief, even if it was true, would not change the fact they had busy lives

and were occupied with many other activities.
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In the interviews I conducted with the participants, I learned that one reason they
did not attend as regularly as we had hoped was that they were unfamiliar with, and
therefore uncertain of the purposes of, some of the activities in which we engaged during
meetings. They also mentioned that not knowing Laura or me well was a contributing
factor to their irregular attendance that year. After some negotiation with the
participants, and a change of meeting time and location of meetings, average attendance
for the 10 meetings in the second year increased to 5. The participants cited getting to
know me, Laura and the other participants well; more explicit structure in the activities;
and a more convenient meeting time and place as motivators for more regular attendance.
Not only did attendance increase generally, but those who could come (and wanted to
come) began attending very regularly, and those who could not (or did not want to),
mostly stopped attending.

In addition to our regular meetings, toward the end of the second year of the
study, the core group of participants—and sometimes a fringe participant or two—
occasionally met outside our regular meeting times and places. One example of this was
a retreat we took to a nearby hotel where we had an intensive overnight meeting and
slurmber party. At that meeting, we discussed issues connecting identity and literacy and

worked on writing a letter to Montel Williams, the host of a talk show—we had viewed
an episode of his show together at an earlier meeting. This outing also gave the
parti i pants a chance to be teens without the worries of child care for one night, though,
not swaxrprisingly, their children never left their thoughts. For some participants, it was
their £ wst night apart from their children. There were many calls home that evening and

first thii mg in the morning.
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During the first year of data collection, I saw our reading and writing group as, in
some ways, an extension of Summit High School’s parenting class. In many ways, our
group’s textual interactions resonated with the conversations to which I was privy in the
parenting class. Not all of the teenage mothers who participated in the reading and
writing group were in the parenting class; some had taken it before we started meeting.
Though most of the teenage mothers in the study moved on from the parenting class (it
lasted one semester whereas we met over two years), they continued to use some of the
discourse patterns they had practiced in the parenting class. It was a setting where they
practiced, for example, taking a stance on various issues and finding and using
community and personal resources to help them make decisions for themselves and their
children.

By the second year of our meetings, we had established our own ways of
interacting with texts and each other. Our interactions grew out of earlier patterns
practiced and established in the parenting class, but our meetings no longer felt like
extensions of any classroom activities, even though our meetings were held that year in a

classroom in their school.

Meeting Texts and Activities

I planned the reading and writing group activities around principles of critical
literacy so that I could closely examine how the participants used their literacy skills to
examine texts. We negotiated not oh]y where and when to meet and what to have for
dinner, but also decisions about which texts to read, what to write and talk about, and

how to engage with the texts we chose. The activity of our meetings centered around
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interrogating texts and questioning our understandings of them and what they said about
our'various roles.

Table 3.1 below summarizes the eight meetings contributing in key ways to data
analysis. Six meetings proved to be the richest sources for examining critical interactions
with texts, two of which occurred during the first year of the study and four during the
second. The texts of focus at these eight meetings are representative of the range of
genres from which drew for our meetings more generally. Texts we read and wrote
included prose and poetry, fiction and non-fiction: For example, we read and responded
to biographical texts such as Shandler’s Ophelia Speaks (1999) and People magazine
(Plummer & O'Neil, 1999, October 11), myths from Phelps’ The Maid of the North:
Feminist Folk Tales From Around the World (1981), and a video tape of Montel
(Williams, 1999), a TV talk-show. We read and discussed non-fiction texts, including
newspaper articles and information from the internet defining the social status and
positioning of women in general, and of teen mothers and their children, specifically.
Children’s literature was also an ongoing interest of the group members, both teens and
adults. It served as an important vehicle for discussing literacy development and identity
in the children, and in some ways it enriched the teenage mothers’ understandings of
child development and parenting issues (Doneson, 1991; Johnson, Pflaum, Sherman,

Taylor, & Poole, 1995/96), and issues related to their own identity development.
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Table 3.1 - Selected Meetings

Meeting Meeting Those Text(s) Under Summary of Activities
Code Name | Date Attendi Interrogation
Elsa 3/28/99 | Sheila, Short story, “Elsa | Read aloud and discussed the story.
Laura, and the Evil Topics of discussion included
Kara Wizard,” Phelps, * the role of blondes in our
1981. culture
¢ Summit High School’s prom
¢ the role of men as sexual
predators
* men who are provoked by
sexually confused women
* the author’s intended message
related to these issues
Ophelia 6/7/99 | Elaine, 3 autobiographies | Read aloud and discussed the
Speaks #1 Michelle, | from Ophelia autobiographies. Topics of
Estella, Speaks, Shandler, | discussion included
Laura, 1999, written by * unwanted pregnancy
Kara teens who discuss | *  social stigma experienced by
their pregnancies, teen mothers
each ending in a * abortion
different outcome. | * miscarriage
* the intentions of the author in
p ing this range of stories
People 2/28/00 | Sheila, People magazine | Read aloud and discussed different
Estella, article, sections of the article including
Elaine, “Revisiting ‘The | accompanying photographs. Topics
Laura, Baby Trap,”” of discussion included
Kara Plummer & * hard choices teen mothers have
O’Neil, 1999. to make
* various family structures
* the role of fathers of teen
mothers’ children
* representations of teen mothers
in terms of economic status, race,
and ind: d
Montel #1 3/14/00 | Sheila, Videotape of an Watched the tape and briefly
Elaine, episode of Montel, | discussed it both during and after
Chelsea, a television talk viewing it. Topics of discussion
Laura, show, “Paying the | included
Kara Price: A Teen * representations of teen mothers
Mother’s on the show
Struggle” ¢ participants’ changing opinions
about the host of the show
¢ host’s treatment of the teen
mothers on the show
¢ complex relationships of
families in the lives of teen
mothers

62




Table 3.1 (cont’d)

Montel #2 | 4/10/00 | Estella, Videotape of an Watched the tape again and
Mindy, episode of Montel, | discussed many of the same issues
Sheila, a television talk in more depth and detail. Decided
Chelsea, show, “Paying the | to write the host of the show a letter
Elaine, Price: A Teen that would offer a different
Kara, Mother’s perspective than the ones offered by
guest'' Struggle” the show.

Letter 4/17/00 | Estella, Letters we had Read each letter aloud and

writing Sheila, begun writing discussed how we wanted to
Chelsea, previously that re/present our ideas to the show’s
Elaine, were written in host; discussed if we wanted to
Laura, response to the TV | write one or multiple letters and the
Kara talk show episode. | contents of a cover letter they

wanted me to write introducing

their letters. More discussion of the
show and what it said about teen
mothers’ identities and decision
making.

'! One participant was present who came as a guest of another participant and she did not sign a consent

form allowing us to use data about her participation in the project.
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The Parenting Class at Summit High School

Summit High School is a suburban school of choice and an alternative “non-
traditional” high school in the Midwest serving teenage students, age nineteen and under.
Enrollment is limited to 125 students. At the time of the study, Summit boasted such
amenities as small classes, technology-based courses, the state’s standardized test
preparation, career preparation and counseling, school-to-work transition, and an award
winning teen parenting program. The teen parenting program and the physical facilities
attached to it were known as the Child Development Center. The program offered
classes in child development, parenting, and children’s literature. It provided
participating students with on-site child care, bus transportation to and from school,
vocational training, and employment and educational planning. The school also
employed a full-time social worker who devoted many of his work hours to students
enrolled in the parenting program. All students enrolled in the school were permitted to
use the child care facility, which was part of the Child Development Center. All Summit
students who had children at the time of my research used the child care facility, and
pregnant students planned to do so once their babies were born. Any student who used
the child care facility was required to take a minimum of one semester of the parenting
class and was allowed to take up to four quarters of the class (two semesters).

The parenting class itself,'? a secondary site for my dissertation, was offered once
a term (the school year consists of four quarters, or terms) and had an enrolilment of

between ten and twenty-five students per term, almost always entirely female. Rachel

12 Most of the information about the parenting program was related to me during interviews with Rachel
and informal interviews with school officials, and was taken from the school’s published informational
brochures.



was, and still is, the sole full-time teacher in the program. She makes use of many
community resources (people and organizations) to help provide her students with
specialized information and to engage them actively in the complex decisions they must
make about their lives and the lives of their children.

Rachel’s curriculum for the parenting class is structured around a set of topics
which she has found over many years at her job to be important for her students. She
teaches the class with an eye to the changing needs of her individual students. For
example, when children’s biting became an issue during one term, Rachel brought in
articles by physicians and other child development experts that explained biting as a
normal part of the development of a healthy child. The students discussed their personal
experiences with their own children’s biting, when and why it occurred, how they could
help their children develop through this phase, and what they as parents could and should
expect a child care facility to do in dealing with children who are biting.

Other classroom activities in which students participated during the parenting
class included keeping a developmental scrapbook of one’s child’s growth, observing in
the child care facility for various developmental markers and interactions between
children and their care-givers, writing papers about various parenting issues and topics of
concern, watching and critically examining videos on topics such as adoption, and
completing a workbook that accompanies the textbook on parenting and child
development. Rachel reported to me that she is careful not to preach her own beliefs
about the “proper” way to raise a child, though she does not make her own views a secret.
Instead, she strives to create discussions in which students may state their views on a

particular issue (e.g., biting, spanking, paternity), and then, together, they talk through
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their beliefs on that issue. Rachel’s job, in her view, includes modeling for her students
how one might thoughtfully take a stance on a controversial issue. Based on my
observations, she enacted this view often by listening to her students, considering what
they said, offering her own views, and then placing both perspectives within the larger
context of “what kind of person do you want your child to grow up to be.” Often there
was agreement to disagree, and Rachel told her students that there are many “right” ways

to raise a child.

Other Sites

In addition to the reading and writing group and the parenting class, I observed
the participants in environments which are not formally structured around literacy. I
conducted interviews, some of which took place in the participants’ homes; I was invited
to birthday parties and to observe bed time rituals; I accompanied participants to the
doctor; I attended Summit High School’s prom. Most of the participants (including the
researchers) attended a seminar on women’s issues that was offered at a local university.
We also dined together in local restaurants on several occasions. Although some of these
interactions with the participants were not formal data gathering sessions, they helped me
to develop and maintain a personal relationships with participants that offered additional
understandings about the complex ways in which they interacted with texts during our
meetings. In addition, it was important to me that I observed the teen mothers engaging
in language practices in a variety of settings, such as their parenting class with their
teacher Rachel, because it seemed that the ways they talked in those settings would

interact with those that occurred in the reading and writing group, as they would for their
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language practices in their homes and other settings. Observational data I collected in
the participants’ classrooms and in their homes, as well as data I collected via interviews
and through other sources, contributed to definitions of meaningful language practices in

the reading and writing group data.

Entrance and Access

When early in our acquaintanceship Laura Apol and I discussed our mutual
interests in literacy learning and critical literacy, she told me about Summit High School,
which she was familiar with through a friend who taught there. She told me about the
teen parenting program situated there, and we speculated that this could be an ideal site
for pursuing some of our overlapping interests. Laura arranged a meeting between us and
the parenting teacher, Rachel, who, we would soon learn, was also very interested in
some of the same larger literacy issues that we interested in studying. Rachel had in fact
produced some scholarship about ways that teen mothers bring their children into
literacy. She was interested in our project because of the long-term commitment to the
participants that was part of its design and because she was also interested in learning
about issues related to literacy and identity. In the past, Rachel had opened her classroom
many times to researchers who had assumed a “hit and run” approach—they came in for
a month or less, observed, interviewed and were never heard from again. She was
hopeful that our extended commitment to her and her students would be a positive one,
particularly since the project would include intervention.

The participant pool for the study evolved to include eight teenage mothers.

Rachel was invaluable in helping us gain the confidence of the participants and in
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identifying a group that would be suitable for the study; but she did not help select the
participants, nor did she participate in the reading and writing group meetings. She
welcomed Laura and me into her classroom and introduced us to a group of current and
former students who she recommended for the research project. We recruited others
during some early observations which we conducted in order to learn more about the
culture of the site and the students in general. Rachel was immensely helpful in this
process in many ways. She supported my developing relationships with the teen
participants, she allowed me to observe her parenting and children’s literature class
whenever I wanted to, and she allowed us to use her classroom—familiar turf to the teen
mothers—for our initial informational meeting. At this meeting we outlined to a group of
teen mothers—some of whom would become participants, some of whom would not—
the goals and activities of the project.”* Rachel helped us anticipate who might be at the
meeting so that we could personalize our written materials. She also smoothed our
access to other locations in the school including the childcare center, other classrooms,
administrative offices and school functions. Though she did not attend reading and
writing group meetings, she maintained her interest in what we were reading and

discussing and had some influence over our group’s activities.

Preparing for the Research
Prior to meeting with a group of potential participants, there was much planning
to do. For instance, we knew the project would need modest funding to support our

meetings’ materials and food, transportation—our own and the participants’—and child

13 See Appendix A for a letter of introduction we distributed at the first meeting.
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care, for starters. I applied for and was awarded a Spencer Research Training Grant
(RTG) fellowship which helped fund some of these research expenses. Laura and I also
applied for and were awarded a small grant from the National Council of Teachers of
English (NCTE) to cover the basic expenses, as well as to purchase audio tapes and have
them transcribed. Also, because I was a research assistant and mentee of P. David
Pearson, he generously allowed us full access to his data collection resources (e.g., tape
recorders, microphones, and video cameras).

The processes of applying for the Spencer RTG and the NCTE grants, and for
permission to do research with Human Subjects Committee at Michigan State University
and with the school district in which Summit is situated, forced me to articulate my
interests behind the project and my goals for my research (both the larger project and my
dissertation study within it). As I discussed in chapter 1, my research focus evolved over
the course of the project, as did my initial plan for my role in the research. When I wrote
about my research interests for my Spencer RTG application, I stated my goal as an
educator and researcher: To "help students, through their experiences with text as both
readers and writers, develop their unfolding reflective and critical awareness of society's
ever-changing expectations of them and, in the process, help them understand that they
possess the tools required for evaluating and transforming their lives™ (Lycke, 1998). 1
planned to accomplish this task through “creat[ing], teach[ing], and study[ing] a class in
which language as social and political discourse becomes an intentional object of
analysis” (Lycke, 1998). By the time I introduced the project to potential participants, I
knew that I would be coordinating a reading and writing group rather than teaching a

class, but a focus on language as social and political discourse as an intentional object of
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analysis remained.

While I was writing grant and fellowship proposals, beginning to visit the
research sites informally, and planning for our very important first meeting, I was
simultaneously working out the logistics of our reading and writing group meetings. I
knew the teen mothers would want to be assured that their children were being well cared
for while we were meeting (and later would learn that they needed to be convinced that
their time away from their children would be well spent). I made sure the child care
would be provided by licensed staff in state-approved facilities. I also wanted to have a
range of choices for meal options during our meetings, so I contacted local restaurants
and created a list of reasonably priced eating establishments from which I could pick up
dinner that would appeal to teens. Also, through a great deal of collaboration with Laura,
I began compiling materials that we might read, and ideas for writing and other activities
in which we might engage at our meetings. These were among the numerous details that

needed to be addressed prior to our meetings.

Data Collection
Types of Data
The study draws primarily on three forms of data collected over the two years of
the study, beginning in the fall of 1998:
¢ field notes and audio recordings of the reading and writing group activities,
* field notes of observations in school and other settings, and

¢ field notes and audio recordings of interviews.
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The main sources of data gathered for my dissertation were the meetings of the
reading and writing group along with individual interviews with most of my attention
focused on three core participants, Elaine, Sheila, and Estella. The data, in the form of
audio-taped recordings and field notes, gave me two meaningful vantage points on the
critical interactions—the meetings themselves, and the lives of the participants as
described primarily through interviews.'* Other data provided context and substantiation
for claims made about literacy practices and textual interactions in the reading and
writing group. Chapter 2 includes a list of questions for discussion that were important
for critical interactions with texts during reading and writing group meetings. These
questions were sometimes used to address directly the texts under interrogation; they also

helped guide and shape planning for our meetings and many of our textual interactions.

Recordings of Participation in the Reading and Writing Group

During our usually bi-weekly reading and writing group meetings, the teen
participants and researcher participants explored our understandings of our places in the
world through reading, writing, and discussing multiple genres of text. Our discussions
revolved around the meanings of the texts we were interrogating (texts generated by
others and texts we had generated) and uses and generation of text in and out of school.
These conversations gave me the opportunity to view participants’ literacy practices in
relation to their identity construction. I audio-taped all of our group meetings and video-

taped some as was appropriate to the situation. I then catalogued and transcribed tapes;'’

14 The appendix includes interview protocols used with the teenage mothers and Rachel.

15 When I catalogued a tape, as I listened to it I characterized topics or themes that were being discussed
over a period of less than a minute to several minutes. Catalogues look like extended lists of topic
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sometimes | had assistance with the transcription, and I edited each transcript for
accuracy and consistency of conventions. I took field notes during and after every

meeting.

Observations

In addition to meeting on planned occasions, I observed the participants in school
and other locations (home, doctor’s office, prom, birthday parties, etc.) as they went
about their everyday lives. I observed them in their parenting class two to three times per
week, and in other settings approximately three to five times per month. This type of
data collection allowed me to observe more natural experiences around identity
development and literacy practices when the participants may or may not have been
explicitly focused on these issues. I kept field notes during observations if it was
appropriate to do so and wrote notes after my observations. I audio- and/or video-taped
observations as was appropriate to the situation, then I catalogued or transcribed tapes.
As I’ve indicated, this data is secondary to that of observations during reading and

writing group meetings.

Interviews
Over the course of the project, I conducted formal interviews with five of the nine

teen mothers who attended the reading and writing group, including the three core

descriptions marked with timer numbers. When I transcribed a tape, I typed a word-for-word record of
what was said by the participants in the conversation. I attempted to capture some aspects of the
illocutionary force of the conversation by indicating pauses, non-verbal sounds (e.g., sighs, laughter, tongue
clicks), overlapping speech, interruptions, simultaneous talk, and other similar features of group’s
communication. I had help transcribing some tapes, so part of my transcription work involved reviewing
others’ transcriptions, correcting errors, filling in missed words, and adding symbols for conversation
features such as those described above.
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participants. At the beginning of the study, I conducted open-ended pre-intervention
interviews of the core participants in the fall of 1998. The interviews provided base-line
information about participants’ literacy practices and their perceptions about their
identities so that I could trace changes in these over time. I also informally interviewed
all core and some fringe participants on a continuing basis. Since, core participants
contributed to an ongoing evaluation of the group’s activities, they offered feedback
about the activities of the reading and writing group, and though they may not have been
aware of it, they helped me to continually reevaluate the research procedures. 1
interviewed all core participants again at the end of the project.

I also formally and informally interviewed Rachel, the parenting teacher.
Interviews with her were frequent and took various forms. I talked with her informally at
length on numerous occasions about the various aspects of her work and mine. I
conducted her final interview over three separate sessions; the length of the sessions
varied between 20 minutes and over an hour. She sat down for formal interviews with
me when she could take the time during her school day.

I informally interviewed at least nine other people related to the project, including
family members, teachers, school administrators, boyfriends, and friends. These
interactions were not recorded except in my field notes. I wrote field notes during and
after all formal and informal interview sessions. Formal interviews were audio-taped and
transcribed. Interview data of the three core participants are the primary interviews of the
study. The other interviews, though important to the study, served as contribute to the

more central ethnographic observations and interviews of the core participants.
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Other Data

In addition to the observations and interviews I conducted, I examined other
artifacts of the participants; lives. I had access to academic information (i.e., grades,
class projects) and testing data. Some of the school, childcare and medical information
and was reported to me in the form of anecdotes by teachers and administrators; some of
it was reported directly to me by the participants and confirmed by a teacher. Of most
use of the artifactual data was the participants’ classroom work. I read papers and
perused projects written and completed by the study participants. Many of these artifacts
were publicly available to anyone who walked into the parenting classrooms because they
were displayed on walls and tables around the room. Some of them were handed in to the

participants’ teacher, and then she or the participant gave me permission to look at them.

Participants

For my analysis, I divided the nine participants of the study into two groups—
core and fringe participants—based on the frequency and regularity of their attendance to
reading and writing group meetings. Tables 3.2 and 3.3 provide some pertinent
biographical information about each of the core and fringe participants. I designated
three of the teenage mothers core participants because they had the most regular
attendance to reading and writing group meetings and other events planned for the project
outside of school. I continued to invite them to participate whenever they could. The
core teenage mothers were of primary concern for my dissertation. The dynamics of the
reading and writing group helped provide context for and substantiate patterns in the data

focused on these three focal individuals’ literacy practices and development of critical
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literacy skills. Sheila, Elaine and Estella, the core participants, had the most regular
attendance to all planned events for the project, so much of my dissertation focuses on
them. I paid the most attention to Elaine, and she is the subject of the case study in
Chapter 5.

I designated another four teenage mothers fringe participants because though
they expressed interest in participating in the project, their life situations were such that
they sporadically, and in some cases rarely, attended scheduled meetings or other events
outside of school. Fringe participants were also included in the analysis of the study data,
but they are infrequently, if ever, referred to by name in the dissertation. Though they
only occasionally were in attendance at reading and writing group meetings, fringe
participants were commonly the subjects of conversation during meetings. Mindy, a
fringe participant, was a frequent subject of orally narrated texts during group meetings
and conversations in the parenting class. She became a more consistent participant on at
least two occasions when she came to three consecutive meetings, so she felt at times like
a core participant, and when she was attending, she spoke and acted as if she intended to
become a very regular participant. The researchers and the teen participants would begin
to believe she was becoming a core participant, but then we would not see or hear from
her for a week or longer. Although most of them are not named individually in the
dissertation, the other fringe participants played an important albeit tangential role in the
study as supporting and or contrasting cases. In this comparative and substantiating way,

they contributed to the analysis.

75



Table 3.2 - Core Participants

Sheila

Age at start of the project: 15

Race: European-American

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Drew/6 mos.

Child’s father/age at start of the project: Dallas/19

Family information: Sheila lived in a rural town 15 miles from
Summit. Sheila lived with her mother and sometimes her twin
brothers in a small house they rented; she also had an older
brother who was incarcerated during the project. Sheila usually
held down a pert-time job at a fast food restaurant. Her mother
was employed as a factory worker, lost her job, and then
experienced periods of unemployment during the two years of
the study.

Estella

Age at start of the project: 16

Race: multi-racial (Mexican-, Arab-, European-American)
Child’s name/age at start of the project: Ariel/8 mos.

Child’s father/age at start of the project: Ariel’s father was not a
part of her or Estella’s lives.

Family information: Estella lived in an urban town 10 miles
from Summit. Estella lived with her mother, father, three sisters
and one brother in a culturally Latino, Spanish-speaking
household. The family owned their home. Her mother is
Mexican-American, and her biological father who was not
present in her life is Arab-American. Her adopted father with
whom she lived and who she knew as her father for most of her
life died during the project of a heart attack.

Elaine

Age at start of the project: 16

Race: bi-racial (African- and European-American)

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Marcus/8 mos.
Child’s father/age at start of the project: Evan/18

Family information: Elaine lived in the same urban town as
Estella 10 miles from Summit but in a different neighborhood.
The family owned their home. Her mother is European-
American and her father is African-American; her father is
college educated and her mother had some post-secondary
education; both parents were employed. She has an older half
brother from her father’s previous marriage and an older sister
who shares her biological parents.
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Table 3.3 Fringe Participants

Michelle

Age at start of the project: 16

Race: European-American

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Aaron/6 mos.

Family information: Michelle lived in a rural town 20 miles from
Summit. Michelle was living with her son’s father’s parents during the
project. The family owned their home. Her mother and father, who are
divorced, live in the South; she has a younger brother and sister who
live with their mother. Her son’s father occasionally lived with them
but not as a partner to Michelle; he has a younger sister who also lived
with them.

Mindy

Age at start of the project: 15

Race: European-American

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Halina/8 mos. During the
project Mindy had another child, Sean, born July 1999 and gave him up
for adoption.

Family information: Mindy lived in the suburban town where Summit
was also located. At the start of the project, Mindy lived in an
apartment with her father and her mother who was ill with cancer.
During the project her mother died. Her older sister lived in a large
suburban town about 50 miles from her home.

Renee

Age at start of the project: 18
Race: Mexican-American

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Renee was pregnant with
Jacob at the beginning of the project.

Family information: Renee is Estella’s half sister. They share the same
mother; Estella’s adopted father is Renee’s biological father.

Nadine

Age at start of the project: 19

Race: European-American

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Caleb; 18 mos.

Family information: Nadine lived in a rural town about 15 miles from
Summit.

Chelsea

Age at start of the project: 15

Race: European-American

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Chelsea was pregnant at the
beginning of the project and had her baby after it ended.

Family information: Chelsea lived in the same rural town as Sheila 15
miles from Summit but in a more upscale part of town. Chelsea
enrolled in the parenting program and joined our group during the
second year; she was a friend of Sheila’s from their former public
school. She lived with both of her biological parents.

Tara

Age at start of the project: 17

Race: European-American

Child’s name/age at start of the project: Tara was pregnant with
Tabitha at the beginning of the project.

Family information: Tara was not a frequent enough member for us to
get to know much about her.
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Table 3.4 Adults Related to the Project

Rachel Age at start of the project: 49

Classroom Race: European-American

teacher and Children: 3—ranging in age from teenager to adult; one daughter, two

coordinator of | sons.

the Child Family information: Rachel lived in a neighboring town to Summit.

Development | Her husband is a psychologist at the local university.

Center

Laura Age at start of the project: 36

University Race: European-American

researcher Children: 2—ages 8 and 12 at the start of the project.
Family information: Laura lived in a neighboring town to Summit
where the university is located with her children.

Kara Age at start of the project: 36

University Race: European-American

researcher and | Children: None during the project.l6

graduate Family information: I lived in a neighboring town to Summit where

student the university is located in an apartment. For most of my childhood I
lived in a suburb of a major Midwestern city with my father, step
mother, sister and three step brothers.

Data Analysis

The hybrid approach I took in this research project includes variations on the

constant comparative method of grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss &

Corbin, 1990), for data analysis. I conducted simultaneous data collection and theory

development and applied methods of coding data for themes and patterns from the

traditions of grounded theory. As I have implied previously, the first year of the study

was less than prosperous in terms of the data collected, but bountiful in developing

relationships with the teen mothers in our reading and writing group, and in developing

ways of talking about text and our lives. I thought that the data I had collected that year

16 Although I was not a mother during data collection, I have since become one. Being a mother has made
a significant difference in my understandings of the choices and roles of the teenage mothers in our group.
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would be what I would mostly rely on for my analysis. My initial analysis led me to
believe that the second year’s study would serve to confirm what I found in the first year
as I was fairly confident that the patterns of participation in reading and writing group
meetings in year two would look much like they did in year one. As I have intimated,
year two looked quite different from year one not only in terms of frequency and
regularity of participation, but in terms of the quality of participation as well. However,
when data collection concluded at the end of the 1999-00 school year, and I directed my
efforts toward analysis of both years of data, I found that the most fruitful meetings for
my analysis were those that took place during year two of the study.

By the end of the second year of the project, I had in hand a set of data that
enabled me to look at individual meetings and across them, in addition to looking at the
individual teen mothers’ participation. In both of these locations I was able to discern
some significant critical interactions with texts.

At this point, I was listening to tapes and reading transcripts of meetings as I
looked for themes and patterns in the data. I conducted close discourse analysis on the
conversation at meetings where we talked about texts with a tone of interrogation. As I
discussed previously, my research question changed during the analysis process.
Somewhere in the middle of the second year of data collection, I realized that my focus
was misplaced. Instead of looking at the texts and the individuals who were reading
them, I needed to look at the interactions that were created in the context of our reading
and writing group. In other words, I needed to focus on the discourse that was particular
to our meetings and that surrounded and was created by the texts, the individuals, and the

task of looking at our identities. The research question I have been working with for
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most of my analysis centers on the impact of the critical literacy goals and activities of
the study:
What kinds of critical interactions with texts occur in a reading and writing
group comprised of teenage mothers, and with what consequences —
especially in terms of the teenage mothers’ opportunities to interrogate"
multiple roles they play, choices they make about what to do and who to be,

and cultural stereotypes that frame their identities?

Creation of Categories: Seeking Themes and Patterns

In order to answer the research question that drove my study, I spent a great deal
of time coding segments of text that could possibly be categorized as enactments of what
I thought might be critical interactions that were emerging out of the group’s discourse.
My research question guided what I looked for in the talk of the group’s participants—
specifically, I looked for conversation about roles, responsibilities, and expectations the
participants had for themselves and expectations others have for them. In order to
discern what constitutes a critical interaction, I examined features of the utterance’s
context, including, for example, the text under examination, the participants who were
present and active, and the topic(s) of our discussion and how closely it related to the text
or to issues of identity.

At the same time I carefully examined what I was at that point loosely defining as
interactions (not necessarily critical interactions) in order to better understand their shape

and content. [ tried isolating the talk that was directly about printed text, and I discovered

17 My understanding of the meaning of interrogate did not change with my revision of the research
questions.
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that not only was there a very fine line between what was directly about text and what
was not, but that in doing this I left out large segments of conversation within which
important work was being done to make sense of the text in terms of the participants’
lives—a crucial part of critical literacy. In this process I asked myself a series of
imaginative questions to better understand what was happening in an interaction and
why. I asked: Why is this interaction occurring now? Why is it occurring at all? Why
does this interaction involve these participants and not others? What are the
consequences of this interaction? Why did the interaction have these results and not
these others?

I wrote multiple “memos” that attempted to describe and explain, guided by these
questions, the interactions I saw around texts at the reading and writing group meetings.
In writing the memos, I worked to name and define moments of critical interactions; I
wrote descriptions of what I interpreted to be “going on” at the meetings, including the
significance of a particular text under interrogation and the significance of turn-taking in
our conversation. My memos also contained lengthy portions of transcription from
meeting tapes that I believed to reveal instances of critical interaction. For example, in
one memo I included nearly a page long transcript wherein I guided the participants in a
conversation about their personal understandings of the role of a good mother, cultural
understandings of this role, and the differences and similarities between those
understandings. Though specific critical interactions were still roughly identified and
defined at this point, I wrote trying to explain the transcript in terms of critical

interactions with texts.
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As my analysis continued, the shape of the critical interactions I was seeing
became more distinct. I soon had a list of what I thought I could identify as critical
interactions, definitions of them, and examples from meetings to show how they were
enacted. A technique I used to help me mold the emerging critical interactions was to
look at a single participant’s interactions with texts across meetings. I looked especially
at Sheila’s, Estella’s, and Elaine’s interactions across the meetings described in Table 3.1.
I attempted to characterize each of these participant’s particular ways of interacting with
texts (critical and not critical) and explain, with the support of their interviews, why they
might be interacting in these ways. This approach was extremely helpful in showing
three important qualities of the conversations at our reading and writing group meetings.
First, I learned that some of the talk that I had previously decided was “off topic talk” and
not useful for my analysis was, indeed, very useful in showing me why and how we were
making sense of particular texts in particular ways. After exploring what emerged as
patterned ways of participating in meetings and analyzing a participant’s interviews, it
became clearer that some of the seemingly unconnected contributions were preliminary
attempts at an analysis by the participants of their roles in relationship to the piece of text
under examination.

Second, my approach of looking at a single participant’s contribution across
meetings was useful in revealing to me the process of collaborative meaning making
during meetings. Often in looking for critical interactions in a single participant’s talk
across meetings, I would find that I was drawn to the same sections of meeting transcripts
that I used in examining critical interactions in a different participant’s talk. On careful

examination of these segments across participants, I saw that two or more participants



often would make sense of a text together. This happened when one participant would
help make meaning of a text with another participant by restating or rephrasing what
someone else had said, by providing examples for an assertion that someone else had
made, or by completing a sentence that someone else had started. Estella and Elaine
were particularly adept at collaborative meaning making, but they were by no means the
only ones who participated in conversations in this way. As we all got to know each
other better, we seemed to converse with each othe;' more and more frequently in ways
that resulted in collaborative meaning making.

Finally, as I conducted my cross-case analysis of meetings by participant, I came
to realize that one type of text that I had been overlooking as remarkably meaningful was
the text of our own conversations. Especially during the second year when our group was
much more cohesive and had developed a history of ideas and patterns of interactions, we
referred to previous conversations much in the ways that we referred to visual texts (e.g.,
printed texts, videos). We told stories that were then interrogated in the same ways that
we questioned other media. We also narrated events for which several of us were present
then we discussed not only the event<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>